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        The Dating-App Diversity Paradox
        Faith Hill

        If you ask an adult--particularly an older one--how they found their significant other, you're fairly likely to hear about a time-honored ritual: the setup. Somewhere along the line, a mutual connection might have thought: Aren't X and Y both weirdly into Steely Dan? Or: My two sweetest friends! Or perhaps just: They're each single. The amateur cupid made the introduction, stepped back, and watched as they fell in love.If you ask a single 20-something how they're looking for a partner, you're fairl...

      

      
        Elon Musk's Political Weapon
        Charlie Warzel

        On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then ...

      

      
        Attacking the President, Attacking the Nation
        Tom Nichols

        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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose throu...

      

      
        Trump Goes Home a Martyr
        John Hendrickson

        "God has now spared my life," Donald Trump told an arena full of supporters in suburban New York last night. He waited a beat while more than 15,000 members of the MAGA faithful began to hoot and applaud inside Nassau Coliseum on Long Island. Then he completed his thought: "Not once but twice."  The assassination attempts--one near-fatal shooting at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania; one foiled attack at his golf course in Florida--have emboldened the former president."These encounters with death hav...

      

      
        Why Hezbollah and Israel Can't Make a Deal
        Hussein Ibish

        At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever cond...

      

      
        Football Won't Save Tua Tagovailoa From Himself
        Jemele Hill

        It was a terrifying but sadly familiar scene: Tua Tagovailoa, the star quarterback for the Miami Dolphins, lying on the field, apparently disoriented, after suffering another concussion. The injury, sustained in a game last week against the Buffalo Bills, was Tagovailoa's fourth diagnosed concussion since 2019 and his third since becoming an NFL player, in 2020. It seemed like the ultimate sign that Tagovailoa should end his promising NFL career, only two games into his fifth season.That appears ...

      

      
        The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids
        Charley Locke

        Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.About 15 percent of American...

      

      
        The Right Way to Say the Unsayable
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.What is your most controversial opinion--something you wouldn't dare divulge publicly? Perhaps you are from a devout religious community and secretly don't believe in the most sacred doctrine. Or perhaps you love your activist friends but think their views are based on pious nonsense. Maybe you don't actually support the troops. Or you doubt that climate change is such a big problem.As a social sc...

      

      
        A Campaign-Song Nightmare
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAt the Democratic National Convention last month, Hillary Clinton walked offstage to her campaign anthem from 2016, "Fight Song" by Rachel Platten. It was meant, of course, as an uplifting moment. But a journalist friend I was watching with who had covered the Clinton campaign froze when he heard it, and said, "I'm triggered," only half joking. Platten back then was having her first real taste of fame. She had loaned the ...

      

      
        Scientific American Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody
        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.Scientific American has been a mainstay of science and technology journalism in the United States. (It's been in business 179 years, even longer than The Atlantic.) As an aspiring nerd in my youth--I began college as a chemistry major--I read it regularly. In 2017, I contributed a short article to it abou...

      

      
        Don't Fool Yourself About the Exploding Pagers
        Ian Bogost

        Updated at 9:20 a.m. ET on September 19, 2024Yesterday, pagers used by Hezbollah operatives exploded simultaneously in Lebanon and Syria, killing at least a dozen people and injuring thousands. Today brought another mass detonation in Lebanon, this time involving walkie-talkies. The attacks are gruesome and shocking. An expert told the Associated Press that the pagers received a message that caused them to vibrate in a way that required someone to press buttons to stop it. That action appears to ...

      

      
        Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?
        Roge Karma

        The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are ...

      

      
        This Is What a Losing Campaign Looks Like
        David Frum

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024A first draft of this story opened: "It's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at you."Backspace, backspace, backspace. Although it's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at me personally, it is almost every day that Senator J. D. Vance rage-tweets at somebody. (I had tweete...

      

      
        The Death of the Minivan
        Ian Bogost

        The minivan dilemma: It is the least cool vehicle ever designed, yet the most useful. Offering the best value for the most function to a plurality of American drivers, a minivan can cart seven passengers or more in comfort if not style, haul more cargo than many larger trucks, and do so for a sticker price roughly a quarter cheaper than competing options. Even so, minivan sales have been falling steadily since their peak in 2000, when about 1.3 million were sold in the United States. As of last y...

      

      
        The Fog
        Howard Altmann

        And when it lifts, the fog lifts
what it buried, the tall pines
stand taller, the valley breathes
a magnanimous air, the green
grass hills stir in wonder,
the fleeting white clouds flee
with their shadows, a bale
of hay makes the case for being
alone, and what was erased
and briefly forgotten retrieves
its mother tongue, speaking
truth to the hour. And to be
a witness to such plumes of mist
dissolve into the vastness
is to be the vastness, the Earth's
step our step, the observer
and the observed ...

      

      
        The Women Killed by the <em>Dobbs</em> Decision
        Helen Lewis

        Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024Some tragedies are impossible to prevent, or even to predict. The death of Amber Nicole Thurman was not. She was perhaps the first woman killed by the overturning of Roe v. Wade.In June 2022, the Supreme Court ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization removed the constitutional right to an abortion guaranteed by Roe. As a result, individual states reverted to their own laws. In Georgia, where Thurman lived, abortions became illegal from th...

      

      
        Israel's 'Hand of God' Operation
        Graeme Wood

        In the 1960s, a Syrian defense official visited the Golan, the country's border with Israel, and advised planting nonnative eucalyptus trees near the sites of its artillery, to provide concealment and shade to Syrian soldiers. But that official turned out to be an Israeli spy. He was found out and executed in 1965, but his landscaping ruse may have made "aim at the eucalyptus trees" a reasonable first set of orders for Israeli artillery during the war between Israel and Syria two years later.Gett...

      

      
        The Real Reason Trump and Vance Are Spreading Lies About Haitians
        Adam Serwer

        Six days into terrorizing the city of Springfield, Ohio, with baseless nonsense about Haitian immigrants kidnapping and eating people's pets, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, admitted that the tales were intended to push a certain narrative."If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," Vance told CNN on Sunday. Days earlier, Vance had acknowledged that "it's possible...

      

      
        Democrats Can't Rely on the Black Church Anymore
        Daniel K. Williams

        When Kamala Harris learned that Joe Biden was going to withdraw from the 2024 presidential race, she called her pastor to ask for prayer. Like many other African American Democrats, Harris is a member of a predominantly Black, social-justice-oriented church, and her pastor, Amos C. Brown, is a veteran of civil-rights campaigns.Traditionally, the route to winning the African American vote for Democratic politicians has run through Black churches that are very much like Brown's--that is, ecumenicall...

      

      
        The Age of <em>Jennifer's Body</em>
        Rafaela Bassili

        Horror movies are filled with women and girls in various stages of distress: haunted blondes, bewildered wives tormented by their husband's greed, final girls who have survived massacres that swept towns or summer camps. And who can forget Linda Blair's bloodied head, spinning 360 degrees on her shoulders in The Exorcist, an image that has frightened sleepover attendees for half a century?But the horror genre isn't made up only of girls who are victims of terror. Fifty years ago, in his debut nov...

      

      
        I Really Can't Tell If You're Serious
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        My problem is my habit of scrolling through Instagram Reels only at night, right before I go to sleep. Defenses worn down by the day, I am susceptible to nonsense, and unsure of whether what I'm seeing is "real."For example: I saw a video the other night of a young woman sitting in a normal-looking bedroom and telling a straight-faced story about how she had been proposed to at a Taylor Swift concert, and said no. "I was not saying no to the man. Like, my boyfriend is the love of my life. I'm gon...

      

      
        Productivity Is a Drag. Work Is Divine.
        Sara Tillinger Wolkenfeld

        Why should humans do anything, if machines can do it better? The answer is crucial to the future of human civilization--and may just lie in religious texts from centuries ago.From the digital (Google searches and Slack chats) to the purely mechanical (washing machines and microwaves), humans use tools nearly constantly to enhance or replace our own labor. Those that save time and effort are easy to appreciate--I have yet to meet someone who misses scrubbing clothes by hand. But the rapid rise of ar...

      

      
        You Won't Believe Who Our New Neighbors Are
        Hanna Rosin

        Editor's Note: Read Hanna Rosin's story, "The Insurrectionists Next Door". Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsThere are a few names closely associated with the aftermath of January 6. Donald Trump, of course. The "QAnon Shaman," for obvious reasons. And Ashli Babbitt. She was the only person shot by a Capitol Police officer that day, after she climbed through a broken glass panel. Almost immediately, rioters who witnessed her shooting recognized its sy...

      

      
        Israel's Strategic Win
        Eliot A. Cohen

        From a purely technical view, the rippling blasts of thousands of exploding pagers in the hands of Hezbollah represented an extraordinary piece of sabotage--one of the most remarkable in the history of the dark arts. For Israel--if that's who was behind the attacks--to have so penetrated the Iranian and Hezbollah supply chain, on such a large scale, and with such violent effect, is simply astonishing.The question, as always, is: To what strategic effect? How will this act of violence, however specta...

      

      
        The Exploding Pagers of Lebanon
        Robert F. Worth

        It felt like a science-fiction film, one Lebanese friend told me. At almost exactly the same moment--3:30 p.m. today--pagers exploded all over Lebanon, leaving hideous gashes and wounds on the heads, hands, and hips of their owners.The significance of the attack quickly became clear: The pagers were being used by members of Hezbollah, the Lebanese militant movement that has been fighting an undeclared war with Israel since October.Israel has been using digital technologies to target members of Hezb...
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The Dating-App Diversity Paradox

Online dating can be alienating and exasperating; it could also lead to a more integrated world.

by Faith Hill




If you ask an adult--particularly an older one--how they found their significant other, you're fairly likely to hear about a time-honored ritual: the setup. Somewhere along the line, a mutual connection might have thought: Aren't X and Y both weirdly into Steely Dan? Or: My two sweetest friends! Or perhaps just: They're each single. The amateur cupid made the introduction, stepped back, and watched as they fell in love.

If you ask a single 20-something how they're looking for a partner, you're fairly likely to hear a weary sigh. The apps, of course. The swiping has been interminable; the chats have been boring, the first dates awkward, and the ghosting--well, it still stings. They might be wondering: Does no one know a marginally interesting, normal-enough person who wants to get to know me?

Once, American couples most commonly met through friends or family; now they're most likely to meet online. Yet, despite the apps' popularity, roughly half of users--and more than half of women--say their experience on them has been negative. Many today long for the setup. They imagine an era when couples were tailor-made by the people they cherished; when shared peers would hold creepy or flaky dates accountable; when a new partner would fit seamlessly into their social life.

Read: 'Nostalgia for a dating experience they've never had'

But there's one major problem with that vision: Dating people your friends or family know usually means dating people demographically similar to you--and that can lead to an ever more segregated society. "How couples meet ends up being this incredibly primary battlefield to the reinforcement of a distinction of racial, ethnic, and social class groups," Reuben Thomas, a sociologist at the University of New Mexico, told me. As isolating as apps can be, they are "a huge threat to those boundaries." They might link you to someone you otherwise never would have met--and allow the two of you to establish your own relationship norms, free from outside judgment. Pair by pair, they could create a more integrated and equitable world.



Recently, Americans have been intrigued by matchmaking. The Netflix shows Indian Matchmaking and Jewish Matchmaking were hits; contemporary matching services are proliferating. But Thomas, who studies social networks and homogeneity, hopes people won't forget what the practice was historically about in many cultures: ensuring that someone ended up with a racially and economically appropriate partner. "You can think of matchmakers traditionally as agents of maintaining caste boundaries," he told me. Women, particularly, tended to have little power to challenge decisions made for them by their family or church. One might end up with a man decades older just because of his wealth, Jennifer Lundquist, a University of Massachusetts at Amherst sociologist, told me.

Setups are, in a sense, matchmaking's modern equivalent. They aren't typically meant to pair people who are demographically suitable, but society is highly segregated. Friend groups that are diverse in one way usually aren't in others, Thomas told me; think of a racially varied bunch of college friends, all getting degrees. Any two people from the same social bubble will probably be pretty homogeneous. And they might end up pushed together by mutual connections who love the idea of their pals hitting it off.

Read: The new old dating trend

Studies suggest that couples who meet online, alternatively, are more likely to cut across race, education, and religious boundaries. That's not to say that romantic relationships--online or off--are totally integrated by any of those measures. When it comes to interracial marriages in the United States, for example, Lundquist told me that "if you were to just sort of put everyone in a bag and randomly assort everyone, the rates of interracial pairings would be three to five times higher than what they actually are." But such unions are more common than they used to be. When the Supreme Court case Loving v. Virginia legalized interracial marriage in 1967, interracial couples made up 3 percent of the country's newlyweds; now they're up to nearly 20 percent--with spikes not long after the introduction of Match.com in 1995 and Tinder in 2012.

Dating apps still have a major bias problem. In 2014, OkCupid analyzed data from a feature that let people rate potential matches and found that Asian men and Black women and men received lower rankings than any other groups; a 2024 study found that Black Tinder users received fewer likes than white users did. Apps can allow people to efficiently weed out those who are different from them, Lundquist explained. Some, emboldened by the anonymity, use filters to avoid seeing anyone of, say, a certain race. Many have unconscious prejudices shaping whom they swipe right on. Lundquist told me that wading through so many options can lead people to rely on quick judgments--stereotypes, essentially--that they wouldn't when getting to know someone in person. And research suggests that app algorithms, which aren't fully public, tend to match users largely based on shared qualities.

But at least on dating apps people have a better chance of encountering others who are different from them. "Very few people have truly diverse networks that really match the kind of diversity you would see" on a dating site like Hinge or Match, Thomas said. Luke Brunning, a lecturer at the University of Leeds, in the U.K., and a leader of the Ethical Dating Online research group, compared it to the integration of physical spaces: You can't make people from different backgrounds want to hang out, but you can work to remove barriers. "Having people taking the same forms of public transport and using the same parks or the same swimming pools, same public facilities," he told me, "it's not going to integrate society overnight. But it will have a kind of gradual positive impact that it definitely wouldn't have if things were different." Indeed, a model made by the researchers Josue Ortega and Philipp Hergovich predicted that just exposing people of different races to one another leads to more interracial marriages.

Diversity isn't just good for society; it can be good for individuals and for couples, too. In plenty of studies, participants mention enjoying the "opening of social possibilities" that the apps bring, Gina Potarca, a lecturer at the University of Liverpool, in the U.K., told me. Some research has suggested that divorce rates are lower among spouses with similar backgrounds. But that idea is contested. And if pairs from different cultures do struggle more, that's likely in part because society doesn't always celebrate them, which might not be the case if such relationships were more common, Lundquist pointed out. They'd still probably have more differences to navigate--but people should learn how to do that anyway.

As much as familiarity can be comforting, moving away from it can also be freeing, especially for women. Potarca told me that on the apps, women seem to be "a little bit more assertive with what they look for." Her research has found that married couples in Germany and Japan who met online divide housework more equitably, on average, than those who met other ways. She thinks this is related to earlier studies that have shown the same among couples who live farther from family. In both cases, it seems, distance from their communities' expectations lets couples make their own rules.



Dating apps, however potentially disruptive for society, are often alienating for individuals. They leave people to make decisions by themselves, which can be more stressful than empowering. They require people to trust that total strangers will be safe and respectful, and to deal with the ones who aren't. (Disturbingly, Columbia Journalism Investigations found that more than a third of women surveyed had been sexually assaulted by someone they met on an online dating site; the BBC found that a third had experienced harassment or abuse through a dating app.) They encourage people to choose between other human beings as if playing a game. Users relinquish the support and intimacy of a collective search for love in order to find someone outside their own bubble. But why can't they have both?

Some people are trying to. Tamar, the daughter of a couple acquainted with my mother, told me that she was on the apps for years without finding a long-term partner. She'd also tried casually asking friends to set her up, but the answer was always the same: Everyone I know is taken or You're too good for this person. Around her 30th birthday, Tamar (who asked to be identified only by her first name, to speak candidly about her personal life) felt a renewed motivation to meet someone. She'd heard of a friend of a friend writing a mass email asking to be set up, so she decided to devise her own--to old housemates, friends, family, family friends--and encouraged them to "send it near and far. Let's cast the net quite wide," she told me. She got a bunch of responses and went on a few dates that didn't work out, but this time she didn't feel so discouraged. "This is a person who means something to someone who means something to me," she remembers thinking. Months later, a family friend reached out to say he knew someone in her city with a matchmaking hobby; that person ended up introducing Tamar to her husband's friend. Now Tamar and that friend are married.

Her email most likely didn't reach a particularly diverse pool. Tamar suspects that it went to a lot of highly educated Jewish people, like her; her family recently found a photo of Tamar's parents dancing in a group with her now-husband at a wedding, neither party knowing the other, taken a year before he and Tamar met. But I wonder if the method is a step in the right direction--a way to throw the stone a little farther while still enlisting loved ones to help. "It was cool to think that there were people all over," she told me, "wanting me to find my person." Compared with her experience online dating, "that's a lot less lonely."

Some larger-scale attempts to combine range with community exist too. In 2023, Tinder launched an option that lets people's friends and family browse and recommend profiles without logging into an account themselves. "The feature makes modern dating a team sport," according to the company's press release. It also runs into an issue Thomas warned of: Your team might inadvertently keep pulling the same kinds of people from the bench, even if you would have been more open-minded. Other efforts seemed ill-conceived and probably unhelpful. The dating site MySingleFriend lets your friends write your profile--but you're on your own for whatever comes next. A colleague told me she'd once been added to a Facebook group called "Are We Dating the Same Guy?," which is exactly what it sounds like. "For the most part it was women posting screenshots of men on dating apps and being like, 'Anyone know him?' and then crickets," she told me. And of course, any vetting of strangers that does happen is done by yet more strangers.

Ultimately, integrating the people close to you into your romantic life might just need to happen after a first date. Perhaps you bring a new prospect to a party early on, or introduce them to your family when the relationship still feels relatively casual. (If anyone doesn't seem to love your pick yet, remember: They just met the person.) Maybe you make a point to hang out with your new interest's group, even if you don't feel like you fit in. After a while, you might get invited to events you never would have before, with people you've grown fond of; your friends might get to know their friends too. You're still part of a larger community--but a new one. And the two of you are building it together.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/09/dating-app-setup-diversity/679938/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Elon Musk Has Turned X Into a Pressure Cooker

It's hard to imagine this going any worse.

by Charlie Warzel




On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then there was the worst-case scenario: the dark timeline and its offshoot, the darkest-darkest timeline. Here's how I described that one:



The darkest-darkest timeline is the one where the world's richest man runs a communications platform in a truly vengeful, dictatorial way, which involves Musk outright using Twitter as a political tool to promote extreme right-wing agendas and to punish what he calls brain-poisoned liberals.




Some 29 months later, this appears to be the timeline we've living in. But even my grim predictions failed to anticipate the intensity of Musk's radicalization. He is no longer teasing at his anti-woke views or just asking questions to provoke a response. To call him a troll or a puckish court jester is to sugarcoat what's really going on: Musk has become one of the chief spokespeople of the far right's political project, and he's reaching people in real time at a massive scale with his message.



Since his endorsement of Donald Trump in July, Musk has become the MAGA movement's second-most-influential figure after the nominee himself (sorry, J. D. Vance), and the most significant node in the Republican Party's information system. Musk and his platform are to this election what Rupert Murdoch and Fox News were to past Republican campaigns--cynical manipulators and poisonous propaganda machines, pumping lies and outrage into the American political bloodstream.



Though the mask has been off for a while, Musk's intentions have become even more blatant recently. Following Taylor Swift's endorsement of Kamala Harris, in which Swift labeled herself a "childless cat lady" in reference to an insult deployed by Vance, Musk publicly offered to impregnate the pop star. And just this past weekend, Musk did the following:

	amplified a conspiracy theory that ABC had leaked sample debate questions to the Harris campaign
 	falsely claimed that "the Dems want to take your kids"
 	fueled racist lies about immigrants eating pets
 	shared with his nearly 200 million followers on X that "Trump must win" to "preserve freedom and meritocracy in America"
 	insinuated that it was suspicious that "no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," adding a thinking-face emoji. He subsequently deleted the post and argued that it was a joke that had been well received in private. "Turns out jokes are WAY less funny if people don't know the context and the delivery is plain text," he wrote in a follow-up on X.




Whether Musk is telling the truth about his assassination post or offering up a feeble excuse for his earnest trolling doesn't matter. Although he's trying to explain this post away as just a harmless bit of context collapse, what he's really revealing is the extent to which he is captured by his audience, pecking out posts that delight the only cohort willing to offer the attention and respect he craves. The parallels to Trump may be obvious at this point, but they also account for Musk's ability to dominate news cycles.



Read: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally



Like Trump in his Apprentice and The Art of the Deal eras, Musk before his political obsessions was a celebrity famous in a different, mostly nonpolitical context. Although Musk's volatility, contrarianism, and disdain for the press were a matter of record before his MAGA turn, his carefully constructed popular image was that of a billionaire innovator and rocket scientist (Musk was reportedly an inspiration for Tony Stark's character in the Iron Man movie franchise). Which is to say: Many people experienced Musk's right-wing radicalization not as inevitable, but as a shocking departure. Right-wing diehards amplified him with glee, as proof of the ascendance of their movement, while liberals and the media amplified him as a distressing example of the proliferation of online brain worms in a certain slice of Silicon Valley.



That Musk is polarizing is important, but what allows him to attract attention is this change of context. A far-right influencer like Charlie Kirk or Alex Jones is expected to spread vile racist conspiracies--that is what they've always done to earn their living. But as with Trump in his 2016 campaign, there is still a lingering novelty to Musk's role as MAGA's minister of propaganda. Many people, for example, still don't understand why a man with unlimited resources might want to spend most of his time acting as a political party's in-house social-media team. Musk has been a troll for a while, but his popular image as a savvy entrepreneur stayed intact until only recently. He was the subject of a largely flattering, best-selling biography as recently as last year. He appeared on the cover of this magazine in 2013 as a contender for the world's greatest living inventor. In fact, even when Musk muses about how strange it is that no one has tried to shoot Harris, popular news outlets still cover it as a departure from an imagined status quo. On Monday, a New York Times article described Musk, a man who recently hosted a fawning interview with Donald Trump on X and has amplified conspiracy theories such as Pizzagate, as "the world's richest man," who "has established a reputation as an edgy plutocrat not bound by social conventions when it comes to expressing his opinions."



Read: Demon mode activated



That nearly every one of Musk's utterances is deemed newsworthy makes him a perfect vector for right-wing propaganda. Take Musk's role in spreading the nonsense about Haitian residents in Springfield, Ohio. According to an analysis delivered by the journalist Gaby Del Valle on Vox's Today, Explained podcast, Musk replied to a tweet by Kirk on September 8, in which the influencer had shared a screenshot from a Springfield resident on Facebook claiming that Haitians in the area were eating ducks, geese, and pets. Musk's reply served to amplify the claim to his followers and admirers just two days before the presidential debate, where it was directly referenced by Trump onstage. The lies "left the ecosystem of right-wing Twitter partially because Elon Musk got involved," Del Valle said. Like Trump before him, Musk is able to act as a clearinghouse for the fringier ideas coming from the far-right fever swamps.



Musk's is the most followed account on X and, as its owner, he has reportedly asked engineers to algorithmically boost his posts on the platform. (Musk has denied that his tweets are deliberately amplified, but the platform shows them even to people who don't follow him.) The architecture of the site, most notably the platform's algorithmically sorted "For You" feed, routinely features Musk and news about Musk, which increases the likelihood that anything the billionaire shares will reach a wider audience on a service that is still at least somewhat influential in shaping American political discourse. It sounds conspiratorial to suggest that Musk is tweaking the algorithmic dials on his site or using X as a political weapon, but the truth is that Musk doesn't even need to demand that his company boost a specific message. Musk has spent nearly two years installing his own account as X's main character and shaping the platform's architecture in his own image. The politics of X are inextricably linked to Musk's own politics.



It would be far too simplistic to suggest that X is the reason for the chaos of our current political moment, or that Musk is solely responsible for the dangerous rhetoric that has contributed to terrorizing Haitian residents and thoroughly disrupting life in Springfield. Trump and Vance chose to amplify these messages too, and doubled down when called out on it. X is a comparatively small platform, past its prime. It was full of garbage before Musk bought the site, and its architecture goaded users into being the worst versions of themselves long before the billionaire's heel turn. But under Musk's stewardship, X has become the worst version of itself--a platform whose every policy and design choice seems intended to snuff out our better angels and efficiently raise our national political temperature.



X under Musk is a pressure cooker and an insidious force--not necessarily because it is as influential as it once was but because, to those who can't quit it, the platform offers the impression that it is a mirror to the world. One hallmark of Fox News is its ability to conjure a political perma-crisis, in order to instill a pervasive sense of fear in its audience. X, with Musk as its de facto director of programming, has created an information ecosystem that operates in much the same way. But the effect isn't felt just among MAGA true believers.



As we lurch closer to Election Day, it's easy to feel as if we've all entered the Great Clenching--a national moment of assuming the crash-landing position and bracing for impact. One gets the sense that the darkest forces in American life are accelerating, that politicians, powerful billionaires, and regular citizens alike are emboldened in the worst way or further radicalized. Every scandal, gaffe, and tragedy seems to take on a new political significance--as a harbinger of a potential electoral outcome or an indicator of societal unraveling. And it is exactly this feeling that Musk and his platform stoke and feed off every day.
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Attacking the President, Attacking the Nation

The legacy of American presidential assassinations

by Tom Nichols




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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose through our votes. It's not part of the normal torrent of politics. It's not an abstraction. It's personal. It's a death in the family--and both the victim and the killer were one of us.

This week, we learned of a possible second attempt to kill former President Donald Trump. Fortunately, the ambush was discovered by the Secret Service, and Trump is unharmed. But the sad truth of American history is that threats against public leaders--and especially against the president, as a symbol of the nation--are common. Some of these threats materialize into actual attacks, and four of them, each taking place in public view, have succeeded in killing the commander in chief.

Writers in The Atlantic have tried throughout our history to make sense of each of these terrible moments. Our archives reflect some of the ways these assassinations have left their scars on the nation.

In 1865, only eight years after The Atlantic was established, Abraham Lincoln was killed in the first successful assassination of an American president since the founding of the republic. (It wasn't the first attempt on a president's life: 30 years earlier, an unemployed house painter named Richard Lawrence had taken two shots at Andrew Jackson inside the Capitol, missed both times, and become the first person ever charged in the United States with the attempted assassination of a president.)

The Atlantic was founded as an abolitionist publication, and three months after Lincoln died, the writer Charles Creighton Hazewell expressed cold fury as he peered into the conspiracy against the Union's leaders. Hazewell (a Rhode Islander, I am now compelled to note as a transplant to the Ocean State) was also unwilling to limit the blame to the now-infamous John Wilkes Booth. "The real murderers of Mr. Lincoln are the men whose action brought about the civil war," he wrote. "Booth's deed was a logical proceeding, following strictly from the principles avowed by the Rebels, and in harmony with their course during the last five years."

Sixteen years would pass before another president was murdered. James Garfield was shot in July 1881, and lingered for weeks. As the wounded president lay on his deathbed, the journalist E. L. Godkin reflected on why the attack on Garfield seemed somehow worse than the killing of President Lincoln. He echoed Hazewell, agreeing that Lincoln's death seemed like a natural progression in the tragedy of the Civil War, but the shooting of Garfield seemed to come at a time when "the peaceful habit of mind was probably more widely diffused through the country than it had been since the foundation of the government." (Garfield finally succumbed to his injuries on September 19, 1881--143 years ago today.)

Some assassins believe they will be the movers of great events, but in a prescient comment about Lincoln's murder, Hazewell noted how the Union's government continued on after the president's death: "Anarchy is not so easily brought about as persons of an anarchical turn of mind suppose." Almost 20 years to the day after Garfield died, however, an anarchist shot President William McKinley after shaking his hand at the Buffalo World's Fair. Atlantic writer Bliss Perry captured the feeling that would return to Americans during the terrible rash of assassinations in the 1960s, noting that McKinley's death was the third such murder "within the memory of men who still feel themselves young."

But Perry's anguish over McKinley's murder was tempered by the most American of political emotions: patriotic optimism. "The assault upon democratic institutions has strengthened the popular loyalty to them," he wrote. "A sane hope in the future of the United States was never more fully justified than at this hour."

We are an older nation now, and less prone to such faith and exuberance. (And that is to our shame.) Over the next half century, assassins would try to kill Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Harry Truman. For all the grief Perry expressed in 1901, however, Americans had yet to experience the shock of seeing John F. Kennedy slain in a car next to his wife, a video reel apparently destined to be played each November over and over for all time. In early 1964, the historian Samuel Eliot Morison wrote a eulogy in The Atlantic for JFK. Morrison had known Kennedy, and his remembrance is a personal one. Perry said of McKinley that the "hour of a statesman's death is never the day of judgment of his services to his country," but Morison lauded Kennedy's personality and achievements, perhaps as comfort to a grieving nation. "With his death," Morison concluded, "something died in each one of us; yet something of him will live in us forever."

Public service in an open society should never be a risk, but the reality--especially now, in an age of treating politicians as celebrities--is that our national leaders must always be protected from those among us who are nursing grudges, harboring delusions, and indulging visions of grandeur. The history of assassinations, in America or anywhere else, shows that such attacks are difficult to stop. But rather than surrender to despair, we can return to these writers who tried to make sense of tragedy, and we can resolve, like them, that the bullets of would-be assassins will never kill our faith in the American idea.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/attacking-the-president-attacking-the-nation/679936/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Goes Home a Martyr

The former president believes his own hype--now more than ever.

by John Hendrickson




"God has now spared my life," Donald Trump told an arena full of supporters in suburban New York last night. He waited a beat while more than 15,000 members of the MAGA faithful began to hoot and applaud inside Nassau Coliseum on Long Island. Then he completed his thought: "Not once but twice."

The assassination attempts--one near-fatal shooting at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania; one foiled attack at his golf course in Florida--have emboldened the former president.

"These encounters with death have not broken my will," Trump said. "They have really given me a much bigger and stronger mission."

Judging from last night's rally, that mission is the same as it's been since Trump commandeered the GOP in 2015: lob outlandish accusations at his political opponents, paint American cities as hellscapes, and demonize migrants. Some 72 hours after potentially losing his life again, Trump sounded like--who else?--Trump.



This is a particularly charged moment for the former president. He's falling behind in many swing-state polls, and his messaging is as chaotic as ever. Last night, Trump claimed that Joe Biden is secretly working with Iran, and that Kamala Harris wants to pack the Supreme Court with as many as 25 justices. He spoke of "horrible, disgusting, dangerous, filthy encampments" of homeless people, and made a dark joke that New York parents who let their kids ride the subway alone have "a 75 percent chance" of never seeing them again.

Read: A horrifying new attempt on Trump's life

Antagonizing migrants remained a prime fixation. He warned that Venezuelans are "taking over your buildings and your land." He pledged to visit Springfield, Ohio--a city that has been seeing increased racial strife since he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, helped spread the false rumor that Haitian immigrants are eating pets. Trump mocked the efforts of Springfield's mayor to help migrants assimilate and learn English. His own fix was simpler: "We're getting them out of our country." He insisted that rapists, gang members, and other criminals are pouring in from other nations: "They're coming from the Congo. They're coming from the Middle East. They're coming from all over the world," Trump said. "Asia! A lot of them are coming from Asia." Sounding like Network's Howard Beale, he asserted that he and his followers are "not gonna take it" anymore. "November 5th," Trump told the overwhelmingly white audience before him, "will be your liberation day!"

But why was Trump talking about this in New York, of all places? His midweek stop at a suburban arena some 20 miles west of the Queens hospital where he was born seemed more vibes-based than tactical. Trump told the crowd that he would flip the state from blue to red on the electoral map for the first time in decades, a claim so improbable, even he didn't seem to believe it. Slightly more likely is that Trump's presence may affect downballot races and the state's congressional makeup. Although New York City is reliably blue, pockets of Long Island are Trump country.

Indeed, the rally site was packed with his fans, who seemed even more enamored of the former president and his antics than usual. Some also spoke of him as something akin to a living martyr. "God has a plan to use Donald Trump to help save this nation," Jay Moon, a young Trump supporter from Tennessee, told me. Moon and his family are Christians who are following Trump around the country in a decked-out pickup truck. Plastered on one of its passenger-door panels was a giant image of Trump wielding a tommy gun, with the phrase Merry MAGA You Filthy Animal. Maria Orlando, a 59-year-old born-again Christian from Suffolk County, New York, told me that she was "100 percent" certain that God was protecting Trump and covering him in "amazing grace." (She also shared that she prays for Trump and the Democrats alike.) "I see this as more of a spiritual battle literally between good and evil," she told me. "And I think that's why you see more violence and hatred coming out."

Even though Trump is out there playing the hits, with just 46 days left in the election, and with Harris's recent bump in the polls, his campaign has a fresh sense of tension and an undercurrent of violence. Of course, his team would say the same about the opposition. Earlier this week, Trump's campaign sent an email to reporters claiming that the "psycho" who allegedly brought a military-style rifle to his golf course on Sunday "was egged on by the rhetoric and lies that have flowed from Kamala Harris, Democrats, and their Fake News allies for years." The email included a list of politicians' quotes referring to Trump as a "threat"--from Harris, Biden, Nancy Pelosi, Liz Cheney, and Adam Schiff, to name just a few. It also included a list of quotes from journalists.

I've been to Trump events all across the country over the past three presidential-election cycles. I've come to believe that you can gauge the tenor of his movement by what the vendors outside the gates are hawking, and what people wear to the rallies. Right now, people are anxious and pissed off.

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

For months after he was indicted in Georgia last year, Trump's brooding mug shot was omnipresent on merchandise. These days, though, you can't escape the image of Trump raising his fist alongside any number of battlelike phrases: Bulletproof. Never Surrender. Fight! Fight! Fight! Violence is a defining theme of the final weeks of Trump's retribution campaign. Consider the red sleeveless tank top with Trump throwing up two middle fingers that reads You Missed. Or the shirt with Ronald Reagan and Trump that says I like my presidents like I like my guns: 40 and 45. Or the shirt that says I clean my guns with liberal tears. Or these car decals: Prepared not scared (with the image of a bullet). Bear arms or wear chains. Live, Laugh, Love, if that doesn't work, Load, Aim, and Fire. All for sale. Yesterday, I spoke with one vendor selling knives--pocket knives, folding knives, bowie knives. Depending on state laws, he told me, he's also been selling switchblades.

This is what Trumpism looks like, up close, in the final weeks of the 2024 election. Last night, Trump bragged about his "total endorsement" from the National Rifle Association. Gun owners, he shouted, "have to get out and vote." And he returned to one of his earliest pitches: "What the hell do you have to lose?" Nine years after his infamous golden-escalator ride, many Americans know exactly what they stand to lose. He still might win anyway.
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Why Hezbollah and Israel Can't Make a Deal

Even for those who don't want war, one obstacle to peace is nearly immovable.

by Hussein Ibish




At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever conducted.

The attack demonstrated, not for the first time, the extraordinary degree of Israel's penetration into Iran and its Arab allies. Just since January, Israel has assassinated the Hamas operative Saleh al-Arouri in Beirut, the Hamas political leader Ismail Haniyeh at a guesthouse in Tehran, and the Hezbollah military leader Fuad Shukr, again in Beirut. But the pager explosions mark an escalation, specifically, of the conflict that has been building between Israel and Hezbollah since October 8.

Graeme Wood: Israel's 'hand of God' operation

That day, following Hamas's attack on Israel, Hezbollah fired rockets across the Lebanon-Israel border in a rather pro forma show of solidarity with the Palestinian extremists. But to Hamas's disappointment, Hezbollah did not immediately ramp up its attacks beyond what had become routine across that border for more than two decades. In fact, Israel has been largely responsible for the escalation of conflict near the border over the months that followed, for reasons that are not impossible to discern. Hezbollah's interests, however, are a bit more opaque, and have set the group against both a wider war and the terms of a negotiated peace.



Neither Iran nor Hezbollah has much to gain from a regional conflagration or a war with Israel in Lebanon, particularly one started on behalf of Hamas. For Iran, Hezbollah is a precious asset not to be wasted. Tehran sees the militia--and its estimated 150,000 missiles and rockets, many with precision guidance--as its prime deterrent against an Israeli or American attack on its homeland or nuclear facilities, as well as a regional trump card. To expend this capacity on Gaza would be irrational from an Iranian point of view. Gaza has no strategic, religious, or historic significance to Iran--or really to anyone other than Palestinians, Israelis, and some Egyptians.

In addition, Hamas isn't nearly as important to Iran as Hezbollah is. Hamas is a Sunni fundamentalist organization linked to the Muslim Brotherhood, and its inclusion in Shiite Iran's "axis of resistance" is a marriage of convenience. In fact, Hamas broke with the Iranian network from 2012 to 2019 over the Syrian civil war: The Muslim Brotherhood was a major part of the Syrian opposition that Iran, Hezbollah, and their allies, including Russia, intervened to put down. Hamas returned to the Iranian fold only after that war ended. By then, both parties understood the limitations of the relationship.

Hezbollah instigated a war with Israel in 2006--its leader later apologized for it on Lebanese television--but it has shown little appetite for entering a new war with Israel on behalf of Gaza and Hamas. Many Israelis, by contrast, appear to be ambivalent about such a conflict. Some say that a war with Hezbollah in Lebanon is "inevitable"--better to get it over with. Others point out that the population on both sides of the border has largely evacuated, and that the Biden administration has pledged to support Israel if it is "forced into" a war.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

The more sophisticated argument from Israeli hawks is that, since October 7, Israel and the Palestinians have suffered strategic losses, while Iran and its network of armed gangs have pocketed some gains. To reverse this equation, an Israeli attack in Lebanon could deliver a humiliating blow to Hezbollah and Iran. It could also help reestablish the legitimacy of Israel's national-security institutions after the debacle of October 7. These are the deeper reasons Israel has recently added curbing Hezbollah to its Gaza-war aims.

Some Israeli officials point to the 80,000 or so Israelis evacuated from the border area and claim that they cannot return safely unless Hezbollah withdraws its forces and heavy equipment from the other side. That concern surely reflects the trauma of October 7, but it's worth noting that senior members of the war cabinet began pressing to invade Lebanon in early October, when no evacuations had taken place (some have since changed their minds).



So if Hezbollah doesn't want a war, why doesn't it accept a sensible settlement, like the one the Biden administration has spent the past year negotiating? Israel had been demanding that Hezbollah withdraw its forces and heavy equipment to about 25 kilometers, or 15 miles, away from the border; Hezbollah refused to consider this and instead insisted on an end to the Gaza war. The U.S. envoy, Amos Hochstein, reportedly proposed a compromise, with Hezbollah pulling back to seven or eight kilometers from the border rather than 25. The Lebanese military or United Nations forces would ostensibly step in to secure the frontier. Evacuees on both sides could return to their homes, and a devastating war that Lebanon, especially, cannot afford would be averted.

The proposal is eminently reasonable, but Hezbollah will never accept it. To understand why, consider that the agreement that ended the Lebanese Civil War in 1989 required all warring parties to disarm. Hezbollah managed to carve out an exception, first because Israel was still occupying southern Lebanon, and later, when that was no longer the case, on the grounds that the militia would protect the border area and liberate two small towns that remained under Israeli control. This is the rather flimsy basis on which the militia group has been permitted to maintain its own army--and therefore its own foreign and defense policy, and the ability to plunge Lebanon into war at any moment, without consulting the rest of its citizens or its government.

Any formal understanding that pulls Hezbollah back from the border threatens the rationale for its existence as an armed group within Lebanon. How can Hezbollah protect a border or liberate villages from five or so miles away? Sooner or later, someone in Lebanon would be liable to point out that if the Lebanese military or UN forces are securing the border area, Hezbollah needs to finally follow the other militia groups and disarm.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Of course, Hezbollah could simply refuse. It could even turn its guns on other Lebanese, much as it did in 2008, when the Lebanese government attempted to dismantle Hezbollah's independent military-telecommunications network and regain administrative control of the Beirut airport. But doing so would mark an end to Hezbollah's domestic legitimacy as a proponent of Lebanon's national interests and convince many Lebanese that the militia is out for little more than political power and service to Iran. Hezbollah cannot function outside the Lebanese context, and functioning within it requires maintaining at least the appearance of cooperation with the political system.

Whether the exploding pagers presage an invasion of Lebanon remains to be seen. Some Israeli hawks purportedly envision establishing a security buffer zone between the two countries, on Lebanese territory. But a new Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon--which is what such a zone would amount to--would greatly strengthen Hezbollah's argument for retaining its arms (and using them to eject the Israelis).

Much like the war in Gaza, a renewed occupation of Lebanese territory could well become a quagmire of constant warfare--one that would be considered entirely justified by many Lebanese who otherwise greatly dislike Hezbollah and its Iranian backers. Some Israelis may believe that October 7 justifies a new security doctrine of renewed occupations and buffer zones across the country's borders. But expanding the territory of the war not only will not end it, but could render it virtually irresolvable.
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Football Won't Save Tua Tagovailoa From Himself

<span>No mechanism exists for the NFL or anyone else to decide how many concussions are too many.</span>

by Jemele Hill




It was a terrifying but sadly familiar scene: Tua Tagovailoa, the star quarterback for the Miami Dolphins, lying on the field, apparently disoriented, after suffering another concussion. The injury, sustained in a game last week against the Buffalo Bills, was Tagovailoa's fourth diagnosed concussion since 2019 and his third since becoming an NFL player, in 2020. It seemed like the ultimate sign that Tagovailoa should end his promising NFL career, only two games into his fifth season.

That appears to be the prevailing sentiment even among the NFL brotherhood. Dez Bryant, a former wide receiver for the Dallas Cowboys, posted on X: "That's it ... NFL go ahead and do the right thing. Tua has had entirely way too many concussions. He need to retire for his longevity health concerns." Antonio Pierce, the Las Vegas Raiders head coach and a former NFL linebacker, told reporters that if he were in a position to influence the quarterback's thinking, "I would tell him to retire--it's not worth it."

The fact that so many voices within football are calling for Tagovailoa to quit is a small sign of progress. Players finally seem willing to buck the old hyper-macho culture of playing through any injury.

But no mechanism exists for the league or anyone else to decide how many concussions are too many, and there's no guarantee that Tagovailoa will choose to retire. Football players eagerly sign up to play a violent game despite having a much fuller understanding of its risks than their predecessors did. And if you think the sight of Tagovailoa writhing on the ground is enough to turn fans off in any sort of meaningful way, then you underestimate the power of a sport that remains firmly entrenched as the national obsession.

Tagovailoa will have time to think about his future. On Tuesday, the Dolphins placed him on injured reserve, which means he will miss at least the next four games before he is eligible to return to NFL action. Because of Miami's scheduled bye week, the earliest Tagovailoa could return is on October 27, against the Arizona Cardinals. The break should allow Tagovailoa not only to recover from the injury and go through the league's concussion protocol, but to discuss his options with outside neurologists and, presumably, his family.

Read: The standard advice for concussions is wrong

Whatever he decides, concussions and the risk of long-term brain damage clearly remain a part of football. The NFL's efforts to address the problem have ranged from incomplete to untrustworthy.

Nearly a decade has passed since the NFL agreed to settle a massive lawsuit brought by 4,500 players who accused the league of hiding the dangers of chronic traumatic encephalopathy, or CTE --the degenerative disease that can affect people who suffer repeated concussions and traumatic brain injuries. The NFL has since implemented a host of rule changes in an effort to make the game safer, but head injuries remain an all too common part of the game. That hasn't stopped NFL ratings from continuing to rise. The players, for their part, appear to have mostly accepted the danger. Tagovailoa's concussion last week came after he crashed headfirst into the chest of the Bills safety Damar Hamlin, whose heart stopped on the field last season after he suffered a severe blow to the chest. Hamlin had to be administered CPR after that injury and came very close to dying on the field. Now he's back out there, delivering hits of his own.

The NFL has shown that it can't be relied on to prioritize the well-being of its players. The league and the Dolphins drew widespread criticism for their handling of Tagovailoa's multiple concussions throughout the 2022 season. During another game against the Bills, the back of Tagovailoa's head slammed into the turf at the end of a play. After getting up, the quarterback stumbled and fell on his way back to the sideline, visibly shaken up. And yet the team's medical staff allowed him to return to the game, and the Dolphins announced, implausibly, that he had suffered a back injury. A mere four days later, in a game against the Cincinnati Bengals, Tagovailoa took a brutal hit to the head. He was diagnosed with a concussion, prompting speculation that he had already suffered one against the Bills.

Nate Jackson: I saw horrific things when I played in the NFL

The NFL and the NFL Players Association launched an investigation into why Tagovailoa continued to play against the Bills, which led to the NFL changing its concussion protocol to include "abnormality of balance/stability, motor coordination or dysfunctional speech" as symptoms that would prohibit a player from returning to the game. This was a positive step, but clearly not enough. A few months later, Tagovailoa suffered his second NFL concussion--or third, depending on your opinion about that Bills game. While playing the Green Bay Packers, Tagovailoa again hit his head on the ground. But he wasn't evaluated immediately for a concussion, and therefore was never removed from that game. The diagnosis came the next day.

The NFL has paid out more than $1 billion to nearly 2,000 former players and their families as part of its concussion settlement. But an investigation by the Washington Post reporter Will Hobson found that the league was still failing to meet its promise to compensate former players who suffered from CTE and other brain diseases linked to concussions. After reviewing 15,000 pages of documents and interviewing more than 100 people involved with the settlement, Hobson found that the "settlement routinely fails to deliver money and medical care to former players suffering from dementia and CTE." In 2020, the NFL had been accused of using "race norming" to determine concussion settlements: assuming Black people have lower baseline cognitive ability, therefore making it harder for Black players to prove that they were suffering mental decline because of football. The league agreed to end the practice in 2021.

Football isn't going to save Tagovailoa from himself. The quarterback worked hard after the 2022 season to learn how to better avoid injury. He did jiu-jitsu training to learn how to fall safely. He gained weight to make himself sturdier. For one year, his efforts appeared to pay off: He didn't miss a single game during the 2023 season and became the first Miami Dolphins quarterback to be selected for the Pro Bowl since Dan Marino in 1995. This past summer, the Dolphins, evidently feeling more confident in their quarterback's ability to stay healthy, rewarded Tagovailoa with a four-year, $212 million contract extension.

Tagovailoa would forfeit most of that money were he to decide to walk away from the game. No one should pretend that it's an easy choice to make. And no one can make it but Tagovailoa himself.
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Did Apple Just Stumble Into a Cure for Male Loneliness?

Hearing aids can be freeing--if only people would wear them.

by Charley Locke






Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.



About 15 percent of Americans, or nearly 53 million people, have difficulty hearing, according to the CDC. Yet an AARP survey found that Americans older than 40 are more likely to get colonoscopies than hearing tests. Even though hearing starts to deteriorate in our 20s, many people think of hearing damage as a sign of old age, and the fear of being seen as old leads people to delay treatment. According to the Hearing Loss Association of America, people with hearing loss wait, on average, seven years to seek help, just as Einhorn did.



When people ignore their hearing loss, they put themselves at a higher risk for social isolation, loneliness, and even dementia. One of the best things you can do to feel less old is, ironically, get a hearing aid. And in the past two years, these devices have become cheaper, more accessible, and arguably cooler than they've ever been, even before the FDA approved Apple's bid last week to turn AirPods into starter hearing aids. This new technology is more of a first step than a complete solution--think of it as analogous to drugstore reading glasses rather than prescription lenses. That, more than anything about AirPods themselves, may be the key to softening the stigma around hearing aids. Creating an easier and earlier entry point into hearing assistance could help Americans absorb the idea that hearing loss is a spectrum, and that treatment need not be a rite of passage associated with old age.




 
 As it stands, one demographic that could especially benefit from destigmatized hearing aids is older men. "Men are at a greater risk for hearing loss early on because they have typically had more noise exposure than women," says Steven Rauch, who specializes in hearing and balance disorders at Harvard Medical School. But men are also less likely to go to the doctor. (Several men I interviewed spoke about being prodded by their wives to go to an audiologist.) Instead, many hide their hearing loss by nodding along in conversation, by hanging back at social gatherings, by staying home.



Faking it makes the situation worse. Without treatment, hearing can decline, and people become socially isolated. "When you're sitting in a room and people are talking and you can't participate, you feel stupid," says Toni Iacolucci, a communication-access advocate who waited a dozen years before she got a hearing aid. "The amount of energy you put into the facade that you can hear is just exhausting."



Compensating for untreated hearing loss is so taxing, in fact, that it can have a meaningful impact on the brain. "Hearing loss is arguably the single largest risk factor for cognitive decline and dementia," says Frank Lin, the director of the Cochlear Center for Hearing and Public Health at Johns Hopkins University. Lin and his colleagues have found that mild hearing loss doubles the risk of dementia, and moderate loss triples it. In this context, a hearing aid can look almost like a miracle device for slowing aging: In that same study, Lin also found that among older adults at increased risk for cognitive decline, participants who wore a hearing aid for three years experienced about 50 percent less cognitive loss than the control group.



Lin hypothesizes that the difference is because of cognitive load. "Anybody's brain can buffer against the pathology of dementia," he told me. "But if you have hearing loss, too, a lot of that buffer is having to be used up to deal with hearing loss."



In many cases, the gap between onset and treatment means years of missed conversations and declining social connection; hearing loss is associated with both loneliness and isolation. For Einhorn, who worked as a composer and a classical-record producer, his declining hearing meant maintaining a constant effort to keep up appearances. He remembers going to restaurants and tilting his head entirely to the left to favor his better ear while denying to his friends that he had any issue with his hearing; he started to avoid going to parties and to the movies. "Phone calls became hellish," he told me. He eventually had surgery on one ear and finally started wearing hearing aids in 2010, when he suddenly lost all of his hearing on one side. "When I lost my good ear, I fell into an abyss of silence and isolation," he says. "It was an existential crisis: Either I figure out how to deal with this, or, given the isolation I was already experiencing, it was going to become really serious." Only then did he realize that the devices were less visible than he'd imagined and that the integration into his world was worth the ding to his vanity. Like many who use the devices, he still struggles to hear at restaurants and parties (carpets and rooms without music help), but the hearing aids have made an enormous difference in his quality of life. He still regrets the years he spent posturing instead of listening. "When you get to 72, you realize you've done a lot of dumb things, and not getting treatment was probably the dumbest thing I've ever done in my life," he said.







That anyone is straining this much when a fix exists is a testament to how powerful ageism and the pressure to project youth can be. As long as people see the choice as one between hearing well and looking young, many will opt for faking their ability to hear. Overcoming that association with age may be the last challenge of persuading people to try hearing aids out.



Some of the barriers were, until recently, more basic. Hearing aids were available only with a prescription, which usually requires visits to an audiologist who calibrates the device. Prescription hearing aids also cost thousands of dollars and aren't always covered by insurance. Pete Couste, for instance, did go to the doctor a couple of years after first noticing he was off pitch when playing in his band, but he decided not to get hearing aids because of the cost. Instead, he dropped out of the band and his church choir.

But these barriers are getting lower. In 2022, the FDA approved the sale of hearing aids to adults without a prescription, opening the technology up to industry for the first time. Over-the-counter options have now hit the market, including from brands such as Sony and JLab. Apple's hearing-aid feature, compatible with some AirPod Pros, is the first FDA-approved over-the-counter hearing-aid software device and will be available later this fall via a software update. EssilorLuxottica plans to release the first-ever hearing-aid eyeglasses later this year. Hearing about the over-the-counter options triggered Couste to address his hearing loss, and he ended up with prescription aids that have made a "tremendous difference" in his confidence, he told me. This year, he went to four weddings and a concert at Red Rocks; he's even started to play saxophone again and plans to get back onstage within a year.



None of that undoes hearing aids' association with aging though. A selling point of the new AirPod technology is simply that "everybody wears AirPods," Katherine Bouton, a hearing-loss advocate and the author of the memoir Shouting Won't Help, told me. "The more you see people wearing something, the more normal it becomes." At the same time, AirPods are typically a signal that someone's listening to music or a podcast rather than engaging with the world around them: The AirPods might improve someone's hearing, but they won't necessarily make hearing loss less lonely. Even if Iacolucci's hearing loss could be treated with AirPods, she doesn't think they would fully address the loss's impact: "I still have to deal with the internal stigma, which is a thousand times worse," she told me.
 
 The real power of the Apple technology, then, might be that it's targeted to users with mild to moderate hearing loss. Changing the stigma around hearing loss will take far more than gadgets: It'll require a shift in our understanding of how hearing works. "Hearing loss implies that it's binary, which couldn't be further from the truth," Lin said. Most people don't lose their hearing overnight; instead, it starts to deteriorate (along with the rest of our body) almost as soon as we reach adulthood. Over time, we permanently damage our hearing through attending loud concerts, watching fireworks, and mowing the lawn, and the world is only getting louder. By 2060, the number of Americans ages 20 years and older with hearing loss is expected to increase by 67 percent, which means that nearly 30 million more people will need treatment. If devices we already use can help people transition more easily and at a younger age to using hearing assistance, that could make the shift in identity less stark, easing the way to normalizing hearing aids and changing the idea that they're for geezers only.
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The Right Way to Say the Unsayable

How to speak truth without fear--but avoid alienating everyone you know.

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.

What is your most controversial opinion--something you wouldn't dare divulge publicly? Perhaps you are from a devout religious community and secretly don't believe in the most sacred doctrine. Or perhaps you love your activist friends but think their views are based on pious nonsense. Maybe you don't actually support the troops. Or you doubt that climate change is such a big problem.

As a social scientist, I like to ask people about their most unspeakable view. I am genuinely unvexed by others' opinions, including those that are orthogonal to my own. And I am really interested in what people keep bottled up. What I have found over the years is that nearly everyone has beliefs they feel they cannot share. Sometimes this is a way to survive under an authoritarian system (where you can't say what you believe) or a totalitarian one (where you must say something you don't believe). Such systems can be de jure, as is the case with tyrannical political regimes, or de facto, as with college campuses where dissent from political orthodoxy is liable to incur substantial punishment.

Even under systems that are truly free, which at least nominally permit full and frank expression, you may still be reluctant to divulge certain secretly held beliefs for fear of being ostracized by those you care about. Such shunning is, for normal people, excruciatingly painful. This fear does not mean you are weak or a fraud. Good evolutionary reasons account for your harboring this caution. But if you feel a need to come clean--to say what you really think--you don't have to be bound by that fear. Understanding how ostracism works, and how you can manage it, will set you free.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why you should trust your gut

For your ancestors, conformity meant survival. When humans clung to one another against the elements, predators, and warlike rival tribes, to go against the group was to risk being cast out and dying alone in the wilderness. We've come a long way since those primitive days, of course, and you know logically that you won't literally be devoured by wild beasts, be clubbed by another clan, or freeze to death for openly disagreeing with a DEI statement or refusing to go to church. But your limbic brain has not caught up with this reality; it is still terrified of social rejection. Indeed, you have a piece of neurological hardware on board called the anterior cingulate cortex, which is dedicated to detecting rejection and making it acutely painful.

Ostracism threatens at least four psychological needs: belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaning. If you are rejected by your friends or family, you lose the identity of belonging to a particular group and the meaning this brings to your life; you feel diminished by disapproval; and you lose control of your social situation. For example, I have talked with scientists who have spoken out against recent orthodoxies in the academy. They told me how they were attacked by opponents, isolated and undefended by their institutions, and shunned by valued colleagues.

Disagreements among scholars are normal: sticks and stones, right? Think again: These academics disclosed to me the real harms that had ensued--how they fell into a depression, in some cases for the first time in their life, and even contemplated suicide.

Some people truly don't care about ostracism, of course. But before you envy them, note that psychologists believe such seeming immunity may actually be evidence of a pathology called antisocial personality disorder. Neuroscientists have found evidence that people with this disorder have reduced activity in certain parts of the brain, including our friend the anterior cingulate cortex. To envy someone who doesn't care about rejection might be like envying someone with defective nerve endings who can't feel anything when they touch a hot stove.

None of this means you are doomed to a life of either silent moral compromise or terrifying isolation. Some people without compromised limbic systems are able to stand up for their beliefs even in the face of group disapproval. They possess a special virtue: moral courage.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to take--and give--criticism well

Moral courage, which involves acting in accord with one's convictions despite a natural fear of retaliation or punishment, is not easy to muster. "It is curious," Mark Twain wrote, "that physical courage should be so common in the world, and moral courage so rare." Fortunately, moral courage isn't just a virtue; it is also a skill that can be developed. Here are four steps to help you do so:

1. Make the threat real.
 Fear of ostracism is difficult to deal with because it is a form of worry--a focus on an uncertain but probably negative event. Research shows that our worries tend to be hazy because our brains tend not to process the most likely real outcomes: So we broadly imagine ostracism as really bad and something to be avoided. But when we make our fears specific, we can prepare ourselves and devise defenses. To help you do that, aim to answer the following questions as precisely as possible:

* What do I believe that I'm not stating because I'm afraid?
 * Why exactly do I hold this controversial belief?
 * What good could it do if I spoke up?
 * Realistically, what would happen if I did?


2. Don't go in hot.
 A lot of the time, people get in trouble for their opinions because they bottle them up and then finally explode with the truth at an inopportune moment or in a way that is especially disadvantageous. For example, if you don't like how your sister-in-law treats your brother but have held it in, you might find yourself yelling about it in a hostile, unplanned way at the Thanksgiving table. Learn how to manage the best time and manner to share your concern by answering these questions:

* When is it best to share this information with as little emotion as possible?
 * What is the most favorable venue for doing so?
 * To gain support, or to blunt opposition, who needs advance warning that this is going to happen?
 * What form of retribution can I anticipate and thus eliminate? (For example, you could consider canceling social-media accounts, if they might provide a means for online retaliation.)


3. Practice, practice, practice.
 An extraordinary facet of human intelligence is our ability to practice future scenarios we have never experienced in order to eliminate errors we have never made. Early in my professorial career, I delivered my economics lectures twice before ever getting in front of the class. I would imagine students getting confused about a hard point of theory, so I'd find different ways to explain it without getting flustered. Similarly, you can practice different ways of saying your hard truths, envision the reaction of the people concerned, and make adjustments. When you confess your contrary belief publicly, make it the tenth time you have heard yourself say the words.

4. Tell it slant and with love.
 As you practice telling the truth in different ways, consider the advice that Emily Dickinson gave in her poem "Tell all the truth but tell it slant." In other words, find a way to divulge your belief subtly--indirectly or bit by bit. "The Truth must dazzle gradually," she advises, "or every man be blind." Maybe this involves standing up for someone else who holds a controversial view without stating it as your own or suggesting that an issue can be seen in more than one way. Perhaps you can own your view over a period of time rather than dramatically, all at once--like soaking and gently working at a Band-Aid, rather than ripping it right off. Above all, remember the admonition of Saint Paul to the Ephesians, to speak "the truth in love," not with hate.

Listen: When fact-checks backfire

Perhaps after reading all this, you are wondering whether saying what you really think is worth the trouble. That is something you must decide for yourself. Moral courage does not come without risks, and the path of least resistance in our world may be to just swallow your views--or change them to agree with the masses.

But you may feel that conformity comes at a price too. Consider Polonius's famous words of advice to Laertes in Shakespeare's Hamlet: "This above all: to thine own self be true, / And it must follow, as the night the day, / Thou canst not then be false to any man." That describes a peace you can gain only through personal integrity, a peace that requires honesty with yourself and others. It is not the easy path. But that's the point.
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A Campaign-Song Nightmare

Yes, Rachel Platten knows exactly how you felt about "Fight Song."

by Hanna Rosin




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

At the Democratic National Convention last month, Hillary Clinton walked offstage to her campaign anthem from 2016, "Fight Song" by Rachel Platten. It was meant, of course, as an uplifting moment. But a journalist friend I was watching with who had covered the Clinton campaign froze when he heard it, and said, "I'm triggered," only half joking. Platten back then was having her first real taste of fame. She had loaned the song to the campaign out of a sisterly feminist feeling. But given the way history unfolded, the decision came to haunt her. "I felt bad for my song. I felt bad for me. I felt bad for all of us," she says.

Lately many musicians have objected to Donald Trump using their songs at his campaign rallies, sometimes because they disagree with his politics. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Platten about what can go wrong even if you are sympathetic to a campaign. After eight years of processing her experience, she is both brutally honest and gracious.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Just a quick note: This episode contains some cursing that you may not usually hear on this show.

Rosin: Tell me if this analogy is right, because I was thinking the metaphor is like: If you bought a dress that you loved, and then you wore this dress to a party, and then something unexpectedly terrible happened at the party, you weirdly would hate the dress. It's not the dress's fault.
 Rachel Platten: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: But you would be angry at the dress.
 Platten: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: I was wondering if that's the reaction people had to the song when Hillary lost?
 Platten: I mean, that would be a pretty--
 Rosin: Fair or unfair?
 Platten: Well, I think it's a little dumb to be mad at a dress. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.


["Fight Song," by Rachel Platten]

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

Every four years, the music world and the political world interact, and weird things happen.

["Turn Down for What," by DJ Snake and Lil Jon]

This election year, there's been the DNC roll call featuring Lil Jon. There was also the rumor the Beyonce was going to show up to the DNC, which she never did, "Kamala Harris is brat," "Swifties for Kamala."

And then on the Republican side, a less-cute kind of relationship with the music world.

Newscaster: A federal judge in Atlanta has ruled today that former President Donald Trump and his campaign needs to stop using the song, "Hold On, I'm Coming."
 Newscaster: Swedish pop group ABBA is the latest musical group to object to the Trump campaign.
 Newscaster: Singer Celine Dion is criticizing former President Donald Trump's campaign for playing her music at political rallies without her permission. Dion says the campaign has played "My Heart Will Go On" at these events since last year.


Rosin: But even when a musician agrees with a politician--like, is wholeheartedly down with the mission of the campaign--there can be dangers. One musician has gone on this journey in the most crushing and public kind of way. Her name is Rachel Platten.

Rosin: When did the term "fight song" occur to you? Do you even remember anymore?
 Platten: I do. I do. It was very clear. I was at a college football game. I'm kidding.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Get out of here.
 Platten: (Laughs.) I'm fucking with you.
 Rosin: I was totally--I was like, This is not going to be this--
 Platten: Wouldn't that be amazing? I was like, I was at Ohio State. It was loud.
 Rosin: It's not going to be this literal.


Rosin: Rachel is the artist behind "Fight Song."

Platten: It was a little bit more wordy when I wrote it. It was like, This is my fight song, time to take back my life song, time to prove I'm all right. Anyway--


Rosin: "Fight Song" was also the song that--for better or worse--became synonymous with Hillary Rodham Clinton's 2016 presidential campaign.

Hillary Clinton: Let's stand up for the future that we want together! Thank you all so much!


["Fight Song" overlapping with crowd applause]

Rosin: "Fight Song" played and played and played--over and over and over again at 10 million campaign rallies--until my friend and political reporter Olivia Nuzzi tweeted that summer: "I would rather be strapped to a chair and forced to listen to 'Tiny Dancer' on a loop for nine hours than hear 'Fight Song' one more time."

But here's the first heartbreak: Initially, Rachel didn't even want the Hillary campaign to use the song at all because Rachel was having her first real brush with fame and success after more than a decade of hustling in the music industry, and she didn't want to risk it.

So when the campaign first called, Rachel was like, No.

Platten: No. No, no, no, no. I was afraid.
 Rosin: Ah, even then?
 Platten: I did not want that to happen, and I was trying to stall my answer.
 Rosin: Interesting.
 Platten: And I remember saying a gentle no. I did a respectful no for a couple months.
 Rosin: Why?
 Platten: Because if you go back to the me that was there and had just had everything come after 13 years and was trying to shift and bend and shape myself into someone that I thought could keep this, I did not want to do anything divisive. And I was scared to be on any side of anything. And the song was resonating deeply with kids in the hospital--
 Rosin: Yeah. I read that.
 Platten: --and with cancer patients and with sports teams and with people overcoming horrible things. And so to, all of a sudden, be asked to put my song as something that would stand for only one group was the opposite of what I believed. No matter what I personally believed, I didn't want my music to do that when I saw how healing music could be.
 Rosin: Right. Just to enter into any kind of arena of--
 Platten: Divisiveness.
 Rosin: --one versus another.
 Platten: Yeah. That's not what I stand for, and it's not what I'm interested in or passionate about. Though I understand how important it is in every other aspect of life, for me, as an artist, it's not what I'm here to do.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. So how did that shift?
 Platten: Well, I think it got kind of hard to say no. I think it just didn't make that much sense to say no.
 Rosin: Because?
 Platten: I was on Columbia Records. And I am married to a man that's very interested in politics. And I have a family that's very interested in--I had people around me very excited about the possibility and who didn't understand this somewhat naive but tender artist heart that I had that was scared. Everyone was just like, What are you talking about? Who cares? I don't care if you're scared. This matters.
 Rosin: Oh.
 Platten: This fucking matters. You have to do this.
 And I felt that in my soul, too. I felt like, All right. Okay. I'm a girl's girl. I'm a woman's woman. I, as a woman, I have to allow this woman, who's going to possibly be the first official nominee--I have to let her use it. I can't say no. Who am I to say no?


["Fight Song"]

Rosin: After the break--why Rachel maybe should've said no.

[Break]

Rosin: "Fight Song" was already a hit, but it cemented its status when a version premiered at the 2016 Democratic National Convention. A montage of celebrities sang along in front of bright, colorful backgrounds. The vibes were: We are hopeful. This is good.

Also, we were still really into a capella back then, post-Pitch Perfect and all.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Platten: The first time I heard it used in the context of her campaign was the DNC, and it was on TV.

Elizabeth Banks: It's night two. Who's pumped up?


Platten: And caught my husband being like, Dude, turn it on. He was in New York. And I remember, I was in my towel with wet hair, alone in a small, little bungalow in Venice, totally caught by surprise.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Platten: I knew she was going to, but I think it hadn't been officialized or something. We didn't know if she'd actually use it for the DNC. For some reason--it might be dumb of me--but I didn't know that I completely expected it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Platten: And so hearing it was exciting. And it was beautiful. And I had tears in my eyes. And I was proud. And it was amazing. It was amazing.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Rosin: That seems uncomplicated.

Platten: Yeah. It was uncomplicated. Regardless of what I believed, it was a very special thing to hear a song that I wrote for myself. It was uncomplicated, and it made me really proud.

Rosin: And did it remain that way?

Platten: (Laughs.) No.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Platten: No. You know what happened! I mean, no! It wasn't just her losing. It was the political pundits--these poor people who had to hear it over and over and over, my God. Anything you hear over and over is so annoying.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Platten: You hate the song that's the most-played song. It's so fucking annoying. And so of course "Fight Song" became annoying. And I felt bad for them. I felt bad for my song. I felt bad for me. I felt bad for all of us. It's just like, I don't want you to have to hear my song that much. And you don't want to hear my song that much.

John Oliver: I did not agree to appear in this. I was just told to wait here with these things on my ears. No one mentioned this is part of a weirdly earnest a capella song for Clinton. Awful! Again, I did not agree to be part of this. This song is going to irritate people.


Platten: And it became complicated and hard because there was a lot of tweets making fun of me and personalizing it. Kevin, my husband, follows all of that, and so he was aware of what was happening and showing me. If it maybe had been up to me, I would have just tuned it out--or tried to--but he is obsessed with Twitter and the news cycle and, like, always updating. And so he was seeing all of it. And these people that he followed and admired and looked up to were making fun of his wife daily, and he was just like, That's not good.

And it didn't feel good. It was confusing. And I felt misunderstood. And I was taking it personally when it was not personal at all. It wasn't personal. There's a naivety about the song if you don't know the artist behind it, and there's a simplicity about the song if you don't know me and you don't know my story and you don't know what happened to me and why I wrote it. And maybe there's a simplicity regardless.

But to be made fun of was really--it sucked. It sucked.

Rosin: Did it make you feel--I don't know; I'm guessing here, but--ashamed of the more naive parts of you? Or what was the part--because sometimes you can say, Fuck you, Twitter. And sometimes it hurts, you know? I've been there myself.

Platten: No. It did hurt. I could never--until now, until I turned 40, had kids, went through a severe mental-health crisis. Now I don't give a shit. I understand what matters and who I really am. And I derive my sense of worth from my own heart and from my family and friends. But at the time--newly famous--I did not feel like, Fuck you, Twitter. I felt like, Oh my God. There must be something bad about me or my writing, or it must be dumb.

And then it was conflicting because, at the same time, I was still getting thousands and thousands of messages from people telling me that it was healing them from cancer or their battle cry or the thing that saved their life. So I also felt protective of the people who were being moved by it, and so that was a confusing feeling.

I kind of wanted to be like, I wish that all of you could see the person in the hospital. Or maybe it's your mom, or your sister, or your brother. I wish you could see what I see and experience how this has healing power, too. And how anything massively popular--there's going to be people's positive reactions and negative reactions when it becomes so big. And I think that it was hard to stomach, and it was confusing.

Rosin: Did it make you question any parts of yourself or the way that you were?

Platten: Yeah. I think that my relentless positivity that I was promoting--because I thought that that's what I was supposed to do, as the singer behind "Fight Song"--it wasn't necessarily who I am. It was one part of me. Yes, I am a hopeful person to my core. But at the same time, I'm someone who has had trauma and faced pain and felt deep fear. And I didn't think that that was who I was supposed to be in the public. I didn't think that was who anyone wanted to see sing "Fight Song."

Rosin: Of course, we all know what happened next: Hillary lost.

Clinton: Last night, I congratulated Donald Trump and offered to work with him on behalf of our country. I hope that he will be a successful president for all Americans. This is not the outcome we wanted--


Rosin: With Hillary's loss, "Fight Song" took on a different kind of feeling. The annoyance about the overexposure and its relentless optimism curdled into something meaner. It was no longer the anthem of the first female presidential campaign. It was a reminder of its failure.

In 2020, Matt Miller of Esquire wrote this: "Even four years later, it's impossible to separate that mindless, cloying chorus with the crumbling of our nation's pride."

Rosin: Do you remember when she lost? Were you at a party with your friends, like a lot of people?

Platten: Oh. I was, unfortunately, in a fitting because I had the American Music Awards--I think I had a fitting. It was so stupid. I was in a gown. I was trying on gowns, and I was very frustrated because I remember feeling like, This is so dumb. I've made the wrong life choices, that I'm being stuffed into a shiny, sequined thing when this humongous thing is about to happen.

And it was panicky. And we were all, like--someone was hemming the dress, and it was one of those classic movie moments where she pricked me, and I was like, Ah! None of us were feeling great, and all of us were anxious. And, yeah, it felt so stupid and superficial to be doing that. I remember looking around like, What am I doing?

Rosin: And when she lost, then did something change around the song for you or for the song? Then what happened? Because that's a whole other layer of meaning that you didn't ask for.

Platten: That's interesting. It changed for people in the political spectrum--and I'm sure people in the public, if they didn't know the song in any other context, I'm sure it changed in that way--but not for me, personally. No. I mean, I was still touring to 15,000, 20,000 people at a time who were screaming it back to me with tears in their eyes. And so it wasn't really changing for me in that way unless I looked on my phone.

And there it was changing. Whatever the news was saying, or whoever was interviewing me, and being told, Oh, your song is actually representing failure now, or being made fun of in a worse way, I was like, Okay, right. I understand that. And yet I'm touring, and this is what's happening in my actual life. So what am I supposed to pay attention to?

Rosin: So you're headlining, and the people are responding to the song, and then the narrative somewhere out there is like--

Platten: Somewhere out there are people that hate it and hate me and hate what it means, and--hate's a strong word. That's what I felt. That's a young part of me that felt that way, so that's probably why I said that. But there's a whole other group of people that are collectively, maybe, rolling their eyes or frustrated or feeling whatever way they are feeling.

And yet there is a massive amount of people that I'm seeing in front of me that are feeling quite differently, and also, people online that are also still sending me those messages, and the song is still number one. So it's a little confusing, right?

Rosin: Knowing what you know now, would you still let the Hillary campaign--or any campaign--use your song?

Platten: (Laughs.) Did you see my post on X? I think Matthew Yglesias was like, All right, pop stars. Let's go! Kamala's running! Where are you? Taylor? Selena? And I posted a meme of Homer Simpson retreating into the bush.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I was going to say, if another artist came to you and said, Hey! Kamala's campaign wants to use my song, what would you say?

Platten: I would say, I think I'm good. I think I'm good. I love you. Bless you. I think I've done my part in that way, and, I think, a kind hell no. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Would you advise anyone else to do it?

Platten: I don't know. I don't know. On one hand, look--I had to go through all of that to be where I am today.

Rosin: Interesting.

Platten: I don't regret it. I don't look back and feel dumb or feel hurt anymore about it. I feel a sense of understanding and kindness towards the Rachel that in that moment made that decision. And I love her, and I wish I could put my arms around her and say, This is gonna suck. But what you're going to learn from this experience is--whew--it's so good. And I don't want to rob you of that experience. So, girl--get your armor on. Get your big girl's panties on. Let's go!

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Stef Hayes, and engineered by Rob Smierciak.

Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

By the way, Rachel has a new album out. It's called, I Am Rachel Platten.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And thank you for listening.
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<em>Scientific American</em> Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody

The magazine's endorsement of a candidate undermines trust in expertise.

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.


Scientific American has been a mainstay of science and technology journalism in the United States. (It's been in business 179 years, even longer than The Atlantic.) As an aspiring nerd in my youth--I began college as a chemistry major--I read it regularly. In 2017, I contributed a short article to it about the public's view of science, drawn from my book The Death of Expertise. But the magazine's decision to break with tradition and endorse Kamala Harris--only the second such nod in the magazine's history--is a mistake, as was its 2020 endorsement of Joe Biden, on multiple levels.

I understand the frustration that probably led to this decision. Donald Trump is the most willfully ignorant man ever to hold the presidency. He does not understand even basic concepts of ... well, almost anything. (Yesterday, he explained to a woman in Michigan that he would lower food prices by limiting food imports--in other words, by reducing the supply of food. Trump went to the Wharton School, where I assume "supply and demand" was part of the first-year curriculum.) He is insensate to anything that conflicts with his needs or beliefs, and briefing him on any topic is virtually impossible.

When a scientific crisis--a pandemic--struck, Trump was worse than useless. He approved the government program to work with private industry to create vaccines, but he also flogged nutty theories about an unproven drug therapy and later undermined public confidence in the vaccines he'd helped bring to fruition. His stubborn stupidity literally cost American lives.

It makes sense, then, that a magazine of science would feel the need to inform its readers about the dangers of such a man returning to public office. To be honest, almost any sensible magazine about anything probably wants to endorse his opponent, because of Trump's baleful effects on just about every corner of American life. (Cat Fancy magazine---now called Catster---should be especially eager to write up a jeremiad about Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance. But I digress.)

Strange as it seems to say it, a magazine devoted to science should not take sides in a political contest. For one thing, it doesn't need to endorse anyone: The readers of a magazine such as Scientific American are likely people who have a pretty good grasp of a variety of concepts, including causation, the scientific method, peer review, and probability. It's something of an insult to these readers to explain to them that Trump has no idea what any of those words mean. They likely know this already.

Now, I am aware that the science and engineering community has plenty of Trump voters in it. (I know some of them.) But one of the most distinctive qualities of Trump supporters is that they are not swayed by the appeals of intellectuals. They're voting for reasons of their own, and they are not waiting for the editors of Scientific American to brainiac-splain why Trump is bad for knowledge.

In fact, we have at least some evidence that scientists taking sides in politics can backfire. In 2021, a researcher asked a group that included both Biden and Trump supporters to look at two versions of the prestigious journal Nature--one with merely an informative page about the magazine, the other carrying an endorsement of Biden. Here is the utterly unsurprising result:

The endorsement message caused large reductions in stated trust in Nature among Trump supporters. This distrust lowered the demand for COVID-related information provided by Nature, as evidenced by substantially reduced requests for Nature articles on vaccine efficacy when offered. The endorsement also reduced Trump supporters' trust in scientists in general. The estimated effects on Biden supporters' trust in Nature and scientists were positive, small and mostly statistically insignificant.


In other words, readers who supported Biden shrugged; Trump supporters decided that Nature was taking sides and was therefore an unreliable source of scientific information.

But even if Scientific American's editors felt that the threat to science and knowledge was so dire that they had to endorse a candidate, they did it the worst way possible. They could have made a case for electing Harris as a matter of science acting in self-defense, because Trump, who chafes at any version of science that does not serve him, plans to destroy the relationship between expertise and government by obliterating the independence of the government's scientific institutions. This is an obvious danger, especially when Trump is consorting with kooks such as Laura Loomer and has floated bringing Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s crackpot circus into the government.

Instead, the magazine gave a standard-issue left-liberal endorsement that focused on health care, reproductive rights, gun safety, climate policy, technology policy, and the economy. Although science and data play their role in debates around such issues, most of the policy choices they present are not specifically scientific questions: In the end, almost all political questions are about values--and how voters think about risks and rewards. Science cannot answer those questions; it can only tell us about the likely consequences of our choices.

Also unhelpful is that some of the endorsement seemed to be drawn from the Harris campaign's talking points, such as this section:

Economically, the renewable-energy projects she supports will create new jobs in rural America. Her platform also increases tax deductions for new small businesses from $5,000 to $50,000, making it easier for them to turn a profit. Trump, a convicted felon who was also found liable of sexual abuse in a civil trial, offers a return to his dark fantasies and demagoguery ...


An endorsement based on Harris's tax proposals--which again, are policy choices--belongs in a newspaper or financial journal. It's not a matter of science, any more than her views on abortions or guns or anything else are.

I realize that my objections seem like I'm asking scientists to be morally neutral androids who have no feelings on important issues. Many decent people want to express their objections to Trump in the public square, regardless of their profession, and scientists are not required to be some cloistered monastic order. But policy choices are matters of judgment and belong in the realm of politics and democratic choice. If the point of a publication such as Scientific American is to increase respect for science and knowledge as part of creating a better society, then the magazine's highly politicized endorsement of Harris does not serve that cause.

Related:

	Trump's polarization of science is bad for everyone.
 	Laura Loomer is where Republicans draw the line.
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Today's News

	Many handheld radios used by Hezbollah exploded across Lebanon, in a second wave of attacks on communications devices that killed at least 20 people and injured more than 450 today, according to Lebanon's health ministry.
 	The International Brotherhood of Teamsters declined to endorse a presidential candidate for the first time in almost three decades. Recent polling showed that a majority of the group's members supported an endorsement of Trump.
 	The Federal Reserve lowered interest rates by half a percentage point, the first interest-rate reduction since early 2020.
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The Death of the Minivan

By Ian Bogost

A minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Productivity is a drag. Work is divine.
 	Democrats can't rely on the Black church anymore.
 	Graeme Wood: Israel's "Hand of God" operation
 	The exploding pagers of Lebanon
 	The Trump sons really love crypto.




Culture Break


Illustration by Hope Gangloff



Revisit. Jennifer's Body (streaming on Tubi and Hulu) has been reclaimed as a cult classic--and its destructive teenage protagonist deserves reappraisal too, Rafaela Bassili writes.

Listen. The first episode of We Live Here Now, a new podcast by Lauren Ober and Hanna Rosin, introduces their neighbor: the mother of a famed January 6 insurrectionist.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

J. D. Vance yesterday made the disgusting comment to my colleague David Frum that the two apparent attempts against Trump's life were by people from "your team." David discussed Vance's obscene--and desperate--comments here today.

Vance's trollery aside, assassins are now understandably on our minds as the election approaches. Tomorrow in our Time-Travel Thursdays newsletter, I will suggest a look at our archives, in which contributors to The Atlantic tried to make sense of the assassinations of four presidents, in articles from 1865, 1881, 1901, and 1964. Some of them are angry; some are elegiac. Each, in its way, is a writer examining an attack not just on a president, but on the American spirit.

You can sign up to our archives newsletter, Time-Travel Thursdays, for free, and read weekly explorations into the archives from Atlantic writers and editors. (And subscribe to The Atlantic for the ability to read our full digital archive, but beware: Access to 167 years of fascinating articles will keep you busy.)

-- 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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Don't Fool Yourself About the Exploding Pagers

Your phone is not a bomb.

by Ian Bogost


Left: A man holds a walkie-talkie after removing the battery during a funeral. Right: Smoke rises as Israel launched air strikes on Lebanon on Wednesday. (Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Anwar Amro / AFP / Getty; Ramiz Dallah / Anadolu / Getty.)



Updated at 9:20 a.m. ET on September 19, 2024

Yesterday, pagers used by Hezbollah operatives exploded simultaneously in Lebanon and Syria, killing at least a dozen people and injuring thousands. Today brought another mass detonation in Lebanon, this time involving walkie-talkies. The attacks are gruesome and shocking. An expert told the Associated Press that the pagers received a message that caused them to vibrate in a way that required someone to press buttons to stop it. That action appears to have triggered the explosion. At a funeral in Beirut, a loudspeaker reportedly called for people to turn off their phones, illustrating a fear that any device could actually be a bomb, including the one in your pocket.

Electronics are a global business, and the events of the past two days in Lebanon have created an unexpected information fog of war. Virtually everyone uses personal electronic devices--phones, headphones, chargers, and even, in some cases, pagers. Those devices can, under certain circumstances, create risk. Gadgets catch on fire, get hacked so that remote intruders can spy on you, or get infected with malware that turns them into botnets. Might your smartphone just explode one morning as you're reach for it on the nightstand? Almost surely not.

According to the Associated Press, the attack was likely carried out by hiding very small quantities of highly explosive material in the pagers. In principle, intelligence operatives in Israel, which is widely believed to have conducted both attacks, could have done so by compromising the devices in the factory. Or, given that the exploding devices seem to have specifically targeted Hezbollah rather than everyone who owned a particular model of pager, the perpetrators could have intercepted the gadgets after they left the factory. But, according to the New York Times, Israeli intelligence went even further: It set up a shell company based in Hungary, B.A.C. Consulting, to manufacture and distribute rigged electronics specifically for the purpose of selling them to Hezbollah. (B.A.C. Consulting also reportedly sold normal, non-bomb pagers to other clients.)  The resulting pager bombs were apparently procured by Hezbollah months ago. The pager bombs and radio bombs have since been waiting to be detonated remotely.

You are unlikely to find that your iPhone, Kindle, or Beats headphones have been modified to include PETN, the compound currently suspected to have been used in the Lebanon detonations. That's not because such a thing can't be done--as little as three grams of these materials can be highly explosive, and it would, in principle, be possible to cram that much into even the small cavities of a circuit-packed iPhone. In theory, someone could interfere with such a device, either during manufacture or afterward. But they would have to go to great effort to do so, especially at large scale. Of course, this same risk applies not just to gadgets but to any manufactured good.

Other electronic devices have blown up without being rigged to be bombs. Yesterday, when news first broke of the pagers blowing up, some speculated that the batteries had triggered the explosion. That conclusion is partly caused by an increased awareness that lithium-ion batteries are at some risk of exploding or catching on fire. The model of pager targeted in Lebanon does in fact use lithium-ion cells for power. But the intensity and precision of the explosions seen in Beirut, which were strong enough to blow off victims' hands, couldn't result from a lithium-ion blast--which also couldn't be triggered at will anyway. A lithium-ion battery could cause a smaller explosion if overheated or overcharged, but these batteries pose a greater risk of starting a fire than an explosion. They can do so when punctured so that the liquid inside, which is flammable, leaks and then ignites. That doesn't mean your iPhone is at risk of exploding when you tap an Instagram notification. In the United States, low-quality batteries made by disreputable manufacturers and installed in low-cost devices--such as vape pens or e-bikes--pose a much greater risk than anything else.

Accidental battery fires, even from poorly made parts, couldn't be used to carry out a simultaneous explosive attack. But that doesn't mean you don't own devices that could put you at risk. Consider spyware and malware, a concern commonly directed at Chinese-made gadgets. If connected to the internet, a device can convey messages, send your personal information abroad, or, in theory, detonate on command if it were built (or retrofitted) to do so. It feels plausible enough to put the pieces together in a way that produces fear--exploding pagers in Beirut, wide ownership of personal electronics, lithium-ion fire risk, devices connected to unknown servers far away. Words such as spyware and malware evoke the James Bond-inspired idea that a hacker at a computer half a world away can press buttons quickly and cause anyone's phone to blow up. But even after the astonishing attack carried out in Lebanon, such a scenario remains fiction, and not fact.

And yet, it's also the case that a new type of terror has been birthed by this attack. In Lebanon and other parts of the Middle East especially, citizens can now reasonably fear that ordinary devices might also be bombs. Depending on how the devices made their way to their new owners, it's also possible that the bomb-gadgets have leaked into more general circulation. Four children have already died.

In other words, the fear is grounded in enough fact to take root. Abroad, even here in the U.S., that same fear can be mustered, even if with much less justification. Fretting that your phone is actually a bomb feels new but really isn't. The fear is caused by bombs, the things that explode. A pager or a phone can be made into a bomb, but so can anything else.
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Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?

America has officially defeated inflation without experiencing a recession--yet.

by Roge Karma




The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.

The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are still years away. The immediate financial effects will therefore be modest. More important, in all likelihood, is the message that the announcement sends: Inflation is no longer a major concern, and the Fed is now focused on keeping the economy, particularly employment, running strong.

No one really knows how interest rates and consumer prices interact. The leading theory is that by raising borrowing costs, higher rates force consumers to cut back on spending and businesses to lay off workers, sparking a vicious cycle that brings prices under control by strangling the economy.

But that didn't happen this time. The Fed raised rates and inflation abated without all the economic pain in between. Consumer spending and the labor market have remained strong. If higher interest rates caused inflation to cool off, the precise mechanism remains a mystery. In fact, the theme of this year's Jackson Hole Economic Symposium--think Davos for central bankers--was "Reassessing the Effectiveness and Transmission of Monetary Policy." That's Fed-speak for "Interest Rates: How Do They Work?"

Making matters even more complicated, setting interest rates is about more than the literal rate of interest. The central bank also uses rate policy to influence people's expectations of the future and, in turn, their behavior. Two years ago, when inflation was spiking, the Fed moved quickly and decisively to raise rates. "We will keep at it until we are confident the job is done," Fed Chair Jerome Powell said in August 2022, making clear that the Fed would do whatever it took to bring prices under control. Some experts believe that is why inflation fell so painlessly last year. Convinced that the problem was under control and that a major slowdown was around the corner, consumers stopped spending as fast and employers curtailed their hiring sprees just enough to help the economy get back to normal.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This theory has problems of its own. Most people have very little idea what the Fed is doing and may have only a vague sense of what's going on in the broader economy. In poll after poll, a majority of Americans continue to say that inflation is a major problem, which undermines the notion that the Fed's steady hand has calmed the nation's nerves.

Today's rate cut, however, could be a rare and important case in which the Fed's message clearly does get through. The long-awaited policy change will generate enormous media coverage. Most Americans might not be able to explain what the federal-funds rate is or why it matters, but they will hear that the country's economic experts have declared that inflation has been defeated and that better days are ahead. This could become a self-fulfilling prophecy: If the Fed succeeds at brightening the economic mood of the country, then perhaps businesses will keep hiring and raising wages, consumers will keep spending, investors will finance new projects, and the economy will remain strong.

The Fed's announcement, just seven weeks before the presidential election, could also have a political impact. Voters think inflation is the central problem facing the country, and they blame the Biden administration for it--including Vice President Kamala Harris, according to some polls. This view has persisted despite a long stretch of very little inflation. A big "inflation is over" news cycle might finally convince at least some voters that the problem really has been solved, to Harris's benefit.

The risk remains that the Fed waited too long to act. Inflation has been near the central bank's target for almost a year, and the economy, while still far from recession territory, has begun to show clear signs of slowing. The number of job openings has fallen, the unemployment rate has risen, and more people are behind on their credit-card bills and car payments. None of this would be particularly worrying if the Fed could simply press a button and provide an immediate boost to the economy, but it can't. In fact, economists generally believe that rate changes take a while to filter through the economy. How long, exactly? No one knows. As the monetary-policy experts Christina Romer and David Romer wrote at the beginning of 2023, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates."

Many other prominent economists have made similar warnings. If they're right, then the recession that America miraculously avoided may turn out to be merely delayed. Then again, experts made a lot of dire predictions about the economy over the past three years that have turned out to be wrong. Hopefully they have one more in them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/federal-reserve-interest-rate-cut/679910/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



This Is What a Losing Campaign Looks Like

How does Donald Trump's running mate have so much time on his hands?

by David Frum




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

Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024

A first draft of this story opened: "It's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at you."

Backspace, backspace, backspace. Although it's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at me personally, it is almost every day that Senator J. D. Vance rage-tweets at somebody. (I had tweeted, in part, this: "The difference: The upsetting things said by Trump and Vance are not true. The upsetting things said about Trump and Vance are true." Vance responded: "I'd say the most important difference is that people on your team tried to kill Donald Trump twice.")

But then here he was yesterday, for example, quote-tweeting one of the English-speaking world's premier apologists for the Assad dictatorship in Syria, in order to assail Hillary Clinton. On September 14, he was mixing it up in the X comments with a reporter for The Intercept and the host of an online talk show.

In other words, to have J. D. Vance as your own personal reply guy is not such an accomplishment.

But it raises the question of how a nominee for vice president has so much time on his hands. Can you imagine, say, Dick Cheney, scrolling through his mentions, getting irritated, and firing off a retort? Neither can I.

So here's my second draft: What we've been seeing from Trump-Vance is not the behavior of a winning campaign.

The day before Vance tweeted at me, former President Donald Trump was livestreaming to promote a dubious new cryptocurrency venture. That same day, he gave an interview to the conspiracy theorist Wayne Allyn Root in which Trump reverted to old form to denounce mail-in voting because the U.S. Postal Service could not be trusted to deliver pro-Trump votes fairly.

The day before that, the Secret Service had fired upon a man with a rifle near Trump's West Palm Beach golf course. The apparent assassination attempt drove the headlines, but beneath the story was the reality that a candidate for president took a day off to golf only 50 days before Election Day.

Trump golfs a lot, and campaigns surprisingly infrequently. When he does campaign events, he makes odd choices of venue: Today, he will appear in New York's Nassau County. New York State has not voted Republican for president since 1984. In 2020, Trump won 38 percent of the New York vote. Yet Trump has convinced himself, or somebody has convinced him, that this year he might be competitive in New York.

Yesterday, Trump posted a pledge on his Truth Social platform to restore the deductibility of state and local taxes. That's an important issue for upper-income taxpayers in tax-heavy New York. Trump did not mention that he himself, as president, signed the legislation that capped state and local deductibility at the first $10,000, to help fund the Republican tax cut of 2017.

Vice President Kamala Harris has been driving a message of abortion rights and middle-income-oriented economic policy in must-win states. She sat for back-to-back solo interviews, both in Pennsylvania, the first with a local ABC affiliate, the second with the National Association of Black Journalists on the Philadelphia public station WHYY.

Trump's main message of the week, meanwhile, has been that he was not wrong to accuse Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of stealing and eating pets--a message that has put him at odds with the state's Republican governor and local mayors and police chiefs. The only thing Trump said that made more impact were the four words he posted Sunday morning: I HATE TAYLOR SWIFT!

Adam Serwer: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians

Adding to the self-harm, Vance indicated that the Trump health-care plan would allow insurers to resume denying coverage for preexisting conditions. Trump himself proclaimed that he would address high food prices by barring food imports--a policy guaranteed to raise costs instead. All but two Senate Republicans got baited into voting yesterday against a law to protect in vitro fertilization from state-level abortion restrictions. Meanwhile, Republicans in the House seem to be stumbling toward forcing a government shutdown because Trump vetoed their own plan to fund government operations through the November election. That's all just in a single week.

Trump campaigns have always been festivals of grievances, eruptions of impulse. They also had, however, a kind of logic to them, whether intended by Trump or not. He voiced the resentments of a certain section of America that happened to be the section favored by the Electoral College. That alignment converted his 46 percent of the popular vote in 2016 into a 304-227 Electoral College win.

The question--in 2020 and, again, this year--has always been: Can the trick be repeated?

In the days following Trump's Taylor Swift post, new polls for the first time showed Harris clearly pulling ahead of Trump--not only in the national popular vote, but also in individual swing states. Harris's personal approval rating turned net favorable for the first time since the early months of the Biden presidency. Yesterday, a poll in Iowa showed Trump with just a four-point lead over Harris in that conservative-leaning state, down from an 18-point lead over Biden in a June poll.

Suddenly, it looks as if the Harris-Trump margin may not even be all that close--and that the Republican majority in the House may be at risk too.

Trump personally may not understand that he's losing. His more cerebral running mate, Vance, does seem to have noticed, and that may account for the bitterness of his tone. Republicans don't tend to offer second chances to unsuccessful vice-presidential candidates. After 2008, Sarah Palin had no future in politics. Dan Quayle's bid for the presidency in 2000 fizzled before it started. If Trump loses in 2024--and especially if his defeat also costs the Republicans their House majority--Vance will get a lot of the blame.

His admission to Dana Bash on CNN on September 15--"if I have to create stories" to get media attention, he'd said, defending his racist rumormongering about Haitian immigrants in Ohio--rates among the worst-ever gaffes in national politics. Rankling self-reproach for his blunder may explain Vance's keypad-pounding on X this week. The anger has to go somewhere, and it's probably too painful to direct it where it belongs: inward.

Every losing campaign has a different shape. Sometimes, campaigns lose because of insurmountable difficulties. John McCain had no chance of winning a third Republican presidential term against the backdrop of economic crisis in 2008; Bob Dole could not argue that it was "time for a change" amid the strong economy of 1996. At other times, the candidate simply does not fit the moment, as Mitt Romney and Hillary Clinton found in 2012 and 2016.

Helen Lewis: The women killed by the Dobbs decision

Rarely, if ever, has a presidential campaign collapsed from seeming assurance into utter chaos as Trump-Vance has. The campaign seems to have stumbled into a strange unintended message: "Let's go to war with Taylor Swift to stop Haitians from eating dogs." The VP candidate wants to raise tariffs on toasters and worries that with Roe v. Wade overturned, George Soros may every day fill a 747 airliner with abortion-seeking pregnant Black women.

The stink of impending defeat fills the air--and so much of the defeat would be self-inflicted.

I hope this observation doesn't upset Vance again. But he's got 10 fingers, a smartphone, and the time, so he may want to express himself.

Go ahead. @ me.
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The Death of the Minivan

It was a perfect vehicle.

by Ian Bogost




The minivan dilemma: It is the least cool vehicle ever designed, yet the most useful. Offering the best value for the most function to a plurality of American drivers, a minivan can cart seven passengers or more in comfort if not style, haul more cargo than many larger trucks, and do so for a sticker price roughly a quarter cheaper than competing options. Even so, minivan sales have been falling steadily since their peak in 2000, when about 1.3 million were sold in the United States. As of last year, that figure is down by about 80 percent. Once sold in models from more than a dozen manufacturers, the minivan market now amounts to four, one each from Chrysler, Honda, Toyota, and Kia.

On account of the dilemma, a minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."

This phrase is uttered with an air of resignation. The minivan was popular, but it was never cool, not even in its youth, during the 1980s. Now it's middle-aged: The first of its type came out in '83, which makes the minivan an elder Millennial, and it's no more attuned than your average 41-year-old to recent trends. But why, exactly, has it earned so much derision through the years? And why was the minivan replaced, almost altogether, by the SUV?

The minivan arrived, way back when, as a savior. When Chrysler, under the former Ford chief Lee Iacocca's direction, first conceived of the design in the late 1970s, Americans who wanted room to cart more kids and goods had only a couple of options. One was the land-yacht-style station wagon, perhaps in avocado green with faux-wood paneling. Lots of kids could pile onto its bench and jump seats, while the rear storage, accessible by hatch, allowed for easy loading. These cars were somewhat functional, but they didn't seem that safe. The suburban family's other choice was the full-size van--a big, boxy transport or utility vehicle. The gas for these was also pricey, and their aesthetic felt unsuited to domesticity. By cultural consensus, vans were made for plumbers, kidnappers, or ex-Special Forces domestic mercenaries.

Chrysler's minivan would steer clear of those two dead ends, and carry American families onto the open roads toward, well, youth soccer and mall commerce. It really did bring innovation: ample seating organized in rows with easy access, the ability to stow those seats in favor of a large cargo bay, a set of sliding doors, and smaller features that had not been seen before, such as the modern cupholder. And it offered all that at an affordable price with decent fuel economy.

Read: The hardest sell in American car culture

Pickup was quick. In the first year after introducing them, Chrysler sold 210,000 Dodge Caravans and Plymouth Voyagers, its initial two models. Overall minivan sales reached 700,000 by the end of the decade, as the station wagon all but disappeared. But the new design also generated stigma: As the child of the station wagon and the service van, the minivan quickly came to represent the family you love but must support, and also transport. In a nation where cars stood in for power and freedom, the minivan would mean the opposite. As a vehicle, it symbolized the burdens of domestic life.

That stigma only grew with time. In 1996, Automobile magazine called this backlash "somewhat understandable," given that the members of my generation, who were at that point young adults, had "spent their childhoods strapped into the backseat of one." Perhaps it was childhood itself that seemed uncool, rather than the car that facilitated it. In any case, minivans would soon be obsolesced by sport utility vehicles. The earliest SUVs were more imposing than they are today: hard-riding trucks with 4x4 capabilities, such as the Chevrolet Suburban and the Jeep Wagoneer. These were as big as or even bigger than the plumber-kidnapper vans of the 1970s, and they got terrible gas mileage, cost a lot of money, and were hard to get in or out of, especially if you were very young or even slightly old. Yet the minivan's identity had grown toxic, and for suburban parents, the SUV played into the fantasy of being somewhere else, or doing something better.

Read: Minivans for minigarchs

The SUV's promise was escape from the very sort of family life that the minivan had facilitated. In 2003, The New York Times' John Tierney recounted how the new class of vehicles had taken over. "The minivan became so indelibly associated with suburbia that even soccer moms shunned it," he explained. "Soon image-conscious parents were going to soccer games in vehicles designed to ford Yukon streams and invade Middle Eastern countries." At the same time, the SUVs themselves were changing. The minivan had been built from parts and designs for a car, not a van. SUV manufacturers followed suit, until their vehicles were no longer burly trucks so much as carlike vehicles that rode higher off the ground and had a station-wagon-style cargo bay. Few even had more seats than a sedan. As the early minivans were to vans, so were these downsized SUVs to the 4x4s that came before them.

Functionally, the minivan is still the better option. It is cheaper to buy and operate, with greater cargo space and more seating and headroom. Still, these benefits are overshadowed by the minivan's dreary semiotics. Manufacturers have tried to solve that problem. When my family reached the "Maybe we should get a minivan" milestone, I noticed that some models of the Chrysler Pacifica now offered, for a premium, blacked-out chrome grills and rims. But to buy a poseur "sport van," or whatever I was meant to call this try-hard, cooler version of the uncool minivan, struck me as an even sadder choice.

Beyond such minor mods, the industry hasn't really done that much to shake away the shame from the minivan's design. I suspect that any fix would have to be applied at the level of its DNA. The minivan was the offspring of the wagon and the van. To be reborn, another pairing must occur--but with what? Little differentiation is left in the passenger-vehicle market. Nearly all cars have adopted the SUV format, a shoe-shaped body with four swinging doors and a hatch, and true 4x4s have been all but abandoned. Perhaps the minivan could be recrossed with the boxy utility van, which seems ready for its own revival. This year, Volkswagen will begin selling a new electric version of its microbus, one of the few direct precursors to the minivan that managed to retain an association with the counterculture despite taking on domestic functions.

However it evolves, the minivan will still be trammeled by its fundamental purpose. It is useful because it offers benefits for families, and it is uncool because family life is thought to be imprisoning. That logic cannot be overcome by mere design. In the end, the minivan dilemma has more to do with how Americans think than what we drive. Families, or at least vehicles expressly designed for them, turned out to be lamentable. We'd prefer to daydream about fording Yukon streams instead.
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The Fog

A poem for Wednesday

by Howard Altmann




And when it lifts, the fog lifts
 what it buried, the tall pines
 stand taller, the valley breathes
 a magnanimous air, the green
 grass hills stir in wonder,
 the fleeting white clouds flee
 with their shadows, a bale
 of hay makes the case for being
 alone, and what was erased
 and briefly forgotten retrieves
 its mother tongue, speaking
 truth to the hour. And to be
 a witness to such plumes of mist
 dissolve into the vastness
 is to be the vastness, the Earth's
 step our step, the observer
 and the observed holding hands
 with time, blankets of grief
 the years have cottoned over
 uncovered, the pallbearer--
 coffin on shoulder--in view
 of the mound of soil up ahead
 summoned to his depths;
 dear father, here I am.
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The Women Killed by the <em>Dobbs</em> Decision

An avoidable--and predictable--tragedy in Georgia

by Helen Lewis




Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024

Some tragedies are impossible to prevent, or even to predict. The death of Amber Nicole Thurman was not. She was perhaps the first woman killed by the overturning of Roe v. Wade.

In June 2022, the Supreme Court ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization removed the constitutional right to an abortion guaranteed by Roe. As a result, individual states reverted to their own laws. In Georgia, where Thurman lived, abortions became illegal from the time when a "detectable human heartbeat" was present--around six weeks into pregnancy. The law came into effect in late July of that year, at the same time that Thurman, a 28-year-old medical assistant, discovered that she was six weeks pregnant with twins.

Thanks to ProPublica, which obtained Thurman's medical records with her family's permission, we can see what happened next. She already had a 6-year-old son, and decided that she could not raise two more children. But she couldn't get a termination in her home state. And so she scheduled a surgical abortion in North Carolina, took a day off work, hired a babysitter, borrowed a relative's car on a false pretext, and got up at 4 a.m. to drive four hours with a friend to the clinic. But they hit traffic, and Thurman missed her appointment. The clinic could not give her another time slot, because so many women from out of state, also facing tough new laws, were booked on that day.

So Thurman was offered abortion pills instead. These are widely used and overwhelmingly safe and effective for early pregnancies. In less than 5 percent of cases, though, women need another dose, or a procedure called a dilation and curettage (D&C), to empty the uterus completely. In countries and states where abortion is legal, this is a simple and routine procedure that carries little risk.

But not in Georgia. Back home, Thurman's bleeding would not stop. She went to the hospital at 6:51 p.m. on August 18, and medical examinations showed all the classic signs that her abortion was incomplete, and that the tissue remaining inside her was poisoning her blood. But doctors did not give her a D&C. Nor did they do so the next morning, as her condition continued to worsen. When she was finally taken to the operating theater, at 2 p.m., her condition was so bad that doctors started to remove her bowel and uterus.

But it was too late. Thurman's heart stopped on the operating table.

Her mother was waiting outside. She had no idea, ProPublica reported, that her daughter's condition had been life-threatening. She hadn't understood why Amber had said to her, on the way into surgery, "Promise me you'll take care of my son."



Two years after Thurman's death, Georgia's official maternal-mortality review committee has concluded that it was preventable, and that she would have had a "good chance" of surviving if she'd been given a D&C earlier. Former President Donald Trump, who appointed half of the six-justice majority in Dobbs, keeps claiming that "everybody wanted" Roe to be overturned. But it isn't true. "This young mother should be alive, raising her son, and pursuing her dream of attending nursing school," the Democratic presidential nominee, Kamala Harris, noted in a statement responding to the ProPublica investigation.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

Thurman's story plays out in every country where abortion is banned. Women still seek abortions, but now they do so in dangerous or unsafe conditions, or with inadequate medical supervision. They lie to their friends and family about where they are going, drive or fly for hours to seek care, and then return home, possibly bleeding heavily. Having to travel for an abortion raises the risks of the procedure enormously. Until abortion was legalized in Ireland and Northern Ireland in 2018, women went covertly to England. (Many still do because access remains limited.) Polish women travel to the Netherlands. In El Salvador, where anti-abortion laws are so strict that women have been jailed for natural miscarriages and premature births, the rich fly to Miami for terminations. Around the world, women denied access to abortion care seek do-it-yourself solutions. ProPublica reported today on a Georgia woman in this situation, Candi Miller, who died after procuring abortion pills online. The mother of three had an autoimmune disease and other medical conditions that substantially increased the health risks of pregnancy.

Add to those women the ones whose pregnancies fail naturally--as so many do. Laws threatening criminal penalties for abortion providers have made doctors and hospitals hesitant to perform procedures urgently needed by many women suffering miscarriages. In Poland, where abortion is illegal in almost all circumstances, the 33-year-old pharmacist Dorota Lalik died in 2023 after a Catholic hospital refused to offer her a D&C when her water broke at five months. Instead, she was advised to lie down with her legs up. She died of sepsis three days later--the same condition that killed Amber Thurman, and the same condition that killed 31-year-old Savita Halappanavar, the woman whose death from sepsis galvanized the campaign to legalize abortion in Ireland. For every death, there are dozens of near misses. On the first night of the Democratic National Convention, delegates heard from Amanda Zurawski, who started to miscarry at 18 weeks, after she had already begun to buy baby clothes. Because of the new laws in Texas, doctors waited until her temperature began to spike--an urgent sign of infection--before giving her the necessary drugs. "Women are bleeding out in parking lots, turned away from emergency rooms, losing their ability to ever have children again," Harris noted in her statement. "Women are dying."

Unfortunately, just as the contours of Thurman's story are familiar, so will the response be. First comes denial: Before the law in Georgia passed, state lawyers referred to the idea that it would cause deaths as "hyperbolic fear-mongering." Despite the state commission's ruling that Thurman's death was preventable, the Trump campaign has already argued that nothing in Georgia's law stopped the D&C from happening earlier. "President Trump has always supported exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother, which Georgia's law provides," a spokesperson said. "With those exceptions in place, it's unclear why doctors did not swiftly act to protect Amber Thurman's life."

Arguments like these are at best naive but more typically disingenuous. In Poland, a patients'-rights ombudsman concluded that Lalik should have been told that her life could have been saved by an abortion--but she wasn't. In Ireland, Sabaratnam Arulkumaran, a medical professor who led the investigation into Halappanavar's death, held the law responsible. He ruled that without the (now overturned) Irish amendment giving equal weight to the life of the mother and the fetus, doctors would have given Halappanavar the necessary drugs. "We would never have heard of her, and she would be alive today," he added. The same is true for Thurman's death.

America is a litigious country, and some of the most extreme anti-abortion legislation, such as Texas's so-called bounty law, explicitly offers monetary rewards to private citizens if they successfully sue people who help a woman terminate a pregnancy. In this climate, doctors are naturally scared of legal action. My colleague Sarah Zhang recently reported from Idaho, which has strict abortion laws. She found that some ob-gyns are leaving the state because of the impossible choice they are asked to make--leave a woman to die, or risk their entire career to treat her. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," one doctor told Zhang. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

Once denial is no longer effective, then comes misdirection: Abortion drugs must be the real problem. The Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, a governing blueprint for a second Trump term, calls for extra inspections and regulations of these drugs--far beyond what is normal for similar medications that are unrelated to abortion. As a stretch goal, Project 2025 would like the FDA to revoke its approval of these medications altogether. (Perhaps sensing its unpopularity, Trump has disowned Project 2025, but its contributors include many people in his previous administration and wider orbit.) But Thurman's story is not about the danger of abortion pills. Her story is about the danger of women not receiving simple, routine follow-up care after taking these pills, because of political decisions made by the state.

It is not good enough, as Trump seems to think, to leave abortion laws to individual states. America cannot put itself in a situation where women have fewer rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness in Georgia than they do in North Carolina. I was raised Catholic and understand the deep religious opposition that some people have to abortion. But none of these fetuses--not Amber Thurman's, not Dorota Lalik's, not Savita Halappanavar's--could have been saved at the point the women sought emergency care. The three women could have been, however.

Read: Stop soft-pedaling the GOP's extreme positions

Activists keep saying that abortion is on the ballot in November. In some places, this is literally true: Advocates and lawmakers in nearly a dozen states have proposed constitutional amendments or other measures to protect or restore abortion rights. Trump knows that draconian red-state laws are heavily unpopular, hence his tortured attempts to find a coherent position on an abortion-rights measure proposed in Florida, his adopted home state. His vice-presidential candidate, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, has also reversed his former zeal for abortion restrictions since the true effects--and unpopularity--of the Dobbs decision became apparent. In January 2022, before Roe was overturned, Vance said he "certainly would like abortion to be illegal nationally" and also suggested that a "federal response" would be necessary in a hypothetical situation where "George Soros sends a 747 to Columbus to load up disproportionately black women to get them to go have abortions in California." Now Vance says he is content to follow Trump's position--although that does rather hinge on Vance, unlike the rest of us, knowing what it is.

I read the story of Amber Nicole Thurman's death with a kind of cold rage. This did not need to happen. Without Dobbs, it would not have happened. And it will keep happening. Something has gone terribly wrong in America when people who define themselves as pro-life have sentenced a small boy to go to bed tonight, and every night, without his mother.
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Israel's 'Hand of God' Operation

A force that is looking in fear at its own iPhones and BlackBerrys is not in top condition to fight.

by Graeme Wood




In the 1960s, a Syrian defense official visited the Golan, the country's border with Israel, and advised planting nonnative eucalyptus trees near the sites of its artillery, to provide concealment and shade to Syrian soldiers. But that official turned out to be an Israeli spy. He was found out and executed in 1965, but his landscaping ruse may have made "aim at the eucalyptus trees" a reasonable first set of orders for Israeli artillery during the war between Israel and Syria two years later.

Getting your enemy to identify its positions for you is two steps less ambitious than what Israel appears to have done in recent months, which is to get the enemy to identify its positions, purchase your bombs, and place them next to its own members' groins. In Beirut and elsewhere in Lebanon yesterday, Hezbollah members found their pagers beeping, then heating up, and then exploding. (A second round of explosions was reported today.) Earlier this year, Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, had ordered members to stop using cellphones, because Israel might be able to use them as tracking or bugging devices. "Shut [your phone] off, bury it, put it in an iron chest, and lock it up," Nasrallah said, in a rare point of agreement with the Atlantic contributor Jonathan Haidt. Hezbollah replaced them with pagers. Israel appears to have meddled with the supply chain and packed the pagers with explosive charges. The videos posted online show dramatic injuries: fingers blown off, faces streaked with blood, burning holes in torsos. So far 12 have died. According to Hezbollah, one of the dead was a girl of 9.

A certain type of spy operation is known as a "hand of God," because to its victims it seems to come with such sudden and precise violence that it may as well have been a thunderbolt. The Iranian general Qassem Solaimani was struck dead in such an operation in Baghdad in 2020, as was Hamas's political leader, Ismail Haniyeh, in Tehran in July. (Hezbollah, like Hamas, is allied with Iran.) Everyone presumes that mortals in Israel are responsible for Pager-geddon, but the aura of divine wrath is the same, except here multiplied by a factor of a thousand or more.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

The deaths and smoking crotches have direct effects--key leaders killed, operatives injured--as well as indirect ones. Hezbollah was once known for its relative openness to outsiders. Twenty years ago, to interview an al-Qaeda operative, a journalist might have to surrender his phone and be driven around Karachi blindfolded. But to talk to Hezbollah, one could just go to Lebanon (or Paraguay, or Sierra Leone) and walk into an office run openly by the organization or its agents. That is no longer the case. Even before its pagers started blowing up, the group had locked down and stopped talking to outsiders, out of the very reasonable concern that the outsiders might wittingly or unwittingly guide more thunderbolts, like the one that struck dead the group's military chief, Fuad Shukr, in July.

(Consider, incidentally, the calculation that the Israelis must have made about when to detonate all those pagers. They must have been tempted to blow them up as soon as they were in place, because the longer the Israelis waited, the more likely that Hezbollah would have detected the explosives. But the longer the pagers were in place before detonation, the more devastating the psychological effect. It is unsettling enough to know that your enemy found his way into the front pocket of your skinny jeans. It is even worse to know that he has been there for five months.)

A military organization can be crippled by the perception that everyone you meet might be a spy and that your pager or fax machine might be waiting for instructions to kill you. Suddenly nothing animate or inanimate is above suspicion. This pervasive distrust is the desired outcome. In the 1960s, the United States tampered with crates of ammo destined for the Viet Cong and replaced individual cartridges--one bullet, and the gunpowder that sends it flying--with cartridges packed with high explosives. When such a cartridge reached the chamber of an AK-47, it blew up and disabled the weapon and its operator. The point was not to wound one soldier. It was to make the whole supply chain suspect, and to make every other soldier wonder if his weapon would betray him too.

Eliot A. Cohen: Israel's strategic win

In July, many predicted a swift and fierce reply to the assassinations of Haniyeh and Shukr. But those predictions failed to appreciate the doubts sown alongside the thunderbolts. If you do not know the limits of your adversary, and you have reason to think its capabilities are extensive, prudence counsels treading lightly. And that is exactly what Iran has done. Iran and its proxies will attack Israel, eventually. Just recently, Israel claimed to have foiled a fairly unsophisticated assassination attempt against a former security official. But for now, by most measures (death count, stated eagerness to escalate the war), Israel is more aggressive than Hezbollah and more inclined to taunt and dare the other to strike back.

When I spoke with a senior Israeli defense official earlier this year, I expressed doubt that Israel could sustain its posture of almost neurotic readiness--elbows-deep in Gaza, preparing for a much bigger Lebanon war, worrying about Iran over the horizon--for much longer. He assured me that Hezbollah's nerves were fraying too, and he hinted that they could be made to fray faster. A force that is looking in fear at its own iPhones and BlackBerrys is not in top condition to fight and, if degraded in its morale too long, loses its will altogether. I have no idea whether the official was alluding to operations of this sort, but I am no longer sure that per capita use of anxiety pills is higher on the Israeli side of the border.
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The Real Reason Trump and Vance Are Spreading Lies About Haitians

Investing in Rust Belt communities would not fix what they see as the actual problem.

by Adam Serwer




Six days into terrorizing the city of Springfield, Ohio, with baseless nonsense about Haitian immigrants kidnapping and eating people's pets, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, admitted that the tales were intended to push a certain narrative.

"If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," Vance told CNN on Sunday. Days earlier, Vance had acknowledged that "it's possible, of course, that all of these rumors will turn out to be false"--a confession that implies that he does not care whether they are true.

Since former President Donald Trump and Vance began centering their campaign on lies about Haitian immigrants being "dumped" on Springfield, municipal buildings, schools, and local festivals have had to be evacuated or canceled because of bomb threats. Asked whether he condemned the threats against Haitian immigrants, Trump couldn't even bring himself to say that the threats were wrong, and instead simply spread misinformation about the migrants again: "I don't know what happened with the bomb threats. I know that it's been taken over by illegal migrants, and that's a terrible thing that happened." Besides failing to offer even a shred of concern for residents menaced by bomb threats, the statement was also false: The Haitians in Springfield are living and working there legally using green cards, humanitarian parole, and Temporary Protected Status, a legal immigration status for people who cannot return safely to their country of origin. Trump has vowed to deport them anyway.

Russell Moore: Trump's lie is another test for Christian America

The reward that the Haitian community in Springfield has received for doing exactly what Republicans demand of legal immigrants--work, provide for themselves, contribute to their community--is a campaign of slander and intimidation. Contrary to Vance's insistence that he is creating "stories" about a community to alleviate the suffering of Ohioans, what the Trump campaign is actually doing is invoking that suffering as license to justify violence and harm. This is the most employed rhetorical device of the Trump campaign: point to someone's suffering and then offer as a solution the application of state violence against a disfavored group, using Americans' problems as a pretext to harm people they have chosen to hate.

Trump and Vance have said that the Haitians were "dumped" on Springfield, that they came illegally, that they've spread disease, that they're eating people's pets. These are all long-standing staples of anti-immigrant rhetoric regardless of the origin of the immigrants, attempts to use shocking, disgust-provoking anecdotes to overcome people's ability to reason. Vance has now essentially admitted that he is weaving "stories" for a larger purpose, but it's worth examining these allegations a little more closely to see what that purpose is.

"What we know is that the Haitians who are in Springfield are legal. They came to Springfield to work. Ohio is on the move, and Springfield has really made a great resurgence with a lot of companies coming in," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, told ABC News this past weekend. "These Haitians came in to work for these companies. What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers. They're very happy to have them there. And frankly, that's helped the economy."

There are a few things about DeWine's comments that are worth noting. One is that the Haitian migrants came to work and have benefited the town's economy; they were not "dumped" there. The Haitians' arrival did not hurt Springfield; it helped revitalize the kind of town that Trump and Vance claim to want to help. The Republican ticket's allegations about disease and pet-eating appear to be completely spurious--the author of the Facebook post from which those stories originated has publicly apologized for spreading them and acknowledged that they have no evidence to support them. As my colleague David Graham notes, the arrival of the Haitian workers helped spur an economic revival, exactly what Vance has said he wants for his home state of Ohio.

There are only two grains of truth in Vance's complaints about the Haitian migrants. One is that last year, a local boy, Aiden Clark, was killed when a Haitian driver hit Clark's school bus by accident--though Vance has falsely called his death an act of "murder." Aiden's father, Nathan Clark, has condemned "morally bankrupt" politicians and "hatred spewing people" for trying to exploit his son's death to foment racism against Haitians. Another is that the influx of workers has strained local resources: The New York Times reported earlier this year that the new arrivals have put pressure on housing, medical facilities, and schools. Of course, this is how economic development works; people arrive, drawn by promises of gainful employment, and then services are expanded to meet demand. Those services in turn provide more jobs and opportunities, in a virtuous cycle.

To the extent that the arrival of the Haitian workers who have helped revive Springfield's economic fortunes has caused problems, those problems have obvious solutions--investment in housing, schools, infrastructure, and so on--that would benefit everyone else in Springfield. Deporting the workers, in contrast, would harm the town, reverse its economic revival, and tear apart the community. And the town's leadership is not asking for them to be deported. Springfield's Republican mayor, Rob Rue, called the threats a "hateful response to immigration in our town." He has been subjected to death threats for defending the Haitian community.

So the question is, why are Trump and Vance so fixated on deporting the Haitians?

One reason is Trump has a particular, well-documented hatred toward Haitians. The former president infamously referred to Haiti as one of the "shithole countries" that the United States should reject immigrants from, in favor of those from countries "like Norway." Trump had also previously complained that Haitians "all have AIDS." Trump's hostility to Haitians extends to other Black immigrants--he also reportedly complained that if Nigerian immigrants were allowed to stay, they would "never go back to their huts." Nigerian Americans are the most highly educated immigrant subgroup in America, and Haitians, as the Cato Institute's David Bier has documented, have a higher rate of employment than native-born Americans and are much more likely than other immigrants or native-born Americans to join the U.S. military. Trump apologists have repeatedly insisted that Trump simply wants immigrants who can contribute to American society, but Trump himself ignores Black immigrants' contributions in favor of his own ingrained stereotypes about Black people.

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

Another reason is Trump and Vance appear not to be interested in helping anyone in Springfield, or anywhere else for that matter. Their actions point to a political theory of the election, which is that fearmongering about immigrants, especially Black immigrants, will scare white people into voting for Trump. They also point to an ideological theory of the nation, which is that America belongs to white people, and that the country would be better if it were poorer and weaker, as long as it were also whiter. Trump and Vance have a specific policy agenda for socially engineering the nation through state force to be whiter than it is now: mass deportation, repealing birthright citizenship, and denaturalization of American citizens. This agenda, in addition to being immoral, would wreck the American economy. Republican elected officials in Ohio are defending the Haitians in Springfield because they understand that removing them would have a terrible effect on their town and state--the same terrible effect that Trump's agenda would have on the country.

Trump's and Vance's statements reveal a belief that it would be better to leave dying towns in the Midwest to wither away than revive them and have to share that prosperity with people who are Black, and they seem to be betting that enough American voters in enough swing states agree that it would be better to be broke than integrated. In exchange for these fearful votes, a second Trump administration would proceed to shower tax cuts on the wealthy, raise them on everyone else, slash regulations on big business, and further undermine unions, while towns like Springfield would be left to tumble further into decline.

That message, spoken plainly, is not as appealing as they wish it were. So to justify hatred toward the Haitian migrants, Trump and Vance chose to smear them as pet-eating savages. Saying "we will invest more in these communities to ensure that they continue to prosper" would not have been good enough. It would not have removed what Trump and Vance see as the actual problem, which is not poverty, addiction, lack of affordable housing, or job loss, but the mere presence of Haitians on American soil.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/trumps-campaign-immigrants-springfield-ohio-haiti/679913/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Democrats Can't Rely on the Black Church Anymore

The path to winning the Black vote no longer runs through the church door.

by Daniel K. Williams




When Kamala Harris learned that Joe Biden was going to withdraw from the 2024 presidential race, she called her pastor to ask for prayer. Like many other African American Democrats, Harris is a member of a predominantly Black, social-justice-oriented church, and her pastor, Amos C. Brown, is a veteran of civil-rights campaigns.

Traditionally, the route to winning the African American vote for Democratic politicians has run through Black churches that are very much like Brown's--that is, ecumenically minded congregations that preach the message of the "beloved community" and civil rights. The members of these churches are overwhelmingly loyal to the party of Jesse Jackson, Barack Obama, and Biden; 90 percent of Black Methodists, for instance, are Democrats.

But today, many of those churches are shrinking, and their members are aging. Brown himself is 83. For many younger African Americans, the Black Church no longer holds the place of importance that it did for their parents or grandparents. Fewer than one-third of Black Gen Zers and Millennials ever go to Black churches. The result is that the Democratic Party is losing a reliable way to reach Black voters.

Black Protestant churches are squeezed by two forces. One is secularization. Although African Americans are still more likely than whites to attend church, church-attendance rates are falling among younger Black people. Nearly half of Black Gen Zers and Millennials say they "seldom or never" attend church--which is true of only a quarter of African Americans from the Silent Generation and fewer than a third of Black Baby Boomers.

Read: What really happens when Americans stop going to church

"For those who were part of the Baby Boom or Silent Generations, the Black Church was a semi-involuntary organization," Nichole Phillips, the director of the Black Church Studies Program at Emory University's Candler School of Theology, told me. Black people in the 1950s and '60s, she said, believed that nothing else could equal the Church as "a refuge from racial animus and hostility" and as a leader in "political, religious, legal, educational, [and] social reform."

Younger African Americans face a very different situation today. Although Phillips insists that the "prophetic" tradition of the Black Church still influences young people, she concedes that they also have a much wider array of options than their parents or grandparents did. "The emergence of social media has become a distraction from what was once the 'primary' and often 'sole' site of Black authority and power: the Church," Phillips said. "What attracts young people beyond church walls has their attention and therefore influences their choices--social, political, religious."

The evidence suggests that some Black people who have stopped attending church have also left the Democratic Party. A 2024 study by the University of Texas sociologist Jason E. Shelton found that only 43 percent of religiously unaffiliated African Americans are Democrats, which he notes is "the lowest percentage for any religious classification in Black America."

This doesn't mean that the majority of Black "nones" have become Republicans. Nor have most abandoned religious faith. Data from a 2021 Pew survey suggest that the majority might fit into the category of "spiritual but not religious," with some perhaps drawing on traditional African or Caribbean beliefs that they may have syncretized with Christian practices. Ninety percent of religiously unaffiliated Blacks believe in God or a higher power, 57 percent believe that "evil spirits can cause problems," 54 percent pray at least a few times a month, and 36 percent believe in the efficacy of prayers to ancestors.

But regardless of their spiritual practices, their lack of participation in the Black Church means that many don't have Black Church members' access to Democratic Party networks and traditional commitment to the party. They are less likely than members of historically Black denominations to vote in presidential elections, and when they do vote, they are more likely to identify as independents whose votes cannot be taken for granted.

Black churches are also losing potential congregants to white or multiracial churches. Among Black Gen Zers and Millennials who do go to church, nearly half say they attend churches that are not predominantly Black. These churches tend to be evangelical congregations, often of the Pentecostal or charismatic variety that have provided Donald Trump with his strongest base of evangelical support. Many of these churches preach a theology of personal empowerment and use conservative rhetoric on abortion or sexuality.

At such multiracial megachurches, "the pastor is essentially an entrepreneur," Paul Thompson, a history professor at North Greenville University whose research focuses on African American Christians, told me. "Like attracts like." In these congregations, the pastor "rarely addresses contemporary politics from the pulpit."

This is very different from the theology of African American Christianity, which has historically been grounded in the Exodus narrative: the story of Moses leading the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt and directing them toward the promised land. From the beginning of the 19th century to the present, African American churches have cast this story as an assurance that God rescues the oppressed and brings freedom and deliverance to the marginalized. They have described their own communal struggle against racial injustice as a continuation of Exodus. And because they tend to see political action on behalf of civil rights and racial justice as an integral part of their Exodus theology, many Black churches have invited progressive Democratic politicians to deliver campaign messages from their pulpit.

African Americans who attend a nondenominational church or a congregation affiliated with a white evangelical denomination may be more likely to hear a sermon against abortion than to see a Democratic politician in the pulpit. Perhaps it's not surprising that they're also significantly less likely than members of historically Black denominations to identify with the Democratic Party. In the late 2010s, only 57 percent of Black nondenominational Christians and only 62 percent of Black members of predominantly white evangelical denominations identified as Democrats, according to data compiled by Shelton. "We cannot rely on old assumptions about Blacks' beliefs about the role of government in presuming that most African Americans are politically liberal," Shelton wrote.

Most Black Christians who leave the Democratic Party become independents, not full-fledged Republicans. Even when they are surrounded at church by white evangelicals who are enthusiastic Republican partisans, African Americans are still highly reluctant to support the GOP, according to Shelton's research. But even if they return to the Democratic Party at election time, they no longer view the Democratic Party as part of their political identity in the way that members of historically Black churches have for decades.

Harris herself seems to sense that the religious changes among African Americans may have weakened the networks that connect them to the Democratic Party. Although she has spoken at Black Church events during her presidential campaign, she hasn't relied heavily on Black churches to rally younger Black voters, even though she attends church frequently.

Instead, she depends on organizations including the Black Voters Matter Fund, the Black Power Voters Alliance, BlackPAC, the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation, and the NAACP's nonpartisan Building Community Voice Fund. These groups help register new Black voters through door-to-door canvassing and use digital media and outreach events at historically Black colleges and universities in battleground states such as Georgia to mobilize voters and excite a Black Democratic base.

Read: The American evangelical church is in crisis. There's only one way out.

Trump, by contrast, is mobilizing conservative Black voters by speaking at Black-led nondenominational community churches, such as the 180 Church in Detroit, that tend to attract politically unaffiliated Black voters who might be open to the Republicans' campaign message. In addition, he has enlisted the support of Black rappers such as Sada Baby and recruited Black Republican politicians to help with outreach in the Black community. The historically Black denominations may be unreceptive to his message, but Trump is bypassing those churches to find other venues, both religious and secular, that might appeal to younger African American independents.

Whether socially conservative Black churches outside the traditional Black denominations will be able to deliver enough Republican votes to offset the Democrats' door-to-door canvassing and campaign events on HBCU campuses or whether the election will instead be won primarily through digital-media events and celebrity endorsements remains to be seen. But neither side is taking any chances. Younger Black voters who are not members of historically Black denominations are not as loyal to either party as their parents and grandparents might have been--which means that the path to winning the Black vote no longer runs through the church door.
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The Age of <em>Jennifer's Body</em>

Diablo Cody's movie has been reclaimed as a cult classic--and its destructive teenaged protagonist deserves reappraisal too.

by Rafaela Bassili




Horror movies are filled with women and girls in various stages of distress: haunted blondes, bewildered wives tormented by their husband's greed, final girls who have survived massacres that swept towns or summer camps. And who can forget Linda Blair's bloodied head, spinning 360 degrees on her shoulders in The Exorcist, an image that has frightened sleepover attendees for half a century?

But the horror genre isn't made up only of girls who are victims of terror. Fifty years ago, in his debut novel, Carrie, Stephen King popularized a new kind of antihero. Carrie White, the story's protagonist, is a demonic teen girl--someone who unleashes destruction rather than survives it. This character type is often arch about her femininity and sometimes even sexually promiscuous, and she always possesses a supernatural strength that she uses to wrest the world under her control. "Things are going to change around here," Carrie (played by a hypnotizing Sissy Spacek) tells Margaret, her fanatically religious mother, upon discovering her telekinesis, in Brian De Palma's masterful 1976 film adaptation. Having spent much of her life being forced to pray for salvation from original sin, Carrie is set free by her unholy skill. "Witch!" Margaret hisses in response to her daughter's talent, which Carrie only unveils so that she can obtain her ultimate wish: to go to prom.

Scorned husbands, vengeful kings, and medieval courts have historically used accusations of witchcraft as a means of restraining women for a variety of reasons: their "hysteria," their violence, their independence of mind. The demonic teen girl, whose paranormal faculties emerge alongside the new desires and burning disappointments of girlhood, is defined by these same measures--which are only intensified by the mundane cruelties of the American high-school experience. Carrie has since inspired a spate of successors; two notable examples are Nancy Downs, the power-drunk leader of her school's coven in The Craft, and the dog-eating werewolf Ginger Fitzgerald, of the low-budget classic Ginger Snaps. But the most infamous demonic teen girl of the 21st century is Jennifer Check, the hot cheerleader turned boy-eating succubus in Karyn Kusama's cult favorite Jennifer's Body, written by Diablo Cody and released 15 years ago today. Although it's fun to cheer on their bloodthirst, there's a lot more to these girls; their ferocity is only the first layer of their intricate personalities.

Unlike Carrie, who was born with her abilities, Jennifer's powers are the product of a satanic deal gone wrong. After surviving a fire at her town's local dive bar, the eyelined and tattooed members of the band Low Shoulder persuade Jennifer (Megan Fox) to join them in their van, despite the protests of her best friend, Needy (Amanda Seyfried). Jennifer soon finds out that the boys want only one thing: a virgin to sacrifice to the devil, in exchange for career success. But Jennifer is not a virgin, so instead of dying, she becomes a flesh-hungry demon with a preference for her male classmates. Catching on to the fact that Jennifer looks oddly cheery and sexy even as brutal murders ravage their small suburb, Needy sets out to find out what happened the night of the fire. After spending some time in the library's occult section, she tries to explain it to her boyfriend, Chip, like this: Jennifer is "actually evil. Not high-school evil."




Jennifer's Body was initially dismissed by most critics as a film lacking "a single good scare" while suffering an "extraordinary dullness" of plot and "eye-rolling obviousness." Even Roger Ebert, who gave it three stars and conceded that it was "better than it [had] to be," posited that it was "'Twilight' for boys," a notion derived from Fox's clumsily marketed sex appeal. But slowly, and especially following the #MeToo movement, Jennifer's Body gained a new reputation as an overlooked exploration of female friendship and rage, all the more resonant for having been rejected by the same culture that treated an underage Fox like a piece of meat. For angry and abused girls, Jennifer was a symbol of rebellion; her dismemberment of boy after boy was not only cathartic but also funny, triumphant.

When Jennifer, after being violated and discarded by Low Shoulder, resolves to eat the boys in her school, we might think: Good for her. And when Carrie, after being publicly humiliated on prom night, locks her peers in the gymnasium and sets it on fire, we might think the same thing. But at what cost? For all of their might, demonic teen girls can't easily straighten out the world's crooked angles. At the end of their stories, Carrie and Jennifer both die, defeated. No justice is restored; their death brings no victory.

Even so, viewers can find gratification in their brief ascent to power. Those of us who remember what it was like to be a teenage girl can recall the fear, confusion, and fury that arise from trying to parse the impossible, unjust parameters the world sets for young women. A reaction that channels this rage into agency, however violent, is immensely seductive. In The Craft, the girls turn to witchcraft in hopes that it will make their lives more bearable, and at first, the ability to exact revenge on their tormentors creates a kind of force field around the coven: Together, they can wield magic as a tool. Sensing that they might get carried away, the older witch from whom they learn their spells tries to warn them about the dangers of abusing magic. But prudence is less alluring than rage, and eventually, Nancy loses control of her own anger.

Yet this violence isn't justifiable simply because viewers can understand--and even sympathize with--the source of her anger. In fact, the demonic teen girl is more compelling when we refuse to explain away her diabolical acts as righteous. Speaking with The New York Times about Carrie's 50th anniversary, Cody said that when she wrote Jennifer, she was thinking not of Carrie but of Chris Hargensen, the vicious architect of Carrie's prom-night humiliation. Chris is beautiful and popular, unlike the reclusive, strange Carrie; telekinesis or not, no one wants to be wretched Carrie. Jennifer's otherworldly beauty, meanwhile, is not incidental to her character's power. She has social status, effortless good looks, an implacable demeanor--the sort of image against which most girls measure themselves in adolescence. At that age, who doesn't want to be Jennifer? It doesn't matter that she is selfish and possessive of Needy, whose feelings take a back seat to Jennifer's desire for an "ugly friend"--any hot girl's indispensable buffer. Needy, for her part, is torn between loving Jennifer, hating her, and wanting to be her.

Read: The unexpected power of seeing yourself as a villain

Unlike Jennifer, Carrie and Nancy are outsiders, and the onset of their supernatural strength brings about a sudden social relevance that changes them for the worse. Carrie becomes a mass murderer, and Nancy turns her coven against one of her less assertive friends. But Jennifer goes through no significant change after turning demonic--another dimension is merely added to her already dominant and callous persona. Interpreting Jennifer's reign of terror as vindictive is too easy; her choice of prey suggests something different. Of the four boys she kills, two are picked only to spite Needy. Jennifer is not just avenging herself; she is also using her status to diminish Needy, as she always did. Having discovered her best friend in the process of eating her boyfriend, Needy shrewdly asks: "Is it because you're just really insecure?"

"I'm not insecure, Needy," Jennifer seethes. "God, that's a joke. How could I be insecure?" Fox's brilliant delivery is paired with the look of someone facing the particular shame of having been found out. Jennifer's social status depends on Needy's wholesale acceptance of her superiority; the only thing that can shake Jennifer's confidence is the realization that her advantage won't last forever. This is one of the shocking lessons of adolescence: that a hot girl can be insecure not because she doesn't know her worth but precisely because her inflated self-regard is based on the fleeting qualities of beauty and youth.

In the end, Jennifer is sympathetic not because she goes on a boy-killing spree but because, satanic ritual or not, her power is a mirage. That is the popular girl's cross to bear, and the desperate obstinacy that comes with this realization is one of Cody's main themes. In her script for Jason Reitman's 2011 dramedy, Young Adult, Mavis (Charlize Theron), a former high-school queen bee and current trainwreck, returns to her hometown hoping to be validated by her former peers. After hanging out with a guy she considered a loser back in the day and failing to recapture the attention of her former boyfriend, she realizes that her sense of self was built on a foundation made of sand. If Mavis used to be the girl whom every other girl in her school wanted to be, she now cuts a tragic figure. She's Jennifer, had Jennifer never been sacrificed to the devil.

Beneath the revenge aspect of Jennifer's rampage lies something infinitely more interesting: a character who is mean, vulnerable, and tough all at once. That, rather than the uncomplicated feeling of "good for her," is perhaps why Jennifer's Body endures years on. Though the demonic teen girls might have been terrorizers in life, their bodies end up piled with the bodies of all the women and girls who were victims, rather than perpetrators, of terror. Nancy, Ginger, Carrie, and Jennifer are not exactly villains, but they're not heroes either--they are, above all else, girls with unforgiving fates.
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I Really Can't Tell If You're Serious

The latest style of engagement-bait video is designed to be confusing--but why?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




My problem is my habit of scrolling through Instagram Reels only at night, right before I go to sleep. Defenses worn down by the day, I am susceptible to nonsense, and unsure of whether what I'm seeing is "real."

For example: I saw a video the other night of a young woman sitting in a normal-looking bedroom and telling a straight-faced story about how she had been proposed to at a Taylor Swift concert, and said no. "I was not saying no to the man. Like, my boyfriend is the love of my life. I'm gonna marry him," she explained. "I was saying no to the proposal, if that makes sense." She said the concert was in Liverpool, and she has no emotional tie to that city. She has no real passion for Taylor Swift, in fact. She doesn't even have "Love Story," the song during which the proposal was made, saved on Spotify. "It just wasn't specific to me. You know? The girls that get it, get it." I didn't get it. Was she serious, and quite strange, or was I being tricked for some purpose I may never understand?

Another time, I watched a video from a woman whose Instagram bio reads "girly girl + future girl mom." She was demonstrating how she does a full face of makeup every morning before her husband wakes up. "This is just what makes me feel good about myself," she said. Like the people in the comments, I wished I knew whether this was a joke. Then I came across some guy telling the story of a woman who'd sent him "trick-or-treat candy" after he had ghosted her--he thought this was funny, and now they are married. No one in the comments thought this one was a joke, but some suggested it might be a stupid lie told for no reason.

Our befuddlement appears to be the point. These videos are short and, like all other Instagram Reels, they auto-play on a loop. That's how they succeed. The people who produce them don't want me to understand whether they're sincere; they care only that I take the time to wonder--and that the loop keeps looping while I do. As such, their work appears to represent a novel form of content, distinct from any other classic form of baiting for attention (trolling, pranks, hoaxes, etc.). The videos aren't meant to make you angry or upset. They aren't playing off your curiosity. They're just trying to confuse you--and they work.



In the past, engagement-baiters could win on social media only if you clicked on their post, or shared their post, or responded to their silly prompt. But those efforts weren't hard to thwart. On Facebook, you could stare at a post for a few seconds, riddle out its hidden aims, then scroll past once you decided not to be fooled. On Reddit, you could give a suspiciously sensational story a read or two before participating in the comments.

But different rules apply to modern social video platforms, where the algorithms are especially aggressive at stuffing viral content into people's feeds. Traditional engagement metrics--likes and shares and comments--are still important, but creators on these platforms are seeking views above all else. (This was the case even with older social video platforms like Vine.) Racking up a lot of views is crucial for achieving greater visibility, as well as moneymaking opportunities--and confusing people is a pretty innovative way to do it. Let's say you come across an auto-playing TikTok, YouTube Short, or Instagram Reel that you find a bit unsettling. By the time you've watched it to the end a couple times, or spent however long it takes to make your judgment on what the video really means and whether it's sincere, you've already given the creators what they wanted. When I saw that young woman talk about rejecting her boyfriend's marriage proposal at the Eras Tour, it didn't matter that I didn't click, didn't buy, didn't like, and didn't share. I only watched the video--and then, because I was nonplussed, I watched again.

Emily Hund, a researcher at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School for Communication and the author of the recent book The Influencer Industry: The Quest for Authenticity on Social Media, told me that these videos are "really smart and almost artful." Instead of shocking or enraging you, they merely need to be weird enough to give you pause. Hund sees them as a response to users who have spent the past 10 years looking at influencers and doubting whether what they're saying or presenting is sincere. The new creators "are messing with our conceptions of authenticity in a way that really makes the viewer feel it," Hund told me. "Previous genres of influencer content didn't incite the viewer to be so uncomfortable."

Read: Trolling's surprising origins in fishing

The proposal video turned out to be the work of an online trickster named Louisa Melcher who's posted on X about having "niche internet fame for being a liar." (More accurately she has gotten niche internet fame by being a liar.) Sometimes people will post in the comments on her Instagram videos to make this clear for others. For instance, on a recent video in which she gave a chipper presentation about how to make money by selling the books out of your neighborhood's Little Free Library, somebody responded, "I am BEGGING people on this app to learn to recognize Louisa Melcher." So some viewers are gaining media literacy re: Louisa Melcher. Others are not. The Daily Mail has credulously written up Melcher's videos not once but twice.

When I went to the Instagram profile of Robby Witt, the Los Angeles man whose wife supposedly won him over with Halloween candy, I confirmed that his story, like seemingly everything else he says on the internet, is untrue. "I try to be pretty transparent," Witt told me. "My bio is more transparent than The Onion's." This is fair to say, as The Onion's Instagram bio is "America's Finest News Source," while Witt's includes "Fictional Stories and Satire." But most people who come across his videos never see his profile. They watch him tell fake-seeming anecdotes only in a decontextualized feed full of all kinds of other strangers doing all kinds of other improbable things that viewers may also have to watch a few times to understand how they should respond.

Melcher's stories addle viewers because she comes off as kind of a sociopath. Witt's mostly get people off-balance by presenting banal fantasies. Another common format for confusion-bait appeals to the human instinct to tell people that the way they're doing things is wrong. If you spend any time on Instagram or TikTok, you will see users correcting the way that other people wash their face, season a chicken breast, or refinish old cabinets. This happens so often in the comments on sincere videos that confusion-baiters have caught on and started doing things wrong on purpose. I'm pretty confident that this explains the woman who posts about what she makes her "blue collar husband" for dinner. She wears a stony expression and never explains herself. The meals are absurd to the point of unbelievability, but viewers can't seem to resist asking whether she is serious, and telling her that if she is, then she is harming her husband's health by serving him old pizza fried in canola oil.

Some confusion-baiters get less confusing as you see them more. Alexia Delarosa, a stay-at-home mom who sometimes gets called a "tradwife" (though she doesn't identify as one), makes a point of being inconsistent: This is how she grabs attention. Many of her posts appear to be sincere. I can easily believe that she'd bake a chocolate cake from scratch, and that she keeps chickens. But other videos are more ambiguous. Does she really cook dinner for her family in an off-the-shoulder gown? Does she really press empty egg cartons into homemade paper? When you first come across her posts, it takes some time, and several auto-plays, to figure out the answer.

Read: Sharon McMahon has no use for rage-baiting

When I spoke with Delarosa, she confirmed that she really did make paper as a fun craft project with her kids, but it wasn't because she just didn't feel like going to the store, as suggested in the video's caption. That part was a joke. She jokes often and kind of out of spite. For whatever reason, her early videos about making jam and butter got powerful negative reactions from viewers. "People said, 'This is so unrealistic. No stay-at-home mom lives like this. This is so crazy,'" she told me. "I started playing things up a little bit, almost poking fun at myself, recognizing that what I'm doing seems a little over-the-top and silly."

She was candid about the fact that she will deliberately try to make people pause and wonder whether she's for real. If the papermaking had been presented as a craft project, fewer people would have paid attention. Presented as the activity of a bizarre woman who assigns herself an obscene number of unnecessary chores, the same video was harder to scroll past. "People are more likely to stop and watch it," she said. "That's part of creating content and getting views." She's noticed that some people now come to her page just for the comment sections, which are entertainment in themselves. "They want to see who gets the video or who doesn't, who's been here long enough and gets what I'm doing."

Whatever their approach, the confusion-baiters are receiving a lot of attention. (Delarosa and the woman cooking for her blue-collar husband each have hundreds of thousands of followers.) What they'll get up to next remains unclear. Nathan Fielder notwithstanding, it's hard to make a career out of being inscrutable. Witt told me he has been making videos for 20 months and doesn't know where he's going with it. He only just got an agent. He still has a full-time office job. When his co-workers come up to him and say they've just seen one of his videos, he says, "that's how I know something is really popping."

What I learned from talking with him is that he is actually very nice. Also: that some people are totally comfortable with lying to everyone in the world, and they wouldn't even be embarrassed if somebody they knew saw them doing it. This is another thing I find confusing. But it's not a joke--it's true.
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Productivity Is a Drag. Work Is Divine.

The machines can have our chores, but we can't afford to outsource creation.

by Sara Tillinger Wolkenfeld




Why should humans do anything, if machines can do it better? The answer is crucial to the future of human civilization--and may just lie in religious texts from centuries ago.

From the digital (Google searches and Slack chats) to the purely mechanical (washing machines and microwaves), humans use tools nearly constantly to enhance or replace our own labor. Those that save time and effort are easy to appreciate--I have yet to meet someone who misses scrubbing clothes by hand. But the rapid rise of artificial intelligence--which can now write essays and poetry, create art, and substitute for human interaction--has scrambled the relationship between technology and labor. If the creators of AI models are to be believed, all of this has happened even before the technology has reached its full potential.

As this technology improves and proliferates--and as we can delegate more of our tasks to digital assistants--each of us must decide how to devote our time and energy. As a scholar of Jewish texts, I have spent the past 12 years working with a team of engineers who use machine-learning tools to digitize and expand access to the Jewish canon. Jewish tradition says nothing of ChatGPT, but it is adamant about work. According to the ancient rabbis, meaningful, creative labor is how humans channel the divine. It's an idea that can help us all, regardless of our faith, be discerning adopters of new applications and devices in a time of great technological change. If you have ever felt the joy of untangling a seemingly intractable problem or the adrenaline rush that comes from applying creative energy to shape the world, then you know that worthwhile labor helps us channel our best selves. And we cannot afford to cede it to the robots.

What Americans colloquially call "work" divides into two categories in ancient Hebrew. Melakhah connotes creative labor, according to early rabbinic commentaries on the biblical text. This is distinct from avodah, the word used to describe more menial toil, such as the work that the enslaved Israelites perform for their Egyptian taskmasters as described in the Book of Exodus. Pirkei Avot, a third-century rabbinic treatise filled with life advice, charges its readers to "love work." Even then, it was part of a textual tradition that distinguishes between those kinds of work we must love and those we just love to avoid. Most of the tech tools we use on a regular basis attempt to reduce our avodah: to speed up rote labor or make backbreaking tasks easier. In a perfect world, I believe, such tools would then free people up to spend more time on our melakhah.

Melakhah is most famous in rabbinic literature as being the overarching category for the 39 types of work that are forbidden on the Jewish Sabbath. Sometimes called "thoughtful labor," these include actions such as sowing and reaping, building and destroying, and writing and erasing. At its core, melakhah requires intention. Tasks that allow you to set it and forget it are by definition not among the most serious violations of Shabbat. According to the rabbis of the classical rabbinic period, who lived and wrote in the first six centuries of the Common Era, such tasks are not the kind of work that allows us to exercise our divinely given ability to shape and change the world.

Read: The only productivity hack that works on me

In Avot DeRabbi Natan, a companion volume to Pirkei Avot, the very act of Creation in which God produces the world using language is framed as a quintessential example of melakhah. "Let there be light" may seem as effortless to modern readers as "Abracadabra!" but Genesis categorizes this act as labor, noting, "God rested on the seventh day from all the work which God had made" (Gn 2:2). Avot DeRabbi Natan argues that God's choice to describe "Let there be light" as "work" is a testament to the value of creative labor. The human capacity to work, then, is a way that we imitate God.

That conclusion may sound blasphemous in our modern age, when many social scientists and therapists insist that leaving work behind at the end of the day allows one to be a better partner and parent, whereas a failure to compartmentalize one's job leads to burnout. But such advice, unlike the ancient texts, fails to distinguish between God's life-giving melakhah and the soul-sucking avodah that comprises many modern lives.

Perhaps because of the nature of their jobs, many Americans talk about work as something they would not do if they had a choice. We yearn for vacations, for summer, for time spent away from the grind. And yet, the authors of Avot DeRabbi Natan consider work fundamental to human fulfillment. In the Book of Genesis, God deposits Adam in the Garden of Eden and provides him with the first-ever to-do list: "And God placed him in the garden, to work it and guard it" (Gn 2:15-16). Adam was, quite literally, in paradise--not despite the work he was doing, but because of it.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Some of the ancient texts' lessons on work seem outdated today. Consider, for example, the extensive discourses on the many steps of the process of making fabric, beginning with shearing, cleaning the wool, combing it, and so on. The rabbis of the third century didn't have ChatGPT, nor did they devote many words to labor-replacing technologies. But they did live in a time when people had indentured servants, so they could easily envision a life in which labor was delegated to others. The Mishnah, a rabbinic legal work compiled around the year 200, discusses a woman so wealthy that she does not need to do anything but lounge; even her spinning and weaving can be delegated to the household help. But if she does no work at all, the Mishnah warns, she will go crazy.

Modern technologies such as generative AI threaten to make 21st-century Americans like the woman in the Mishnah: Deprived of purpose, convinced that our creative output is useless because a computer can produce a result that is sometimes just as good, or even better. Much of the debate around AI hinges on the question Can a computer do it better? But Jewish texts insist that the most important question is about process, not product. Tools that offer to replace work that I find meaningful aren't ones I'll be using anytime soon. I feel fulfilled when I write and when I teach even though I know that emerging large language models can write essays for me and may soon be able to transmit information to my students. I enjoy using my creative powers to bake despite the existence of bakeries that mass-produce delicious cookies in far less time and for far less money than I can.

Some digital "solutions" don't just steal melakhah, but also make rote tasks proliferate. Are 20 Slack messages really more efficient than one phone call? I can't quit Slack or totally avoid email, but I can recognize them as forms of avodah and push back against their ubiquity. Technology that doesn't allow me to devote more of my time to creative labor isn't worth using.

Read: AI can't make music

Jewish law views the story of Creation as a blueprint for structuring the work week. "Six days you shall labor," proclaims the Book of Exodus--that is, six days of creative work, followed by a day of rest. The implications of this model echo throughout the Bible and beyond: The day of rest is meaningless without the preceding six days of melakhah to sanctify it. At the end of the story of Creation, the Book of Genesis tells us that God deemed the world "very good." To have a world in which we feel invested and fulfilled--that we can deem very good--we should let the machines do the chores while we, like God, create.
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You Won't Believe Who Our New Neighbors Are

The first episode of <em>We Live Here Now</em>, a new podcast from <em>The Atlantic</em>.

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket Casts

There are a few names closely associated with the aftermath of January 6. Donald Trump, of course. The "QAnon Shaman," for obvious reasons. And Ashli Babbitt. She was the only person shot by a Capitol Police officer that day, after she climbed through a broken glass panel. Almost immediately, rioters who witnessed her shooting recognized its symbolism. Myths began to spring up about her life. Trump began to mention her at rallies, and raised suspicion around the circumstances of her death.

Two years later, this mythologizing crashed into our mundane domestic reality when we, two journalists who are also partners, went on a dog walk and got into a verbal altercation with some neighbors. We soon realized that one of these neighbors was Babbitt's mother. Her name is Micki Witthoeft, and she moved to Washington, D.C., in an attempt to restore her daughter's reputation, and to help rewrite the history of January 6.

In this new six-part podcast series, we get to know Witthoeft and her mission. She is many things to many people--"Mama Micki" to the January 6 perpetrators, mother of a dead domestic terrorist to others. But to us, she's something else; she's our neighbor.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Lauren Ober: When the neighbor incident first happened, it didn't really feel much like anything. Or maybe we were both too stunned to take it all in.

Hanna Rosin: It wasn't until we started telling other people the story and they reacted that it began to feel like maybe we'd discovered something.

Ober: I guess it started just like any other dog walk. Hanna and I leashed up our pups and set out from our house on our post-dinner stroll. It was early November of 2023, and I remember it was unseasonably warm. We headed off down the hill from our house, towards our neighborhood park.

[Music]

Rosin: A block past the park, Lauren spotted it: A black Chevy Equinox with Texas plates we'd seen parked around the neighborhood. Just a basic American SUV except for the stickers that covered the back windshield--

Ober: --stickers we're very much not used to seeing in our mixed-race, mixed-income neighborhood. Our vibe is more like, Make D.C. the 51st state, and, No taxation without representation.

But these stickers were a combo platter of skulls and American flags. There was a Roman numeral for three--the symbol of a militia group called the Three Percenters--and the piece de resistance: a giant decal in the center of the back window that read, free our patriots. j4j6, meaning, Justice for January 6.

Rosin: Lauren notices every new or different thing in the neighborhood, and this car was definitely different. As we walked past it, Lauren said what she always said when we saw this car.

Ober: "There's that fucking militiamobile again!"

Right after I said that moderately unneighborly thing, the passenger-side window rolled down, cigarette smoke curled out of the car, and the person inside shouted, "Justice for J6!"

Rosin: To which Lauren said--

Ober: "You're in the wrong neighborhood for that, honey." And then the woman in the car said words I'm not going to forget anytime soon: "We live here now. So suck it, bitch."

We'll get to who that person is soon enough. But we're not there yet. When we first encountered the woman from the car, we had no idea who we were dealing with. I just knew I was sufficiently put in my place. "Well, okay," I remember saying to Hanna as we walked back home.

Rosin: I remember, after it happened, we walked away in total silence. That's my memory--each of us looping in our own heads about something.

Ober: I remember being mad because I lost. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Right.

Ober: Because I didn't get the final word, and because I just kept thinking, like, the whole combination of it felt bad to me. It's like, Militia stickers. Justice for J6. We live here. You just called me a name. The whole thing was very out of place. And I felt it was a little destabilizing.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah. I walked home in a half hypervigilant-neighborhood-watch brain--like, Who lives here now? What are they doing here? Are we going to get into more of these confrontations?--and a half journalism brain, like, Who's we? Where do they live? Why are there here now? Those were my two tracks when I was walking home.

[Music]

 Ober: I'm Lauren Ober.

Rosin: And I'm Hanna Rosin.

Ober: And from The Atlantic, this is We Live Here Now.

Most of the country watched January 6 from a safe distance: something happening in their Twitter feeds or on their phone screens. But for those of us living in D.C., it was happening in our backyard.

Donald Trump: I know that everyone here will soon be marching over to the Capitol building to peacefully and patriotically make your voices heard.

Rioter: Start making a list. Put all those names down. And we start hunting them down one by one.

Person on bullhorn inside Congress: We had a disbursement of tear gas in the Rotunda. Please be advised there are masks under your seats. Please grab a mask.

[Music]

All Things Considered host Ailsa Chang: In Washington, D.C., a curfew has now taken effect from 6 p.m. Eastern tonight to 6 a.m. Thursday morning.

Ober: So we were actually left with the wreckage of that day. We were in a militarized city. We were living under a curfew. Streets were blocked off. The windows were all boarded up. And you felt like you were living, if not in a warzone, in a dangerous place.

Rosin: And there was National Guard everywhere. All the stores were closed, and there were very few regular people walking around doing regular things. And I was just thinking, Where am I? What city is this? 

Ober: Right. I bought a baseball bat for protection.

Rosin: I remember that.

Ober: Which is why, two-plus years later, it felt like this whole period of time we'd rather forget was racing back. Donald Trump was looking like he'd be the Republican nominee, and a second Trump presidency seemed possible. Plus, we had a car with militia stickers lurking in our neighborhood.

Rosin: So no, we did not welcome January 6 supporters creeping back to the scene of the crime. But also, we wanted to know what they were up to.

[Music]

Ober: In the immediate aftermath of January 6, there were three names I associated with what happened at the Capitol: The QAnon Shaman, for obvious reasons; Oath Keepers founder Stewart Rhodes because he seemed really dangerous, and also he had an eye patch; and Ashli Babbitt, who has everything to do with our new neighbors' arrival in D.C.

Four people died that day, but I only remember hearing about Ashli. Maybe that's because she was the only rioter killed by law enforcement.

Ashli Babbitt was a Trump diehard, so it's not surprising she made her way to D.C. for the rally. She was a Second Amendment-loving libertarian. She wholeheartedly believed in MAGA and QAnon. During the pandemic, she was hostile about mask mandates and refused to get vaccinated. When California issued a stay-at-home order, she tweeted, "This is that commie bullshit!"

Rosin: The day before her death, Ashli tweeted in QAnon speak: "Nothing will stop us....they can try and try and try but the storm is here and it is descending upon D.C. in less than 24 hours....dark to light!"

Ashli Babbitt: We are walking to the Capitol in a mob. There's an estimated over 3 million people here today. So despite what the media tells you, boots on ground definitely say something different. There is a sea of nothing but red, white, and blue.

Ober: On the day of the riots, she seemed genuinely thrilled to be there.

Babbitt: And it was amazing to get to see the president talk. We are now walking down the inaugural path to the Capitol building, 3 million plus people. God bless America, patriots.

Rosin: More like 50,000 people, give or take. And a few thousand of them went into the Capitol--or, more accurately, broke in. When the mob of protestors breached the Capitol, busting windows and breaking down doors, Ashli was right there in the mix.

Rioter: There's so many people. They're going to push their way up here.

Rosin: There are four videos shot by rioters that capture this moment in its entirety: Ashli strides down a hallway like she knows where she's going. She's followed by other rioters, but they're suddenly stopped when they come to a set of doors with large window panels. Through the windows, you can make out congresspeople being evacuated away from the growing mob. The crowd Ashli is with has accidentally landed at the bullseye, the actual place where these congresspeople were about to certify the election.

[Crowd noise]

Rosin: On the other side of the doors is a cop with a gun, although it's unclear if Ashli can see him. She's the only woman in a sea of men, and she's small, and she seems to be yelling.

Ashli: It's our fucking house. We're allowed to be in here. You're wrong.

Rosin: "It's our fucking house. We're allowed to be in here. You're wrong."

One of the rioters breaks a window, and then, out of nowhere, Ashli tries to climb through it.

[Crowd noise]

Rosin: The cop shoots.

Rioter: Oh! Oh, shit! Shots fired! Shots fired!

Rosin: She immediately falls backwards and lands on the floor. She jerks and convulses, and blood pours out of her mouth.

Rioter 1: She's dead.

Rioter 2: She's dead?

Rioter 1: She's dead. I saw the light go out in her eyes. I saw the lights go out.

Rioter 2: What happened, bro? Tell the world.

Rosin: And then something happens right after she dies. It's a detail I missed at first, but it turned out to be a spark for everything that would happen since that day. People around Ashli take out their cell phones and start filming.

Rioter 1: This individual says he actually saw her die. He actually saw her die.

Rioter 2: I'll post that video. I have the video. I have the video of the guy with the gun, and they're shooting her.

Rioter: Okay. I want to get with you. I'm with Infowars.com. I'm with Infowars.com.

Rioter 2: "Jayden X." Have you ever heard of that?

Rosin: One person says he's from Infowars and offers to buy footage from someone closer.

Rioter 1: I want to get your info right now if you got that shot.

Rioter 2: I have it all. I was right at the door.

Rioter 2: Okay. I need that footage, man. It's going to go out to the world. It's going to change so much.

Rosin: Even in the chaos they realize: A martyr was born.

Ober: Rumors spread immediately that the woman killed was 25, 21, a mere teenager. In actual fact, Ashli was 35. But the details didn't matter. She was a young, white woman in the prime of her life shot dead by a Black officer. People were quick to point out that she was a veteran--a war hero, even--purportedly upholding her oath to defend the Constitution when she died.

On far-right, pro-Trump message boards post-January 6, Ashli was called a freedom fighter and the "first victim of the second Civil War." One person wrote: "Your blood will not be in vain. We will avenge you."

Rosin: People who came to January 6 thought they were saving our democracy from evil forces trying to steal an election.

Three years later, some of them still think that. And now, those same evil forces are keeping J6 "freedom fighters" in prison. Justice for January 6--that's what those window stickers on the Chevy are about.

Ober: This conspiracy has gotten more elaborate over time: The insurrection was a setup, or, The prosecution of January 6 rioters represented gross government overreach, or, The government can turn on its own citizens, even kill them.

Rosin: A lot of the people who believe these things have taken their cues from one woman: Ashli's mother. Her name is Micki Witthoeft.

Micki Witthoeft: Ashli was a beloved daughter, wife, sister, granddaughter, niece, and aunt. But beyond that, she was the single bravest person I have ever known. She was the quintessential American woman. Today is a dark day for our family and this country, for they have lost a true patriot. I would like to invite Donald J. Trump to say her name--

[Music]

Ober: It took us a minute, but with the help of some friends, we finally figured out that Micki was our new neighbor. I wasn't sure what I thought about having Ashli Babbitt's grieving mother come back to the place where her daughter was killed. Why was she here, in our D.C. neighborhood? What did she want? Was there some sort of future Jan. 6 on the horizon? It all felt just a little too close for comfort.

In the days after our run-in with the neighbor, I Googled 'til my eyeballs dried out. There were a lot of videos on social media that featured Micki but not a lot of solid information. I reported what I could find to Hanna.

Ober: Do you want to know what the house is called?

Rosin: What?

Ober: The Eagle's Nest.

Rosin: Oh, stop. (Laughs.) What?

Ober: Yeah.

Rosin: No, we don't have the Eagle's Nest in our neighborhood.

Ober: What does the Eagle's Nest mean to you?

Rosin: Some patriot thing.

Ober: No. Well, sure, one would think, Oh, it's patriotic, right? American Eagle.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Ober: It's where all the eagles go. But do you know who else had a very particular property called the Eagle's Nest?

Rosin: No.

Ober: Well, I'll tell you. It's Adolf Hitler. However, to quote Micki, who explained to HuffPost why they called the house the Eagle's Nest:

Ober: She said, We call our house the Eagle's Nest, which some would say was Hitler's hideout. But we're American citizens, and we won that war, and we're taking back the name. So this is absolutely not an ode to Hitler.

Ober: Here's what else I found out: The online videos of Micki didn't exactly make me want to bring over a tray of homemade, "Welcome to the neighborhood" brownies. Lots of shouting and scowling and general unpleasantness.

Witthoeft: Why are you all here if you're going to let that happen? He said, Why the hell are you all here?

Person 2: He said that to you? That was very unprofessional!

Person 3: They're fascists.

Ober: In one clip online, Micki is being arrested for "blocking and obstructing roadways." She was at a march to honor the second anniversary of her daughter's death, and she walked into the street one too many times. The D.C. cops did not appreciate that, and they let her know it.

It wasn't the only time she got into it with the cops. A year later--

Witthoeft: I try to show y'all respect. I've been arrested twice, and I've done it peacefully. That's bullshit. Your man is bullshit. That's bullshit.

Officer: I wasn't down here, so I can speak to how--

Ober: There were more than a few videos of Micki and her housemates getting into dustups with D.C. folks who didn't seem to appreciate their presence in their city.

Person 1: Get the fuck outta here.

Person 2: Get the fuck off of me, bitch. Get the fuck off, the fuck off. Get the fuck off.

Person 3: Hey! We caught it on video.

Person 2: Stop fucking touching my shit.

Person 3: Get out of here, you pansy.

Ober: But later, in the same video, there's this: Our new neighbors are getting harassed by anti-J6 protestors, folks who like to chalk the sidewalk with phrases like "Micki is a grifter." There are a number of D.C. cops on the scene. I get tense just watching it. Finally, Micki snaps and screams at them.

Officer: I heard all the commotion. That's why I got out. I can't see--I didn't see what happened out here.

Person 2: I had to beg him to get out of his car.

Witthoeft: You can tell your man that the reason I'm here is because three years ago today, y'all killed my kid. That's why I'm here.

[Music]

Ober: Right. She's a mom, and the police killed her kid. That's why she's here. She wants to make sure her dead daughter isn't forgotten and that someone is held accountable for what happened.

And one way to do that is to maybe get yourself arrested, or at least show up everywhere--January 6 trials, congressional hearings, the Supreme Court, rallies, marches, my neighborhood.

Another way for people to take notice? A nightly vigil outside the D.C. jail, every single night for more than 700 nights.

Rosin: And we mean every night, in the rain or scorching heat. Without fail, Micki and a few supporters stand on what they call Freedom Corner and talk on the phone with the J6 defendants held inside the jail.

Ober: As I explained to Hanna:

Ober: Every night at 7 p.m., these apparently true patriots--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Ober: --come out, and they have a vigil for all of the January 6 defendants who are currently being held in the jail, either awaiting trial or awaiting sentencing.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Ober: And every night, they get a January 6 inmate on the phone, and they put them on the speaker, and then they join in singing, like, the national anthem or "America the Beautiful," and they're chanting, like, "Justice for Ashli." And the evening ends, often, with "God Bless [the U.S.A.]," Lee Greenwood.

Rosin: Who's the "they"?

Ober: So there's a small cadre of true believers who believe that the people in the D.C. jail are political prisoners.

Rosin: Interesting.

[Music]

Rosin: Interesting is a boring thing to say. I get that. But I was only just starting to put this whole picture together, that Micki and her friends were not in D.C. just to cause chaos. They were here to push a narrative that these people--the same ones who turned our city upside down--were victims of a colossal injustice. And also, that January 6 was actually a totally appropriate exercise of freedom and liberty.

And their version of the story was getting traction with some important people--actually, the most important person.

Trump: I am the political prisoner of a failing nation, but I will soon be free on November 5, the most important day in the history of our country, and we will together make America great again. Thank you.

Rosin: If our interactions with our new neighbors had unfolded more like the typical neighborhood showdown--my MAGA hat versus your dump trump sign--things might have been easier because that would be just straight-up neighbor warfare, pure mutual hatred.

Ober: But it didn't happen that way. Instead, two opposite dramas unfolded: (1) We got an up-close, intimate view of how history gets rewritten. Call it the lost-cause narrative for the 21st century: A group of Americans immediately sets to work retooling the history of an event through tweets and podcasts and viral video clips, in a way that distorts collective memory forever.

Rosin: But then, (2) our new neighbors became real people to us. We also got an up-close, intimate view of them, their monumental grief, their sleepless nights, their deep friendship--things that make it harder to purely hate on someone.

Ober: This woman, Micki Witthoeft, is many things to many people--Mama Micki to the January 6 defendants, mother of a dead domestic terrorist to others. But to us, she's something else--she's our neighbor.

Ober: Do you want to hear something rotten?

Micki: I don't know if I do, but I will.

Ober: After months of getting to know Micki, I felt like I needed to confess something. She had been telling me how people in the neighborhood had generally been nice to them, except for this one time. One of her roommates, Nicole, had been sitting in the car, and these two women walked by and said something totally rude, and--I know, you've already heard the story before.

Ober: Nicole sitting in the car--that was me. And I'm fully disgusted with myself and embarrassed. Like, because that's not how I want to be treated, and that's not how I want to think about people. But I did it.

Micki: Oh, well, I'm surprised you--I'm impressed that you admitted that to me. I really am. That's going to be interesting when I tell Nicole.

Ober: Since that incident, I've spent a lot of time with Micki trying to understand her cause, her politics, and her anger. I've had many moments where I thought: What the hell am I doing, getting all caught up in their revisionist history of January 6? But what I can tell you is that Micki is not who I thought she was.

She is every bit as fiery as she comes off in speeches and confrontations with people who want her out of this city. After nearly a year of knowing her, I'm still terrified of her. I have never before in my life met a person with such penetrating eyes, and she wields them to great effect. If she is staring you down, I promise you, you will find no relief.

Ober: So the window rolls down, and I guess Nicole said, you know, "Justice for J6!" Right? Reflexively, in two seconds, I go, "Well, you're in the wrong neighborhood for that." Right? Now, I feel like you would appreciate that because sometimes things pop out of your mouth that maybe you didn't think about. I am a person who is very guilty of that, as my mouth runs away with me.

So, I said that, and she goes, "We live here now. So suck it, bitch." (Laughs.)

Micki: That's my Nicole. (Laughs.)

Ober: And I was like, Well, okay.

[Music]

Rosin: When we first ran into the militiamobile, we didn't know anything about Micki and her crew. We thought anyone could be living in that house, with that car. Maybe it was an actual militia headquarters with a cache of weapons in the basement. Maybe it was just some wacko whose patriotism had gone totally sideways.

Ober: But now, after nearly a year of reporting this story, we know so much more. And in the rest of the series, we are going to take you through this upside-down world we landed in--where we found ourselves talking conspiracies.

Micki: I don't know what I believe them capable of. Is it eating babies and drinking their blood? I don't think so. But I don't know. I mean, I don't know what they're up to.

Ober: How you can suddenly find yourself joking with January 6ers about militias?

Nicole: If you're going to come down here, you've got to know your militias straight.

Ober: You know, I can't--there are too many splinter groups and, you know.

Nicole: There's factions. There's levels. There's color coding. (Laughs.)

Ober: Listen. When the gay militia happens, I'm there, okay? When that happens. Until then--

Nicole: Well, we're a country of militias, you know.

Ober: And wondering, What could possibly be coming for us?

Rosin: Like, how long are you going to stay in D.C.?

Brandon Fellows: I plan to stay 'til, like, January 7. (Laughs.)

Rosin: That feels vaguely threatening.

Fellows: I could see why you would say that.

Rosin: That's coming up on We Live Here Now.

Ober: We Live Here Now is a production of The Atlantic. The show was reported, written, and executive produced by me, Lauren Ober. Hanna Rosin reported, wrote, and edited the series. Our senior producer is Rider Alsop. Our producer is Ethan Brooks. Original scoring, sound design, and mix engineering by Brendan Baker.

This series was edited by Scott Stossel and Claudine Ebeid. Fact-checking by Michelle Ciarrocca. Art direction by Colin Hunter. Project management by Nancy DeVille.

Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

The Atlantic's executive editor is Adrienne LaFrance. Jeffrey Goldberg is The Atlantic's editor-in-chief.

Nicole. And then did I say something like, Well, bitch, I live here now, or something?

Ober: Very close to that. "We live here now, so--"

Nicole: Get used to it?

Ober: No.

Nicole: Suck it? Fuck it?

Ober: No. You're right on the "suck it."

Nicole: (Laughs.) I don't know.

Ober: "Suck it," what? "Suck it," who?

Nicole: Suck it, fascist? (Laughs.) So much more fascist than me. Don't tell me what I said.

Ober: You said, "Suck it, bitch."

Nicole: Oh! Okay. Okay.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/09/were-allowed-to-be-here/679903/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Israel's Strategic Win

A spectacular attack on Hezbollah is the latest development in the ongoing war between Iranian proxies and the Jewish state.

by Eliot A. Cohen




From a purely technical view, the rippling blasts of thousands of exploding pagers in the hands of Hezbollah represented an extraordinary piece of sabotage--one of the most remarkable in the history of the dark arts. For Israel--if that's who was behind the attacks--to have so penetrated the Iranian and Hezbollah supply chain, on such a large scale, and with such violent effect, is simply astonishing.

The question, as always, is: To what strategic effect? How will this act of violence, however spectacular, shape the ongoing war between Israel, Hezbollah, and Iran? It might very well lead to the cataclysmic battle that many have warned against, as Hezbollah rains down tens of thousands of rockets on Israeli cities while Israeli armored divisions plunge into Lebanon, causing hundreds of thousands, or even millions, to flee northward. The ensuing destruction and the civilian death toll might be immense.

Or it might not.

It has long been clear that neither Hezbollah nor Iran are currently spoiling for such an apocalyptic fight--after all, they could have chosen to have it at any time in the past few years. If Hezbollah is battered the way Hamas has been, Iran stands to lose its most effective ally against Israel and, by extension, the United States. And to seek open war, Hezbollah would have to be willing to sacrifice the population of Lebanese Shia from which it has emerged, as well as its own cadres of fighters. Both Iran and Hezbollah have to know that Israel now believes itself to be fighting an existential fight, with a different set of rules.

Within Israel, it is striking that so many, including on the dovish end of the spectrum, believe that a large war of this kind with Hezbollah is not only inevitable but necessary. Many Israelis view the status quo--tens of thousands of Israeli civilians displaced from the border zone, that zone itself depopulated, and a constant, lethal rain of missiles from the north--as unacceptable. So it is. The war along Israel's northern border, or at least the phase of war that Hezbollah initiated after October 7, had nothing to do with immediate Israeli behavior, and everything to do with claiming credit for participating, belatedly, in the campaign launched on that day from Gaza. It is part of a strategy, conceived in Tehran but executed from Beirut, of grinding down Israeli morale and the will to fight, with a view to the extirpation of the Jewish state.

If a much larger war comes now, that is a risk that Israel's leaders have decided to take, and they will not encounter a great deal of opposition from their population across the spectrum if they fight it without restraint.

In many other ways, however, this is a strategic win for Israel. Set aside the thousands of Hezbollah operatives disabled or killed by these explosions and consider the psychological effect. Hezbollah members will now be unlikely to trust any form of electronics: car keys, cellphones, computers, television sets. Myth and legend, no doubt reinforced by an information-warfare campaign, will magnify Israel's success in getting inside black boxes no matter how big or how small. An army skittish about any kind of electronics is one that is paralyzed--an individual leader, like Hamas's Yahya Sinwar, can communicate without a phone, but an entire organization cannot.

The Iranians, already reeling from the assassination of the political head of Hamas in a Revolutionary Guard Corps guesthouse on the day of the inauguration of the new president, now have much to wonder about as well. How, they must ask themselves, did the Israelis penetrate the supply chain? How did they get access to the pagers? How did they know that this batch was going to Hezbollah? How did they manage to foil whatever security precautions had been taken?

From a failure so large, witch hunts will follow--no doubt fed, again, by a solid information-warfare campaign. Organizations looking for spies and saboteurs, particularly after such a disaster, are unlikely to be forgiving or measured, and so a spiral of accusations, torture, and executions will likely ensue. War is an affair of the mind as much as anything else. By showing its extraordinary reach, Israel will breed internal fear and suspicion that can be more paralyzing than fear of an enemy.

The Middle East is witnessing a war of coalitions. Israel's silent partners here include Arab states such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Jordan. For them, this coup is a confirmation that Israel can be a capable partner. The German word bundnisfahig captures a quality of being worthy to be an ally; in this case, the cloak of mystery and surprise, playing to Israel's existing reputation for successful skullduggery, makes Israel bundnisfahig indeed.

For a country that has suffered a grueling year-long war, punctuated by the deaths of soldiers and, even more poignantly, the murder of hostages shortly before they could be liberated, this will be a tremendous morale boost. That, too, is an important benefit of this operation, and one not to be underestimated.

There is something of a message here for the United States and other countries as well. The Israelis have learned the hard way to ask for forgiveness rather than permission, to act on their own when necessary. Ironically, a reputation of that kind increases a country's leverage with its superpower patron, giving the latter greater incentive to take the smaller partner's concerns into account.

Finally, there is a large community that is and must remain in the shadows, and that is cheering the Israelis on. In 1984, Hezbollah kidnapped William Francis Buckley, the CIA station chief in Beirut. For 15 months, they tortured him, before handing him over to a Palestinian group for execution. A tape of his shattered body and mind found its way to Washington. The CIA has never forgotten that. Other intelligence agencies around the world that work against Hezbollah and against Iran have not either. As professionals, they approve of daring and well-executed attacks against that organization, and the resulting goodwill is not to be despised either.

No one knows where all this may lead. There may be a very large war, or, as after recent assassinations, Hezbollah and Iran may resort to ineffectual or symbolic responses. Some will no doubt think that this is another reckless Israeli act, or deplore violence as being ineffective, but they are wrong. All indications are that this was a considered act--and extensive yet focused violence, whether we like it or not, can yield results. By this act, among others, the balance of fear has shifted--however much and for however long--in the Middle East. For Israel, a country dwelling in a very hard neighborhood, that is a good thing.
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The Exploding Pagers of Lebanon

Today's attack on Hezbollah struck a new kind of blow.

by Robert F. Worth




It felt like a science-fiction film, one Lebanese friend told me. At almost exactly the same moment--3:30 p.m. today--pagers exploded all over Lebanon, leaving hideous gashes and wounds on the heads, hands, and hips of their owners.

The significance of the attack quickly became clear: The pagers were being used by members of Hezbollah, the Lebanese militant movement that has been fighting an undeclared war with Israel since October.

Israel has been using digital technologies to target members of Hezbollah for months, but today's attack was unlike anything seen before and appears to have struck a new kind of blow. It maimed thousands of fighters and possibly crippled the group's ability to respond if a broader conflict breaks out soon. It also exposed the identity of the victims, shattering Hezbollah's careful efforts to maintain the anonymity of its members.

Even in a country that has long been accustomed to war, the intimate nature of this attack was deeply disturbing. Video clips from around Lebanon showed scenes of quiet daily life turning instantly into horror. At a fruit and vegetable market, a man in a blue baseball cap and a short-sleeve shirt is seen selecting green plums when an explosion knocks him to the floor, and he starts screaming in pain. In another clip, a woman is counting money at a cash register when the man in front of her is thrown violently to the ground.

The country's hospitals were quickly overwhelmed with so many bleeding victims that some were laid out on floors and in corridors. The Lebanese health ministry said this evening that nine people had been killed and 2,750 had been wounded, but hundreds were in critical condition and the death toll seemed likely to rise. Hezbollah officials said that at least six members were among the dead.

Amal Saad, a Lebanese analyst who has studied the group for decades, told me that Hezbollah's supporters are "extremely demoralized" by the attack. The group's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, urged his followers to stop using cellphones in February. Many appear to have switched to pagers, which may have seemed safer. In previous conflicts, Hezbollah prided itself on the effectiveness of its simple communications network, which relied partly on pagers.

Many Lebanese are frightened that the pager attack is the prelude to a full-scale war in their country. Israeli officials have been saying for months that Hezbollah's rocket attacks, which have forced some 20,000 Israelis to flee the northern part of the country, are unacceptable, and that destroying Hezbollah will be necessary. Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, said yesterday that the fading prospects of diplomacy were leaving military action as the only option.

Read: The big war no one wants in the Middle East

But the timing of the attack raised questions about Israel's intentions. "Why would Israel reveal this card now, rather than using it during a war?" Saad asked. "Obviously, Hezbollah will now change its entire telecoms system." She said that the pager attack could indicate that Israel didn't intend to start a full-scale war, despite its recent threats. Another possibility is that Israel feared the modified pagers were about to be discovered, and was forced to launch the attack early.

The attack could also have been meant to satisfy domestic pressures inside Israel, or to preempt a Hezbollah attack that Israel might have thought was imminent. Today the Shin Bet, Israel's domestic security agency, said it had foiled a Hezbollah assassination plot against a former senior Israeli official.

The technology used to detonate the pagers was the subject of intense speculation among Lebanese I spoke with this evening. Some rumors suggested that hackers were to blame, or a mass malfunction. But most observers seemed convinced that Israel had found a way to compromise the pagers, which appear to have arrived in Lebanon in recent months. The batteries used in pagers can catch fire, but are not capable by themselves of causing the deadly explosions that took place today.

Photographs posted on Lebanese social-media sites showed burned-out pagers that appear to have been made by a small Taiwan-based company called Gold Apollo. The pagers could have been altered or had explosives added to them at any point along the supply chain, I was told by Mohammed al-Basha, an analyst with the Navanti Group, an international research and security company.

Whatever the explanation, today's attack achieved one of Israel's most important goals: It left its enemies feeling that nowhere was safe.
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        At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever cond...

      

      
        The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids
        Charley Locke

        Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.About 15 percent of American...

      

      
        Attacking the President, Attacking the Nation
        Tom Nichols

        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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose throu...

      

      
        Elon Musk's Political Weapon
        Charlie Warzel

        On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then ...

      

      
        A Campaign-Song Nightmare
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAt the Democratic National Convention last month, Hillary Clinton walked offstage to her campaign anthem from 2016, "Fight Song" by Rachel Platten. It was meant, of course, as an uplifting moment. But a journalist friend I was watching with who had covered the Clinton campaign froze when he heard it, and said, "I'm triggered," only half joking. Platten back then was having her first real taste of fame. She had loaned the ...

      

      
        The Dating-App Diversity Paradox
        Faith Hill

        If you ask an adult--particularly an older one--how they found their significant other, you're fairly likely to hear about a time-honored ritual: the setup. Somewhere along the line, a mutual connection might have thought: Aren't X and Y both weirdly into Steely Dan? Or: My two sweetest friends! Or perhaps just: They're each single. The amateur cupid made the introduction, stepped back, and watched as they fell in love.If you ask a single 20-something how they're looking for a partner, you're fairl...

      

      
        Scientific American Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody
        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.Scientific American has been a mainstay of science and technology journalism in the United States. (It's been in business 179 years, even longer than The Atlantic.) As an aspiring nerd in my youth--I began college as a chemistry major--I read it regularly. In 2017, I contributed a short article to it abou...

      

      
        Football Won't Save Tua Tagovailoa From Himself
        Jemele Hill

        It was a terrifying but sadly familiar scene: Tua Tagovailoa, the star quarterback for the Miami Dolphins, lying on the field, apparently disoriented, after suffering another concussion. The injury, sustained in a game last week against the Buffalo Bills, was Tagovailoa's fourth diagnosed concussion since 2019 and his third since becoming an NFL player, in 2020. It seemed like the ultimate sign that Tagovailoa should end his promising NFL career, only two games into his fifth season.That appears ...

      

      
        The Right Way to Say the Unsayable
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.What is your most controversial opinion--something you wouldn't dare divulge publicly? Perhaps you are from a devout religious community and secretly don't believe in the most sacred doctrine. Or perhaps you love your activist friends but think their views are based on pious nonsense. Maybe you don't actually support the troops. Or you doubt that climate change is such a big problem.As a social sc...

      

      
        The Death of the Minivan
        Ian Bogost

        The minivan dilemma: It is the least cool vehicle ever designed, yet the most useful. Offering the best value for the most function to a plurality of American drivers, a minivan can cart seven passengers or more in comfort if not style, haul more cargo than many larger trucks, and do so for a sticker price roughly a quarter cheaper than competing options. Even so, minivan sales have been falling steadily since their peak in 2000, when about 1.3 million were sold in the United States. As of last y...

      

      
        This Is What a Losing Campaign Looks Like
        David Frum

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024A first draft of this story opened: "It's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at you."Backspace, backspace, backspace. Although it's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at me personally, it is almost every day that Senator J. D. Vance rage-tweets at somebody. (I had tweete...

      

      
        Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?
        Roge Karma

        The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are ...

      

      
        The Trump Sons Really Love Crypto
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        "I'm a proud crypto bro. You're starting to become one of us, if not already," Farokh Sarmad, a social-media influencer, said to former President Donald Trump during a livestream on X last night. According to the platform's listener counter, more than 1 million people tuned in for the launch of World Liberty Financial, a new crypto project promoted by Trump and his family. The former president has been posting about it on social media for several weeks.Or at least the launch was supposed to be th...

      

      
        The Age of <em>Jennifer's Body</em>
        Rafaela Bassili

        Horror movies are filled with women and girls in various stages of distress: haunted blondes, bewildered wives tormented by their husband's greed, final girls who have survived massacres that swept towns or summer camps. And who can forget Linda Blair's bloodied head, spinning 360 degrees on her shoulders in The Exorcist, an image that has frightened sleepover attendees for half a century?But the horror genre isn't made up only of girls who are victims of terror. Fifty years ago, in his debut nov...

      

      
        The Insurrectionists Next Door
        Hanna Rosin

        Editor's Note: Listen to Lauren Ober and Hanna Rosin's podcast, We Live Here Now. This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.THE NEIGHBORHOODThis story starts with, of all things, a dog walk. My partner, Lauren, and I were doing our usual loop--past the playground, onto Third Street--when we saw the car again. A black Chevy Equinox with Texas plates, a luggage rack, and, on the back windshield, an exuberant profusion of slogans: FREE OUR PATRIOTS; THE THREE PERCENTERS, ORIGINAL;...

      

      
        Productivity Is a Drag. Work Is Divine.
        Sara Tillinger Wolkenfeld

        Why should humans do anything, if machines can do it better? The answer is crucial to the future of human civilization--and may just lie in religious texts from centuries ago.From the digital (Google searches and Slack chats) to the purely mechanical (washing machines and microwaves), humans use tools nearly constantly to enhance or replace our own labor. Those that save time and effort are easy to appreciate--I have yet to meet someone who misses scrubbing clothes by hand. But the rapid rise of ar...

      

      
        The Real Reason Trump and Vance Are Spreading Lies About Haitians
        Adam Serwer

        Six days into terrorizing the city of Springfield, Ohio, with baseless nonsense about Haitian immigrants kidnapping and eating people's pets, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, admitted that the tales were intended to push a certain narrative."If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," Vance told CNN on Sunday. Days earlier, Vance had acknowledged that "it's possible...

      

      
        The Anti-Rock Star
        Stephen Metcalf

        Leonard Cohen never liked touring. "It's like being dropped off in a desert," he once said. "You don't know where you live anymore." By the time he hit his late 50s, he hated it so much that, after supporting his 1992 record, The Future, he moved into a Zen monastery and all but retired from the music business. Even after he returned with More Best of Leonard Cohen (1997), a wonderful celebration of his mid-career prime, he refused to cash in with a fresh calendar of live shows. Then, in 2005, he...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 Natural Landscape Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        The winning images from the fourth annual Natural Landscape Photography Awards were just announced. The competition was started to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," with rules set up to prevent deceptive editing techniques. A total of 1,134 photographers entered from 59 countries this year, in categories named "Grand Scenic," "Intimate Landscapes," and "Abstract & Details." Contest organizers were once...

      

      
        Trump's Lie Is Another Test for Christian America
        Russell Moore

        The accusation that Haitian immigrants in a small Ohio city are abducting and eating their neighbors' cats and dogs relies not on one falsehood but on a web of them. The rhetoric evokes racist tropes about "savages" who do not conform to our civilized Western world. There's also a religious angle: the idea that Haitian refugees are voodoo occultists who might be worshipping the devil. As an evangelical Christian who actually believes in the existence of Satan, I agree that we can indeed see the w...

      

      
        Don't Fool Yourself About the Exploding Pagers
        Ian Bogost

        Updated at 9:20 a.m. ET on September 19, 2024Yesterday, pagers used by Hezbollah operatives exploded simultaneously in Lebanon and Syria, killing at least a dozen people and injuring thousands. Today brought another mass detonation in Lebanon, this time involving walkie-talkies. The attacks are gruesome and shocking. An expert told the Associated Press that the pagers received a message that caused them to vibrate in a way that required someone to press buttons to stop it. That action appears to ...

      

      
        The Fog
        Howard Altmann

        And when it lifts, the fog lifts
what it buried, the tall pines
stand taller, the valley breathes
a magnanimous air, the green
grass hills stir in wonder,
the fleeting white clouds flee
with their shadows, a bale
of hay makes the case for being
alone, and what was erased
and briefly forgotten retrieves
its mother tongue, speaking
truth to the hour. And to be
a witness to such plumes of mist
dissolve into the vastness
is to be the vastness, the Earth's
step our step, the observer
and the observed ...

      

      
        The Women Killed by the <em>Dobbs</em> Decision
        Helen Lewis

        Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024Some tragedies are impossible to prevent, or even to predict. The death of Amber Nicole Thurman was not. She was perhaps the first woman killed by the overturning of Roe v. Wade.In June 2022, the Supreme Court ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization removed the constitutional right to an abortion guaranteed by Roe. As a result, individual states reverted to their own laws. In Georgia, where Thurman lived, abortions became illegal from th...
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Trump Goes Home a Martyr

The former president believes his own hype--now more than ever.

by John Hendrickson




"God has now spared my life," Donald Trump told an arena full of supporters in suburban New York last night. He waited a beat while more than 15,000 members of the MAGA faithful began to hoot and applaud inside Nassau Coliseum on Long Island. Then he completed his thought: "Not once but twice."

The assassination attempts--one near-fatal shooting at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania; one foiled attack at his golf course in Florida--have emboldened the former president.

"These encounters with death have not broken my will," Trump said. "They have really given me a much bigger and stronger mission."

Judging from last night's rally, that mission is the same as it's been since Trump commandeered the GOP in 2015: lob outlandish accusations at his political opponents, paint American cities as hellscapes, and demonize migrants. Some 72 hours after potentially losing his life again, Trump sounded like--who else?--Trump.



This is a particularly charged moment for the former president. He's falling behind in many swing-state polls, and his messaging is as chaotic as ever. Last night, Trump claimed that Joe Biden is secretly working with Iran, and that Kamala Harris wants to pack the Supreme Court with as many as 25 justices. He spoke of "horrible, disgusting, dangerous, filthy encampments" of homeless people, and made a dark joke that New York parents who let their kids ride the subway alone have "a 75 percent chance" of never seeing them again.

Read: A horrifying new attempt on Trump's life

Antagonizing migrants remained a prime fixation. He warned that Venezuelans are "taking over your buildings and your land." He pledged to visit Springfield, Ohio--a city that has been seeing increased racial strife since he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, helped spread the false rumor that Haitian immigrants are eating pets. Trump mocked the efforts of Springfield's mayor to help migrants assimilate and learn English. His own fix was simpler: "We're getting them out of our country." He insisted that rapists, gang members, and other criminals are pouring in from other nations: "They're coming from the Congo. They're coming from the Middle East. They're coming from all over the world," Trump said. "Asia! A lot of them are coming from Asia." Sounding like Network's Howard Beale, he asserted that he and his followers are "not gonna take it" anymore. "November 5th," Trump told the overwhelmingly white audience before him, "will be your liberation day!"

But why was Trump talking about this in New York, of all places? His midweek stop at a suburban arena some 20 miles west of the Queens hospital where he was born seemed more vibes-based than tactical. Trump told the crowd that he would flip the state from blue to red on the electoral map for the first time in decades, a claim so improbable, even he didn't seem to believe it. Slightly more likely is that Trump's presence may affect downballot races and the state's congressional makeup. Although New York City is reliably blue, pockets of Long Island are Trump country.

Indeed, the rally site was packed with his fans, who seemed even more enamored of the former president and his antics than usual. Some also spoke of him as something akin to a living martyr. "God has a plan to use Donald Trump to help save this nation," Jay Moon, a young Trump supporter from Tennessee, told me. Moon and his family are Christians who are following Trump around the country in a decked-out pickup truck. Plastered on one of its passenger-door panels was a giant image of Trump wielding a tommy gun, with the phrase Merry MAGA You Filthy Animal. Maria Orlando, a 59-year-old born-again Christian from Suffolk County, New York, told me that she was "100 percent" certain that God was protecting Trump and covering him in "amazing grace." (She also shared that she prays for Trump and the Democrats alike.) "I see this as more of a spiritual battle literally between good and evil," she told me. "And I think that's why you see more violence and hatred coming out."

Even though Trump is out there playing the hits, with just 46 days left in the election, and with Harris's recent bump in the polls, his campaign has a fresh sense of tension and an undercurrent of violence. Of course, his team would say the same about the opposition. Earlier this week, Trump's campaign sent an email to reporters claiming that the "psycho" who allegedly brought a military-style rifle to his golf course on Sunday "was egged on by the rhetoric and lies that have flowed from Kamala Harris, Democrats, and their Fake News allies for years." The email included a list of politicians' quotes referring to Trump as a "threat"--from Harris, Biden, Nancy Pelosi, Liz Cheney, and Adam Schiff, to name just a few. It also included a list of quotes from journalists.

I've been to Trump events all across the country over the past three presidential-election cycles. I've come to believe that you can gauge the tenor of his movement by what the vendors outside the gates are hawking, and what people wear to the rallies. Right now, people are anxious and pissed off.

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

For months after he was indicted in Georgia last year, Trump's brooding mug shot was omnipresent on merchandise. These days, though, you can't escape the image of Trump raising his fist alongside any number of battlelike phrases: Bulletproof. Never Surrender. Fight! Fight! Fight! Violence is a defining theme of the final weeks of Trump's retribution campaign. Consider the red sleeveless tank top with Trump throwing up two middle fingers that reads You Missed. Or the shirt with Ronald Reagan and Trump that says I like my presidents like I like my guns: 40 and 45. Or the shirt that says I clean my guns with liberal tears. Or these car decals: Prepared not scared (with the image of a bullet). Bear arms or wear chains. Live, Laugh, Love, if that doesn't work, Load, Aim, and Fire. All for sale. Yesterday, I spoke with one vendor selling knives--pocket knives, folding knives, bowie knives. Depending on state laws, he told me, he's also been selling switchblades.

This is what Trumpism looks like, up close, in the final weeks of the 2024 election. Last night, Trump bragged about his "total endorsement" from the National Rifle Association. Gun owners, he shouted, "have to get out and vote." And he returned to one of his earliest pitches: "What the hell do you have to lose?" Nine years after his infamous golden-escalator ride, many Americans know exactly what they stand to lose. He still might win anyway.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/trump-rally-new-york-long-island-martyr/679934/?utm_source=feed
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Why Hezbollah and Israel Can't Make a Deal

Even for those who don't want war, one obstacle to peace is nearly immovable.

by Hussein Ibish




At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever conducted.

The attack demonstrated, not for the first time, the extraordinary degree of Israel's penetration into Iran and its Arab allies. Just since January, Israel has assassinated the Hamas operative Saleh al-Arouri in Beirut, the Hamas political leader Ismail Haniyeh at a guesthouse in Tehran, and the Hezbollah military leader Fuad Shukr, again in Beirut. But the pager explosions mark an escalation, specifically, of the conflict that has been building between Israel and Hezbollah since October 8.

Graeme Wood: Israel's 'hand of God' operation

That day, following Hamas's attack on Israel, Hezbollah fired rockets across the Lebanon-Israel border in a rather pro forma show of solidarity with the Palestinian extremists. But to Hamas's disappointment, Hezbollah did not immediately ramp up its attacks beyond what had become routine across that border for more than two decades. In fact, Israel has been largely responsible for the escalation of conflict near the border over the months that followed, for reasons that are not impossible to discern. Hezbollah's interests, however, are a bit more opaque, and have set the group against both a wider war and the terms of a negotiated peace.



Neither Iran nor Hezbollah has much to gain from a regional conflagration or a war with Israel in Lebanon, particularly one started on behalf of Hamas. For Iran, Hezbollah is a precious asset not to be wasted. Tehran sees the militia--and its estimated 150,000 missiles and rockets, many with precision guidance--as its prime deterrent against an Israeli or American attack on its homeland or nuclear facilities, as well as a regional trump card. To expend this capacity on Gaza would be irrational from an Iranian point of view. Gaza has no strategic, religious, or historic significance to Iran--or really to anyone other than Palestinians, Israelis, and some Egyptians.

In addition, Hamas isn't nearly as important to Iran as Hezbollah is. Hamas is a Sunni fundamentalist organization linked to the Muslim Brotherhood, and its inclusion in Shiite Iran's "axis of resistance" is a marriage of convenience. In fact, Hamas broke with the Iranian network from 2012 to 2019 over the Syrian civil war: The Muslim Brotherhood was a major part of the Syrian opposition that Iran, Hezbollah, and their allies, including Russia, intervened to put down. Hamas returned to the Iranian fold only after that war ended. By then, both parties understood the limitations of the relationship.

Hezbollah instigated a war with Israel in 2006--its leader later apologized for it on Lebanese television--but it has shown little appetite for entering a new war with Israel on behalf of Gaza and Hamas. Many Israelis, by contrast, appear to be ambivalent about such a conflict. Some say that a war with Hezbollah in Lebanon is "inevitable"--better to get it over with. Others point out that the population on both sides of the border has largely evacuated, and that the Biden administration has pledged to support Israel if it is "forced into" a war.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

The more sophisticated argument from Israeli hawks is that, since October 7, Israel and the Palestinians have suffered strategic losses, while Iran and its network of armed gangs have pocketed some gains. To reverse this equation, an Israeli attack in Lebanon could deliver a humiliating blow to Hezbollah and Iran. It could also help reestablish the legitimacy of Israel's national-security institutions after the debacle of October 7. These are the deeper reasons Israel has recently added curbing Hezbollah to its Gaza-war aims.

Some Israeli officials point to the 80,000 or so Israelis evacuated from the border area and claim that they cannot return safely unless Hezbollah withdraws its forces and heavy equipment from the other side. That concern surely reflects the trauma of October 7, but it's worth noting that senior members of the war cabinet began pressing to invade Lebanon in early October, when no evacuations had taken place (some have since changed their minds).



So if Hezbollah doesn't want a war, why doesn't it accept a sensible settlement, like the one the Biden administration has spent the past year negotiating? Israel had been demanding that Hezbollah withdraw its forces and heavy equipment to about 25 kilometers, or 15 miles, away from the border; Hezbollah refused to consider this and instead insisted on an end to the Gaza war. The U.S. envoy, Amos Hochstein, reportedly proposed a compromise, with Hezbollah pulling back to seven or eight kilometers from the border rather than 25. The Lebanese military or United Nations forces would ostensibly step in to secure the frontier. Evacuees on both sides could return to their homes, and a devastating war that Lebanon, especially, cannot afford would be averted.

The proposal is eminently reasonable, but Hezbollah will never accept it. To understand why, consider that the agreement that ended the Lebanese Civil War in 1989 required all warring parties to disarm. Hezbollah managed to carve out an exception, first because Israel was still occupying southern Lebanon, and later, when that was no longer the case, on the grounds that the militia would protect the border area and liberate two small towns that remained under Israeli control. This is the rather flimsy basis on which the militia group has been permitted to maintain its own army--and therefore its own foreign and defense policy, and the ability to plunge Lebanon into war at any moment, without consulting the rest of its citizens or its government.

Any formal understanding that pulls Hezbollah back from the border threatens the rationale for its existence as an armed group within Lebanon. How can Hezbollah protect a border or liberate villages from five or so miles away? Sooner or later, someone in Lebanon would be liable to point out that if the Lebanese military or UN forces are securing the border area, Hezbollah needs to finally follow the other militia groups and disarm.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Of course, Hezbollah could simply refuse. It could even turn its guns on other Lebanese, much as it did in 2008, when the Lebanese government attempted to dismantle Hezbollah's independent military-telecommunications network and regain administrative control of the Beirut airport. But doing so would mark an end to Hezbollah's domestic legitimacy as a proponent of Lebanon's national interests and convince many Lebanese that the militia is out for little more than political power and service to Iran. Hezbollah cannot function outside the Lebanese context, and functioning within it requires maintaining at least the appearance of cooperation with the political system.

Whether the exploding pagers presage an invasion of Lebanon remains to be seen. Some Israeli hawks purportedly envision establishing a security buffer zone between the two countries, on Lebanese territory. But a new Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon--which is what such a zone would amount to--would greatly strengthen Hezbollah's argument for retaining its arms (and using them to eject the Israelis).

Much like the war in Gaza, a renewed occupation of Lebanese territory could well become a quagmire of constant warfare--one that would be considered entirely justified by many Lebanese who otherwise greatly dislike Hezbollah and its Iranian backers. Some Israelis may believe that October 7 justifies a new security doctrine of renewed occupations and buffer zones across the country's borders. But expanding the territory of the war not only will not end it, but could render it virtually irresolvable.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/hezbollah-israel-deal-complications/679935/?utm_source=feed
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The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids

Too many people delay dealing with hearing loss because they think the devices make them look old.

by Charley Locke






Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.



About 15 percent of Americans, or nearly 53 million people, have difficulty hearing, according to the CDC. Yet an AARP survey found that Americans older than 40 are more likely to get colonoscopies than hearing tests. Even though hearing starts to deteriorate in our 20s, many people think of hearing damage as a sign of old age, and the fear of being seen as old leads people to delay treatment. According to the Hearing Loss Association of America, people with hearing loss wait, on average, seven years to seek help, just as Einhorn did.



When people ignore their hearing loss, they put themselves at a higher risk for social isolation, loneliness, and even dementia. One of the best things you can do to feel less old is, ironically, get a hearing aid. And in the past two years, these devices have become cheaper, more accessible, and arguably cooler than they've ever been, even before the FDA approved Apple's bid last week to turn AirPods into starter hearing aids. This new technology is more of a first step than a complete solution--think of it as analogous to drugstore reading glasses rather than prescription lenses. That, more than anything about AirPods themselves, may be the key to softening the stigma around hearing aids. Creating an easier and earlier entry point into hearing assistance could help Americans absorb the idea that hearing loss is a spectrum, and that treatment need not be a rite of passage associated with old age.




 
 As it stands, one demographic that could especially benefit from destigmatized hearing aids is older men. "Men are at a greater risk for hearing loss early on because they have typically had more noise exposure than women," says Steven Rauch, who specializes in hearing and balance disorders at Harvard Medical School. But men are also less likely to go to the doctor. (Several men I interviewed spoke about being prodded by their wives to go to an audiologist.) Instead, many hide their hearing loss by nodding along in conversation, by hanging back at social gatherings, by staying home.



Faking it makes the situation worse. Without treatment, hearing can decline, and people become socially isolated. "When you're sitting in a room and people are talking and you can't participate, you feel stupid," says Toni Iacolucci, a communication-access advocate who waited a dozen years before she got a hearing aid. "The amount of energy you put into the facade that you can hear is just exhausting."



Compensating for untreated hearing loss is so taxing, in fact, that it can have a meaningful impact on the brain. "Hearing loss is arguably the single largest risk factor for cognitive decline and dementia," says Frank Lin, the director of the Cochlear Center for Hearing and Public Health at Johns Hopkins University. Lin and his colleagues have found that mild hearing loss doubles the risk of dementia, and moderate loss triples it. In this context, a hearing aid can look almost like a miracle device for slowing aging: In that same study, Lin also found that among older adults at increased risk for cognitive decline, participants who wore a hearing aid for three years experienced about 50 percent less cognitive loss than the control group.



Lin hypothesizes that the difference is because of cognitive load. "Anybody's brain can buffer against the pathology of dementia," he told me. "But if you have hearing loss, too, a lot of that buffer is having to be used up to deal with hearing loss."



In many cases, the gap between onset and treatment means years of missed conversations and declining social connection; hearing loss is associated with both loneliness and isolation. For Einhorn, who worked as a composer and a classical-record producer, his declining hearing meant maintaining a constant effort to keep up appearances. He remembers going to restaurants and tilting his head entirely to the left to favor his better ear while denying to his friends that he had any issue with his hearing; he started to avoid going to parties and to the movies. "Phone calls became hellish," he told me. He eventually had surgery on one ear and finally started wearing hearing aids in 2010, when he suddenly lost all of his hearing on one side. "When I lost my good ear, I fell into an abyss of silence and isolation," he says. "It was an existential crisis: Either I figure out how to deal with this, or, given the isolation I was already experiencing, it was going to become really serious." Only then did he realize that the devices were less visible than he'd imagined and that the integration into his world was worth the ding to his vanity. Like many who use the devices, he still struggles to hear at restaurants and parties (carpets and rooms without music help), but the hearing aids have made an enormous difference in his quality of life. He still regrets the years he spent posturing instead of listening. "When you get to 72, you realize you've done a lot of dumb things, and not getting treatment was probably the dumbest thing I've ever done in my life," he said.







That anyone is straining this much when a fix exists is a testament to how powerful ageism and the pressure to project youth can be. As long as people see the choice as one between hearing well and looking young, many will opt for faking their ability to hear. Overcoming that association with age may be the last challenge of persuading people to try hearing aids out.



Some of the barriers were, until recently, more basic. Hearing aids were available only with a prescription, which usually requires visits to an audiologist who calibrates the device. Prescription hearing aids also cost thousands of dollars and aren't always covered by insurance. Pete Couste, for instance, did go to the doctor a couple of years after first noticing he was off pitch when playing in his band, but he decided not to get hearing aids because of the cost. Instead, he dropped out of the band and his church choir.

But these barriers are getting lower. In 2022, the FDA approved the sale of hearing aids to adults without a prescription, opening the technology up to industry for the first time. Over-the-counter options have now hit the market, including from brands such as Sony and JLab. Apple's hearing-aid feature, compatible with some AirPod Pros, is the first FDA-approved over-the-counter hearing-aid software device and will be available later this fall via a software update. EssilorLuxottica plans to release the first-ever hearing-aid eyeglasses later this year. Learning about the over-the-counter options triggered Couste to address his hearing loss, and he ended up with prescription aids that have made a "tremendous difference" in his confidence, he told me. This year, he went to four weddings and a concert at Red Rocks; he's even started to play saxophone again and plans to get back onstage within a year.



None of that undoes hearing aids' association with aging though. A selling point of the new AirPod technology is simply that "everybody wears AirPods," Katherine Bouton, a hearing-loss advocate and the author of the memoir Shouting Won't Help, told me. "The more you see people wearing something, the more normal it becomes." At the same time, AirPods are typically a signal that someone's listening to music or a podcast rather than engaging with the world around them: The AirPods might improve someone's hearing, but they won't necessarily make hearing loss less lonely. Even if Iacolucci's hearing loss could be treated with AirPods, she doesn't think they would fully address the loss's impact: "I still have to deal with the internal stigma, which is a thousand times worse," she told me.
 
 The real power of the Apple technology, then, might be that it's targeted to users with mild to moderate hearing loss. Changing the stigma around hearing loss will take far more than gadgets: It'll require a shift in our understanding of how hearing works. "Hearing loss implies that it's binary, which couldn't be further from the truth," Lin said. Most people don't lose their hearing overnight; instead, it starts to deteriorate (along with the rest of our body) almost as soon as we reach adulthood. Over time, we permanently damage our hearing through attending loud concerts, watching fireworks, and mowing the lawn, and the world is only getting louder. By 2060, the number of Americans ages 20 years and older with hearing loss is expected to increase by 67 percent, which means that nearly 30 million more people will need treatment. If devices we already use can help people transition more easily and at a younger age to using hearing assistance, that could make the shift in identity less stark, easing the way to normalizing hearing aids and changing the idea that they're for geezers only.
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Attacking the President, Attacking the Nation

The legacy of American presidential assassinations

by Tom Nichols




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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose through our votes. It's not part of the normal torrent of politics. It's not an abstraction. It's personal. It's a death in the family--and both the victim and the killer were one of us.

This week, we learned of a possible second attempt to kill former President Donald Trump. Fortunately, the ambush was discovered by the Secret Service, and Trump is unharmed. But the sad truth of American history is that threats against public leaders--and especially against the president, as a symbol of the nation--are common. Some of these threats materialize into actual attacks, and four of them, each taking place in public view, have succeeded in killing the commander in chief.

Writers in The Atlantic have tried throughout our history to make sense of each of these terrible moments. Our archives reflect some of the ways these assassinations have left their scars on the nation.

In 1865, only eight years after The Atlantic was established, Abraham Lincoln was killed in the first successful assassination of an American president since the founding of the republic. (It wasn't the first attempt on a president's life: 30 years earlier, an unemployed house painter named Richard Lawrence had taken two shots at Andrew Jackson inside the Capitol, missed both times, and become the first person ever charged in the United States with the attempted assassination of a president.)

The Atlantic was founded as an abolitionist publication, and three months after Lincoln died, the writer Charles Creighton Hazewell expressed cold fury as he peered into the conspiracy against the Union's leaders. Hazewell (a Rhode Islander, I am now compelled to note as a transplant to the Ocean State) was also unwilling to limit the blame to the now-infamous John Wilkes Booth. "The real murderers of Mr. Lincoln are the men whose action brought about the civil war," he wrote. "Booth's deed was a logical proceeding, following strictly from the principles avowed by the Rebels, and in harmony with their course during the last five years."

Sixteen years would pass before another president was murdered. James Garfield was shot in July 1881, and lingered for weeks. As the wounded president lay on his deathbed, the journalist E. L. Godkin reflected on why the attack on Garfield seemed somehow worse than the killing of President Lincoln. He echoed Hazewell, agreeing that Lincoln's death seemed like a natural progression in the tragedy of the Civil War, but the shooting of Garfield seemed to come at a time when "the peaceful habit of mind was probably more widely diffused through the country than it had been since the foundation of the government." (Garfield finally succumbed to his injuries on September 19, 1881--143 years ago today.)

Some assassins believe they will be the movers of great events, but in a prescient comment about Lincoln's murder, Hazewell noted how the Union's government continued on after the president's death: "Anarchy is not so easily brought about as persons of an anarchical turn of mind suppose." Almost 20 years to the day after Garfield died, however, an anarchist shot President William McKinley after shaking his hand at the Buffalo World's Fair. Atlantic writer Bliss Perry captured the feeling that would return to Americans during the terrible rash of assassinations in the 1960s, noting that McKinley's death was the third such murder "within the memory of men who still feel themselves young."

But Perry's anguish over McKinley's murder was tempered by the most American of political emotions: patriotic optimism. "The assault upon democratic institutions has strengthened the popular loyalty to them," he wrote. "A sane hope in the future of the United States was never more fully justified than at this hour."

We are an older nation now, and less prone to such faith and exuberance. (And that is to our shame.) Over the next half century, assassins would try to kill Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Harry Truman. For all the grief Perry expressed in 1901, however, Americans had yet to experience the shock of seeing John F. Kennedy slain in a car next to his wife, a video reel apparently destined to be played each November over and over for all time. In early 1964, the historian Samuel Eliot Morison wrote a eulogy in The Atlantic for JFK. Morrison had known Kennedy, and his remembrance is a personal one. Perry said of McKinley that the "hour of a statesman's death is never the day of judgment of his services to his country," but Morison lauded Kennedy's personality and achievements, perhaps as comfort to a grieving nation. "With his death," Morison concluded, "something died in each one of us; yet something of him will live in us forever."

Public service in an open society should never be a risk, but the reality--especially now, in an age of treating politicians as celebrities--is that our national leaders must always be protected from those among us who are nursing grudges, harboring delusions, and indulging visions of grandeur. The history of assassinations, in America or anywhere else, shows that such attacks are difficult to stop. But rather than surrender to despair, we can return to these writers who tried to make sense of tragedy, and we can resolve, like them, that the bullets of would-be assassins will never kill our faith in the American idea.
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Elon Musk Has Turned X Into a Pressure Cooker

It's hard to imagine this going any worse.

by Charlie Warzel




On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then there was the worst-case scenario: the dark timeline and its offshoot, the darkest-darkest timeline. Here's how I described that one:



The darkest-darkest timeline is the one where the world's richest man runs a communications platform in a truly vengeful, dictatorial way, which involves Musk outright using Twitter as a political tool to promote extreme right-wing agendas and to punish what he calls brain-poisoned liberals.




Some 29 months later, this appears to be the timeline we've living in. But even my grim predictions failed to anticipate the intensity of Musk's radicalization. He is no longer teasing at his anti-woke views or just asking questions to provoke a response. To call him a troll or a puckish court jester is to sugarcoat what's really going on: Musk has become one of the chief spokespeople of the far right's political project, and he's reaching people in real time at a massive scale with his message.



Since his endorsement of Donald Trump in July, Musk has become the MAGA movement's second-most-influential figure after the nominee himself (sorry, J. D. Vance), and the most significant node in the Republican Party's information system. Musk and his platform are to this election what Rupert Murdoch and Fox News were to past Republican campaigns--cynical manipulators and poisonous propaganda machines, pumping lies and outrage into the American political bloodstream.



Though the mask has been off for a while, Musk's intentions have become even more blatant recently. Following Taylor Swift's endorsement of Kamala Harris, in which Swift labeled herself a "childless cat lady" in reference to an insult deployed by Vance, Musk publicly offered to impregnate the pop star. And just this past weekend, Musk did the following:

	amplified a conspiracy theory that ABC had leaked sample debate questions to the Harris campaign
 	falsely claimed that "the Dems want to take your kids"
 	fueled racist lies about immigrants eating pets
 	shared with his nearly 200 million followers on X that "Trump must win" to "preserve freedom and meritocracy in America"
 	insinuated that it was suspicious that "no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," adding a thinking-face emoji. He subsequently deleted the post and argued that it was a joke that had been well received in private. "Turns out jokes are WAY less funny if people don't know the context and the delivery is plain text," he wrote in a follow-up on X.




Whether Musk is telling the truth about his assassination post or offering up a feeble excuse for his earnest trolling doesn't matter. Although he's trying to explain this post away as just a harmless bit of context collapse, what he's really revealing is the extent to which he is captured by his audience, pecking out posts that delight the only cohort willing to offer the attention and respect he craves. The parallels to Trump may be obvious at this point, but they also account for Musk's ability to dominate news cycles.



Read: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally



Like Trump in his Apprentice and The Art of the Deal eras, Musk before his political obsessions was a celebrity famous in a different, mostly nonpolitical context. Although Musk's volatility, contrarianism, and disdain for the press were a matter of record before his MAGA turn, his carefully constructed popular image was that of a billionaire innovator and rocket scientist (Musk was reportedly an inspiration for Tony Stark's character in the Iron Man movie franchise). Which is to say: Many people experienced Musk's right-wing radicalization not as inevitable, but as a shocking departure. Right-wing diehards amplified him with glee, as proof of the ascendance of their movement, while liberals and the media amplified him as a distressing example of the proliferation of online brain worms in a certain slice of Silicon Valley.



That Musk is polarizing is important, but what allows him to attract attention is this change of context. A far-right influencer like Charlie Kirk or Alex Jones is expected to spread vile racist conspiracies--that is what they've always done to earn their living. But as with Trump in his 2016 campaign, there is still a lingering novelty to Musk's role as MAGA's minister of propaganda. Many people, for example, still don't understand why a man with unlimited resources might want to spend most of his time acting as a political party's in-house social-media team. Musk has been a troll for a while, but his popular image as a savvy entrepreneur stayed intact until only recently. He was the subject of a largely flattering, best-selling biography as recently as last year. He appeared on the cover of this magazine in 2013 as a contender for the world's greatest living inventor. In fact, even when Musk muses about how strange it is that no one has tried to shoot Harris, popular news outlets still cover it as a departure from an imagined status quo. On Monday, a New York Times article described Musk, a man who recently hosted a fawning interview with Donald Trump on X and has amplified conspiracy theories such as Pizzagate, as "the world's richest man," who "has established a reputation as an edgy plutocrat not bound by social conventions when it comes to expressing his opinions."



Read: Demon mode activated



That nearly every one of Musk's utterances is deemed newsworthy makes him a perfect vector for right-wing propaganda. Take Musk's role in spreading the nonsense about Haitian residents in Springfield, Ohio. According to an analysis delivered by the journalist Gaby Del Valle on Vox's Today, Explained podcast, Musk replied to a tweet by Kirk on September 8, in which the influencer had shared a screenshot from a Springfield resident on Facebook claiming that Haitians in the area were eating ducks, geese, and pets. Musk's reply served to amplify the claim to his followers and admirers just two days before the presidential debate, where it was directly referenced by Trump onstage. The lies "left the ecosystem of right-wing Twitter partially because Elon Musk got involved," Del Valle said. Like Trump before him, Musk is able to act as a clearinghouse for the fringier ideas coming from the far-right fever swamps.



Musk's is the most followed account on X and, as its owner, he has reportedly asked engineers to algorithmically boost his posts on the platform. (Musk has denied that his tweets are deliberately amplified, but the platform shows them even to people who don't follow him.) The architecture of the site, most notably the platform's algorithmically sorted "For You" feed, routinely features Musk and news about Musk, which increases the likelihood that anything the billionaire shares will reach a wider audience on a service that is still at least somewhat influential in shaping American political discourse. It sounds conspiratorial to suggest that Musk is tweaking the algorithmic dials on his site or using X as a political weapon, but the truth is that Musk doesn't even need to demand that his company boost a specific message. Musk has spent nearly two years installing his own account as X's main character and shaping the platform's architecture in his own image. The politics of X are inextricably linked to Musk's own politics.



It would be far too simplistic to suggest that X is the reason for the chaos of our current political moment, or that Musk is solely responsible for the dangerous rhetoric that has contributed to terrorizing Haitian residents and thoroughly disrupting life in Springfield. Trump and Vance chose to amplify these messages too, and doubled down when called out on it. X is a comparatively small platform, past its prime. It was full of garbage before Musk bought the site, and its architecture goaded users into being the worst versions of themselves long before the billionaire's heel turn. But under Musk's stewardship, X has become the worst version of itself--a platform whose every policy and design choice seems intended to snuff out our better angels and efficiently raise our national political temperature.



X under Musk is a pressure cooker and an insidious force--not necessarily because it is as influential as it once was but because, to those who can't quit it, the platform offers the impression that it is a mirror to the world. One hallmark of Fox News is its ability to conjure a political perma-crisis, in order to instill a pervasive sense of fear in its audience. X, with Musk as its de facto director of programming, has created an information ecosystem that operates in much the same way. But the effect isn't felt just among MAGA true believers.



As we lurch closer to Election Day, it's easy to feel as if we've all entered the Great Clenching--a national moment of assuming the crash-landing position and bracing for impact. One gets the sense that the darkest forces in American life are accelerating, that politicians, powerful billionaires, and regular citizens alike are emboldened in the worst way or further radicalized. Every scandal, gaffe, and tragedy seems to take on a new political significance--as a harbinger of a potential electoral outcome or an indicator of societal unraveling. And it is exactly this feeling that Musk and his platform stoke and feed off every day.
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A Campaign-Song Nightmare

Yes, Rachel Platten knows exactly how you felt about "Fight Song."

by Hanna Rosin




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

At the Democratic National Convention last month, Hillary Clinton walked offstage to her campaign anthem from 2016, "Fight Song" by Rachel Platten. It was meant, of course, as an uplifting moment. But a journalist friend I was watching with who had covered the Clinton campaign froze when he heard it, and said, "I'm triggered," only half joking. Platten back then was having her first real taste of fame. She had loaned the song to the campaign out of a sisterly feminist feeling. But given the way history unfolded, the decision came to haunt her. "I felt bad for my song. I felt bad for me. I felt bad for all of us," she says.

Lately many musicians have objected to Donald Trump using their songs at his campaign rallies, sometimes because they disagree with his politics. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Platten about what can go wrong even if you are sympathetic to a campaign. After eight years of processing her experience, she is both brutally honest and gracious.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Just a quick note: This episode contains some cursing that you may not usually hear on this show.

Rosin: Tell me if this analogy is right, because I was thinking the metaphor is like: If you bought a dress that you loved, and then you wore this dress to a party, and then something unexpectedly terrible happened at the party, you weirdly would hate the dress. It's not the dress's fault.
 Rachel Platten: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: But you would be angry at the dress.
 Platten: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: I was wondering if that's the reaction people had to the song when Hillary lost?
 Platten: I mean, that would be a pretty--
 Rosin: Fair or unfair?
 Platten: Well, I think it's a little dumb to be mad at a dress. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.


["Fight Song," by Rachel Platten]

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

Every four years, the music world and the political world interact, and weird things happen.

["Turn Down for What," by DJ Snake and Lil Jon]

This election year, there's been the DNC roll call featuring Lil Jon. There was also the rumor the Beyonce was going to show up to the DNC, which she never did, "Kamala Harris is brat," "Swifties for Kamala."

And then on the Republican side, a less-cute kind of relationship with the music world.

Newscaster: A federal judge in Atlanta has ruled today that former President Donald Trump and his campaign needs to stop using the song, "Hold On, I'm Coming."
 Newscaster: Swedish pop group ABBA is the latest musical group to object to the Trump campaign.
 Newscaster: Singer Celine Dion is criticizing former President Donald Trump's campaign for playing her music at political rallies without her permission. Dion says the campaign has played "My Heart Will Go On" at these events since last year.


Rosin: But even when a musician agrees with a politician--like, is wholeheartedly down with the mission of the campaign--there can be dangers. One musician has gone on this journey in the most crushing and public kind of way. Her name is Rachel Platten.

Rosin: When did the term "fight song" occur to you? Do you even remember anymore?
 Platten: I do. I do. It was very clear. I was at a college football game. I'm kidding.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Get out of here.
 Platten: (Laughs.) I'm fucking with you.
 Rosin: I was totally--I was like, This is not going to be this--
 Platten: Wouldn't that be amazing? I was like, I was at Ohio State. It was loud.
 Rosin: It's not going to be this literal.


Rosin: Rachel is the artist behind "Fight Song."

Platten: It was a little bit more wordy when I wrote it. It was like, This is my fight song, time to take back my life song, time to prove I'm all right. Anyway--


Rosin: "Fight Song" was also the song that--for better or worse--became synonymous with Hillary Rodham Clinton's 2016 presidential campaign.

Hillary Clinton: Let's stand up for the future that we want together! Thank you all so much!


["Fight Song" overlapping with crowd applause]

Rosin: "Fight Song" played and played and played--over and over and over again at 10 million campaign rallies--until my friend and political reporter Olivia Nuzzi tweeted that summer: "I would rather be strapped to a chair and forced to listen to 'Tiny Dancer' on a loop for nine hours than hear 'Fight Song' one more time."

But here's the first heartbreak: Initially, Rachel didn't even want the Hillary campaign to use the song at all because Rachel was having her first real brush with fame and success after more than a decade of hustling in the music industry, and she didn't want to risk it.

So when the campaign first called, Rachel was like, No.

Platten: No. No, no, no, no. I was afraid.
 Rosin: Ah, even then?
 Platten: I did not want that to happen, and I was trying to stall my answer.
 Rosin: Interesting.
 Platten: And I remember saying a gentle no. I did a respectful no for a couple months.
 Rosin: Why?
 Platten: Because if you go back to the me that was there and had just had everything come after 13 years and was trying to shift and bend and shape myself into someone that I thought could keep this, I did not want to do anything divisive. And I was scared to be on any side of anything. And the song was resonating deeply with kids in the hospital--
 Rosin: Yeah. I read that.
 Platten: --and with cancer patients and with sports teams and with people overcoming horrible things. And so to, all of a sudden, be asked to put my song as something that would stand for only one group was the opposite of what I believed. No matter what I personally believed, I didn't want my music to do that when I saw how healing music could be.
 Rosin: Right. Just to enter into any kind of arena of--
 Platten: Divisiveness.
 Rosin: --one versus another.
 Platten: Yeah. That's not what I stand for, and it's not what I'm interested in or passionate about. Though I understand how important it is in every other aspect of life, for me, as an artist, it's not what I'm here to do.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. So how did that shift?
 Platten: Well, I think it got kind of hard to say no. I think it just didn't make that much sense to say no.
 Rosin: Because?
 Platten: I was on Columbia Records. And I am married to a man that's very interested in politics. And I have a family that's very interested in--I had people around me very excited about the possibility and who didn't understand this somewhat naive but tender artist heart that I had that was scared. Everyone was just like, What are you talking about? Who cares? I don't care if you're scared. This matters.
 Rosin: Oh.
 Platten: This fucking matters. You have to do this.
 And I felt that in my soul, too. I felt like, All right. Okay. I'm a girl's girl. I'm a woman's woman. I, as a woman, I have to allow this woman, who's going to possibly be the first official nominee--I have to let her use it. I can't say no. Who am I to say no?


["Fight Song"]

Rosin: After the break--why Rachel maybe should've said no.

[Break]

Rosin: "Fight Song" was already a hit, but it cemented its status when a version premiered at the 2016 Democratic National Convention. A montage of celebrities sang along in front of bright, colorful backgrounds. The vibes were: We are hopeful. This is good.

Also, we were still really into a capella back then, post-Pitch Perfect and all.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Platten: The first time I heard it used in the context of her campaign was the DNC, and it was on TV.

Elizabeth Banks: It's night two. Who's pumped up?


Platten: And caught my husband being like, Dude, turn it on. He was in New York. And I remember, I was in my towel with wet hair, alone in a small, little bungalow in Venice, totally caught by surprise.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Platten: I knew she was going to, but I think it hadn't been officialized or something. We didn't know if she'd actually use it for the DNC. For some reason--it might be dumb of me--but I didn't know that I completely expected it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Platten: And so hearing it was exciting. And it was beautiful. And I had tears in my eyes. And I was proud. And it was amazing. It was amazing.

[Rendition of "Fight Song"]

Rosin: That seems uncomplicated.

Platten: Yeah. It was uncomplicated. Regardless of what I believed, it was a very special thing to hear a song that I wrote for myself. It was uncomplicated, and it made me really proud.

Rosin: And did it remain that way?

Platten: (Laughs.) No.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Platten: No. You know what happened! I mean, no! It wasn't just her losing. It was the political pundits--these poor people who had to hear it over and over and over, my God. Anything you hear over and over is so annoying.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Platten: You hate the song that's the most-played song. It's so fucking annoying. And so of course "Fight Song" became annoying. And I felt bad for them. I felt bad for my song. I felt bad for me. I felt bad for all of us. It's just like, I don't want you to have to hear my song that much. And you don't want to hear my song that much.

John Oliver: I did not agree to appear in this. I was just told to wait here with these things on my ears. No one mentioned this is part of a weirdly earnest a capella song for Clinton. Awful! Again, I did not agree to be part of this. This song is going to irritate people.


Platten: And it became complicated and hard because there was a lot of tweets making fun of me and personalizing it. Kevin, my husband, follows all of that, and so he was aware of what was happening and showing me. If it maybe had been up to me, I would have just tuned it out--or tried to--but he is obsessed with Twitter and the news cycle and, like, always updating. And so he was seeing all of it. And these people that he followed and admired and looked up to were making fun of his wife daily, and he was just like, That's not good.

And it didn't feel good. It was confusing. And I felt misunderstood. And I was taking it personally when it was not personal at all. It wasn't personal. There's a naivety about the song if you don't know the artist behind it, and there's a simplicity about the song if you don't know me and you don't know my story and you don't know what happened to me and why I wrote it. And maybe there's a simplicity regardless.

But to be made fun of was really--it sucked. It sucked.

Rosin: Did it make you feel--I don't know; I'm guessing here, but--ashamed of the more naive parts of you? Or what was the part--because sometimes you can say, Fuck you, Twitter. And sometimes it hurts, you know? I've been there myself.

Platten: No. It did hurt. I could never--until now, until I turned 40, had kids, went through a severe mental-health crisis. Now I don't give a shit. I understand what matters and who I really am. And I derive my sense of worth from my own heart and from my family and friends. But at the time--newly famous--I did not feel like, Fuck you, Twitter. I felt like, Oh my God. There must be something bad about me or my writing, or it must be dumb.

And then it was conflicting because, at the same time, I was still getting thousands and thousands of messages from people telling me that it was healing them from cancer or their battle cry or the thing that saved their life. So I also felt protective of the people who were being moved by it, and so that was a confusing feeling.

I kind of wanted to be like, I wish that all of you could see the person in the hospital. Or maybe it's your mom, or your sister, or your brother. I wish you could see what I see and experience how this has healing power, too. And how anything massively popular--there's going to be people's positive reactions and negative reactions when it becomes so big. And I think that it was hard to stomach, and it was confusing.

Rosin: Did it make you question any parts of yourself or the way that you were?

Platten: Yeah. I think that my relentless positivity that I was promoting--because I thought that that's what I was supposed to do, as the singer behind "Fight Song"--it wasn't necessarily who I am. It was one part of me. Yes, I am a hopeful person to my core. But at the same time, I'm someone who has had trauma and faced pain and felt deep fear. And I didn't think that that was who I was supposed to be in the public. I didn't think that was who anyone wanted to see sing "Fight Song."

Rosin: Of course, we all know what happened next: Hillary lost.

Clinton: Last night, I congratulated Donald Trump and offered to work with him on behalf of our country. I hope that he will be a successful president for all Americans. This is not the outcome we wanted--


Rosin: With Hillary's loss, "Fight Song" took on a different kind of feeling. The annoyance about the overexposure and its relentless optimism curdled into something meaner. It was no longer the anthem of the first female presidential campaign. It was a reminder of its failure.

In 2020, Matt Miller of Esquire wrote this: "Even four years later, it's impossible to separate that mindless, cloying chorus with the crumbling of our nation's pride."

Rosin: Do you remember when she lost? Were you at a party with your friends, like a lot of people?

Platten: Oh. I was, unfortunately, in a fitting because I had the American Music Awards--I think I had a fitting. It was so stupid. I was in a gown. I was trying on gowns, and I was very frustrated because I remember feeling like, This is so dumb. I've made the wrong life choices, that I'm being stuffed into a shiny, sequined thing when this humongous thing is about to happen.

And it was panicky. And we were all, like--someone was hemming the dress, and it was one of those classic movie moments where she pricked me, and I was like, Ah! None of us were feeling great, and all of us were anxious. And, yeah, it felt so stupid and superficial to be doing that. I remember looking around like, What am I doing?

Rosin: And when she lost, then did something change around the song for you or for the song? Then what happened? Because that's a whole other layer of meaning that you didn't ask for.

Platten: That's interesting. It changed for people in the political spectrum--and I'm sure people in the public, if they didn't know the song in any other context, I'm sure it changed in that way--but not for me, personally. No. I mean, I was still touring to 15,000, 20,000 people at a time who were screaming it back to me with tears in their eyes. And so it wasn't really changing for me in that way unless I looked on my phone.

And there it was changing. Whatever the news was saying, or whoever was interviewing me, and being told, Oh, your song is actually representing failure now, or being made fun of in a worse way, I was like, Okay, right. I understand that. And yet I'm touring, and this is what's happening in my actual life. So what am I supposed to pay attention to?

Rosin: So you're headlining, and the people are responding to the song, and then the narrative somewhere out there is like--

Platten: Somewhere out there are people that hate it and hate me and hate what it means, and--hate's a strong word. That's what I felt. That's a young part of me that felt that way, so that's probably why I said that. But there's a whole other group of people that are collectively, maybe, rolling their eyes or frustrated or feeling whatever way they are feeling.

And yet there is a massive amount of people that I'm seeing in front of me that are feeling quite differently, and also, people online that are also still sending me those messages, and the song is still number one. So it's a little confusing, right?

Rosin: Knowing what you know now, would you still let the Hillary campaign--or any campaign--use your song?

Platten: (Laughs.) Did you see my post on X? I think Matthew Yglesias was like, All right, pop stars. Let's go! Kamala's running! Where are you? Taylor? Selena? And I posted a meme of Homer Simpson retreating into the bush.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I was going to say, if another artist came to you and said, Hey! Kamala's campaign wants to use my song, what would you say?

Platten: I would say, I think I'm good. I think I'm good. I love you. Bless you. I think I've done my part in that way, and, I think, a kind hell no. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Would you advise anyone else to do it?

Platten: I don't know. I don't know. On one hand, look--I had to go through all of that to be where I am today.

Rosin: Interesting.

Platten: I don't regret it. I don't look back and feel dumb or feel hurt anymore about it. I feel a sense of understanding and kindness towards the Rachel that in that moment made that decision. And I love her, and I wish I could put my arms around her and say, This is gonna suck. But what you're going to learn from this experience is--whew--it's so good. And I don't want to rob you of that experience. So, girl--get your armor on. Get your big girl's panties on. Let's go!

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Stef Hayes, and engineered by Rob Smierciak.

Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

By the way, Rachel has a new album out. It's called, I Am Rachel Platten.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And thank you for listening.
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The Dating-App Diversity Paradox

Online dating can be alienating and exasperating; it could also lead to a more integrated world.

by Faith Hill




If you ask an adult--particularly an older one--how they found their significant other, you're fairly likely to hear about a time-honored ritual: the setup. Somewhere along the line, a mutual connection might have thought: Aren't X and Y both weirdly into Steely Dan? Or: My two sweetest friends! Or perhaps just: They're each single. The amateur cupid made the introduction, stepped back, and watched as they fell in love.

If you ask a single 20-something how they're looking for a partner, you're fairly likely to hear a weary sigh. The apps, of course. The swiping has been interminable; the chats have been boring, the first dates awkward, and the ghosting--well, it still stings. They might be wondering: Does no one know a marginally interesting, normal-enough person who wants to get to know me?

Once, American couples most commonly met through friends or family; now they're most likely to meet online. Yet, despite the apps' popularity, roughly half of users--and more than half of women--say their experience on them has been negative. Many today long for the setup. They imagine an era when couples were tailor-made by the people they cherished; when shared peers would hold creepy or flaky dates accountable; when a new partner would fit seamlessly into their social life.

Read: 'Nostalgia for a dating experience they've never had'

But there's one major problem with that vision: Dating people your friends or family know usually means dating people demographically similar to you--and that can lead to an ever more segregated society. "How couples meet ends up being this incredibly primary battlefield to the reinforcement of a distinction of racial, ethnic, and social class groups," Reuben Thomas, a sociologist at the University of New Mexico, told me. As isolating as apps can be, they are "a huge threat to those boundaries." They might link you to someone you otherwise never would have met--and allow the two of you to establish your own relationship norms, free from outside judgment. Pair by pair, they could create a more integrated and equitable world.



Recently, Americans have been intrigued by matchmaking. The Netflix shows Indian Matchmaking and Jewish Matchmaking were hits; contemporary matching services are proliferating. But Thomas, who studies social networks and homogeneity, hopes people won't forget what the practice was historically about in many cultures: ensuring that someone ended up with a racially and economically appropriate partner. "You can think of matchmakers traditionally as agents of maintaining caste boundaries," he told me. Women, particularly, tended to have little power to challenge decisions made for them by their family or church. One might end up with a man decades older just because of his wealth, Jennifer Lundquist, a University of Massachusetts at Amherst sociologist, told me.

Setups are, in a sense, matchmaking's modern equivalent. They aren't typically meant to pair people who are demographically suitable, but society is highly segregated. Friend groups that are diverse in one way usually aren't in others, Thomas told me; think of a racially varied bunch of college friends, all getting degrees. Any two people from the same social bubble will probably be pretty homogeneous. And they might end up pushed together by mutual connections who love the idea of their pals hitting it off.

Read: The new old dating trend

Studies suggest that couples who meet online, alternatively, are more likely to cut across race, education, and religious boundaries. That's not to say that romantic relationships--online or off--are totally integrated by any of those measures. When it comes to interracial marriages in the United States, for example, Lundquist told me that "if you were to just sort of put everyone in a bag and randomly assort everyone, the rates of interracial pairings would be three to five times higher than what they actually are." But such unions are more common than they used to be. When the Supreme Court case Loving v. Virginia legalized interracial marriage in 1967, interracial couples made up 3 percent of the country's newlyweds; now they're up to nearly 20 percent--with spikes not long after the introduction of Match.com in 1995 and Tinder in 2012.

Dating apps still have a major bias problem. In 2014, OkCupid analyzed data from a feature that let people rate potential matches and found that Asian men and Black women and men received lower rankings than any other groups; a 2024 study found that Black Tinder users received fewer likes than white users did. Apps can allow people to efficiently weed out those who are different from them, Lundquist explained. Some, emboldened by the anonymity, use filters to avoid seeing anyone of, say, a certain race. Many have unconscious prejudices shaping whom they swipe right on. Lundquist told me that wading through so many options can lead people to rely on quick judgments--stereotypes, essentially--that they wouldn't when getting to know someone in person. And research suggests that app algorithms, which aren't fully public, tend to match users largely based on shared qualities.

But at least on dating apps people have a better chance of encountering others who are different from them. "Very few people have truly diverse networks that really match the kind of diversity you would see" on a dating site like Hinge or Match, Thomas said. Luke Brunning, a lecturer at the University of Leeds, in the U.K., and a leader of the Ethical Dating Online research group, compared it to the integration of physical spaces: You can't make people from different backgrounds want to hang out, but you can work to remove barriers. "Having people taking the same forms of public transport and using the same parks or the same swimming pools, same public facilities," he told me, "it's not going to integrate society overnight. But it will have a kind of gradual positive impact that it definitely wouldn't have if things were different." Indeed, a model made by the researchers Josue Ortega and Philipp Hergovich predicted that just exposing people of different races to one another leads to more interracial marriages.

Diversity isn't just good for society; it can be good for individuals and for couples, too. In plenty of studies, participants mention enjoying the "opening of social possibilities" that the apps bring, Gina Potarca, a lecturer at the University of Liverpool, in the U.K., told me. Some research has suggested that divorce rates are lower among spouses with similar backgrounds. But that idea is contested. And if pairs from different cultures do struggle more, that's likely in part because society doesn't always celebrate them, which might not be the case if such relationships were more common, Lundquist pointed out. They'd still probably have more differences to navigate--but people should learn how to do that anyway.

As much as familiarity can be comforting, moving away from it can also be freeing, especially for women. Potarca told me that on the apps, women seem to be "a little bit more assertive with what they look for." Her research has found that married couples in Germany and Japan who met online divide housework more equitably, on average, than those who met other ways. She thinks this is related to earlier studies that have shown the same among couples who live farther from family. In both cases, it seems, distance from their communities' expectations lets couples make their own rules.



Dating apps, however potentially disruptive for society, are often alienating for individuals. They leave people to make decisions by themselves, which can be more stressful than empowering. They require people to trust that total strangers will be safe and respectful, and to deal with the ones who aren't. (Disturbingly, Columbia Journalism Investigations found that more than a third of women surveyed had been sexually assaulted by someone they met on an online dating site; the BBC found that a third had experienced harassment or abuse through a dating app.) They encourage people to choose between other human beings as if playing a game. Users relinquish the support and intimacy of a collective search for love in order to find someone outside their own bubble. But why can't they have both?

Some people are trying to. Tamar, the daughter of a couple acquainted with my mother, told me that she was on the apps for years without finding a long-term partner. She'd also tried casually asking friends to set her up, but the answer was always the same: Everyone I know is taken or You're too good for this person. Around her 30th birthday, Tamar (who asked to be identified only by her first name, to speak candidly about her personal life) felt a renewed motivation to meet someone. She'd heard of a friend of a friend writing a mass email asking to be set up, so she decided to devise her own--to old housemates, friends, family, family friends--and encouraged them to "send it near and far. Let's cast the net quite wide," she told me. She got a bunch of responses and went on a few dates that didn't work out, but this time she didn't feel so discouraged. "This is a person who means something to someone who means something to me," she remembers thinking. Months later, a family friend reached out to say he knew someone in her city with a matchmaking hobby; that person ended up introducing Tamar to her husband's friend. Now Tamar and that friend are married.

Her email most likely didn't reach a particularly diverse pool. Tamar suspects that it went to a lot of highly educated Jewish people, like her; her family recently found a photo of Tamar's parents dancing in a group with her now-husband at a wedding, neither party knowing the other, taken a year before he and Tamar met. But I wonder if the method is a step in the right direction--a way to throw the stone a little farther while still enlisting loved ones to help. "It was cool to think that there were people all over," she told me, "wanting me to find my person." Compared with her experience online dating, "that's a lot less lonely."

Some larger-scale attempts to combine range with community exist too. In 2023, Tinder launched an option that lets people's friends and family browse and recommend profiles without logging into an account themselves. "The feature makes modern dating a team sport," according to the company's press release. It also runs into an issue Thomas warned of: Your team might inadvertently keep pulling the same kinds of people from the bench, even if you would have been more open-minded. Other efforts seemed ill-conceived and probably unhelpful. The dating site MySingleFriend lets your friends write your profile--but you're on your own for whatever comes next. A colleague told me she'd once been added to a Facebook group called "Are We Dating the Same Guy?," which is exactly what it sounds like. "For the most part it was women posting screenshots of men on dating apps and being like, 'Anyone know him?' and then crickets," she told me. And of course, any vetting of strangers that does happen is done by yet more strangers.

Ultimately, integrating the people close to you into your romantic life might just need to happen after a first date. Perhaps you bring a new prospect to a party early on, or introduce them to your family when the relationship still feels relatively casual. (If anyone doesn't seem to love your pick yet, remember: They just met the person.) Maybe you make a point to hang out with your new interest's group, even if you don't feel like you fit in. After a while, you might get invited to events you never would have before, with people you've grown fond of; your friends might get to know their friends too. You're still part of a larger community--but a new one. And the two of you are building it together.
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<em>Scientific American</em> Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody

The magazine's endorsement of a candidate undermines trust in expertise.

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.


Scientific American has been a mainstay of science and technology journalism in the United States. (It's been in business 179 years, even longer than The Atlantic.) As an aspiring nerd in my youth--I began college as a chemistry major--I read it regularly. In 2017, I contributed a short article to it about the public's view of science, drawn from my book The Death of Expertise. But the magazine's decision to break with tradition and endorse Kamala Harris--only the second such nod in the magazine's history--is a mistake, as was its 2020 endorsement of Joe Biden, on multiple levels.

I understand the frustration that probably led to this decision. Donald Trump is the most willfully ignorant man ever to hold the presidency. He does not understand even basic concepts of ... well, almost anything. (Yesterday, he explained to a woman in Michigan that he would lower food prices by limiting food imports--in other words, by reducing the supply of food. Trump went to the Wharton School, where I assume "supply and demand" was part of the first-year curriculum.) He is insensate to anything that conflicts with his needs or beliefs, and briefing him on any topic is virtually impossible.

When a scientific crisis--a pandemic--struck, Trump was worse than useless. He approved the government program to work with private industry to create vaccines, but he also flogged nutty theories about an unproven drug therapy and later undermined public confidence in the vaccines he'd helped bring to fruition. His stubborn stupidity literally cost American lives.

It makes sense, then, that a magazine of science would feel the need to inform its readers about the dangers of such a man returning to public office. To be honest, almost any sensible magazine about anything probably wants to endorse his opponent, because of Trump's baleful effects on just about every corner of American life. (Cat Fancy magazine---now called Catster---should be especially eager to write up a jeremiad about Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance. But I digress.)

Strange as it seems to say it, a magazine devoted to science should not take sides in a political contest. For one thing, it doesn't need to endorse anyone: The readers of a magazine such as Scientific American are likely people who have a pretty good grasp of a variety of concepts, including causation, the scientific method, peer review, and probability. It's something of an insult to these readers to explain to them that Trump has no idea what any of those words mean. They likely know this already.

Now, I am aware that the science and engineering community has plenty of Trump voters in it. (I know some of them.) But one of the most distinctive qualities of Trump supporters is that they are not swayed by the appeals of intellectuals. They're voting for reasons of their own, and they are not waiting for the editors of Scientific American to brainiac-splain why Trump is bad for knowledge.

In fact, we have at least some evidence that scientists taking sides in politics can backfire. In 2021, a researcher asked a group that included both Biden and Trump supporters to look at two versions of the prestigious journal Nature--one with merely an informative page about the magazine, the other carrying an endorsement of Biden. Here is the utterly unsurprising result:

The endorsement message caused large reductions in stated trust in Nature among Trump supporters. This distrust lowered the demand for COVID-related information provided by Nature, as evidenced by substantially reduced requests for Nature articles on vaccine efficacy when offered. The endorsement also reduced Trump supporters' trust in scientists in general. The estimated effects on Biden supporters' trust in Nature and scientists were positive, small and mostly statistically insignificant.


In other words, readers who supported Biden shrugged; Trump supporters decided that Nature was taking sides and was therefore an unreliable source of scientific information.

But even if Scientific American's editors felt that the threat to science and knowledge was so dire that they had to endorse a candidate, they did it the worst way possible. They could have made a case for electing Harris as a matter of science acting in self-defense, because Trump, who chafes at any version of science that does not serve him, plans to destroy the relationship between expertise and government by obliterating the independence of the government's scientific institutions. This is an obvious danger, especially when Trump is consorting with kooks such as Laura Loomer and has floated bringing Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s crackpot circus into the government.

Instead, the magazine gave a standard-issue left-liberal endorsement that focused on health care, reproductive rights, gun safety, climate policy, technology policy, and the economy. Although science and data play their role in debates around such issues, most of the policy choices they present are not specifically scientific questions: In the end, almost all political questions are about values--and how voters think about risks and rewards. Science cannot answer those questions; it can only tell us about the likely consequences of our choices.

Also unhelpful is that some of the endorsement seemed to be drawn from the Harris campaign's talking points, such as this section:

Economically, the renewable-energy projects she supports will create new jobs in rural America. Her platform also increases tax deductions for new small businesses from $5,000 to $50,000, making it easier for them to turn a profit. Trump, a convicted felon who was also found liable of sexual abuse in a civil trial, offers a return to his dark fantasies and demagoguery ...


An endorsement based on Harris's tax proposals--which again, are policy choices--belongs in a newspaper or financial journal. It's not a matter of science, any more than her views on abortions or guns or anything else are.

I realize that my objections seem like I'm asking scientists to be morally neutral androids who have no feelings on important issues. Many decent people want to express their objections to Trump in the public square, regardless of their profession, and scientists are not required to be some cloistered monastic order. But policy choices are matters of judgment and belong in the realm of politics and democratic choice. If the point of a publication such as Scientific American is to increase respect for science and knowledge as part of creating a better society, then the magazine's highly politicized endorsement of Harris does not serve that cause.

Related:

	Trump's polarization of science is bad for everyone.
 	Laura Loomer is where Republicans draw the line.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: This is what a losing campaign looks like.
 	Adam Serwer: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians
 	Israel's strategic win
 	The women killed by the Dobbs decision




Today's News

	Many handheld radios used by Hezbollah exploded across Lebanon, in a second wave of attacks on communications devices that killed at least 20 people and injured more than 450 today, according to Lebanon's health ministry.
 	The International Brotherhood of Teamsters declined to endorse a presidential candidate for the first time in almost three decades. Recent polling showed that a majority of the group's members supported an endorsement of Trump.
 	The Federal Reserve lowered interest rates by half a percentage point, the first interest-rate reduction since early 2020.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The Federal Reserve says inflation is over--but, Roge Karma asks, will voters listen?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Hans-Juergen Burkard / laif / Redux



The Death of the Minivan

By Ian Bogost

A minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Productivity is a drag. Work is divine.
 	Democrats can't rely on the Black church anymore.
 	Graeme Wood: Israel's "Hand of God" operation
 	The exploding pagers of Lebanon
 	The Trump sons really love crypto.




Culture Break


Illustration by Hope Gangloff



Revisit. Jennifer's Body (streaming on Tubi and Hulu) has been reclaimed as a cult classic--and its destructive teenage protagonist deserves reappraisal too, Rafaela Bassili writes.

Listen. The first episode of We Live Here Now, a new podcast by Lauren Ober and Hanna Rosin, introduces their neighbor: the mother of a famed January 6 insurrectionist.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

J. D. Vance yesterday made the disgusting comment to my colleague David Frum that the two apparent attempts against Trump's life were by people from "your team." David discussed Vance's obscene--and desperate--comments here today.

Vance's trollery aside, assassins are now understandably on our minds as the election approaches. Tomorrow in our Time-Travel Thursdays newsletter, I will suggest a look at our archives, in which contributors to The Atlantic tried to make sense of the assassinations of four presidents, in articles from 1865, 1881, 1901, and 1964. Some of them are angry; some are elegiac. Each, in its way, is a writer examining an attack not just on a president, but on the American spirit.

You can sign up to our archives newsletter, Time-Travel Thursdays, for free, and read weekly explorations into the archives from Atlantic writers and editors. (And subscribe to The Atlantic for the ability to read our full digital archive, but beware: Access to 167 years of fascinating articles will keep you busy.)

-- 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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Football Won't Save Tua Tagovailoa From Himself

<span>No mechanism exists for the NFL or anyone else to decide how many concussions are too many.</span>

by Jemele Hill




It was a terrifying but sadly familiar scene: Tua Tagovailoa, the star quarterback for the Miami Dolphins, lying on the field, apparently disoriented, after suffering another concussion. The injury, sustained in a game last week against the Buffalo Bills, was Tagovailoa's fourth diagnosed concussion since 2019 and his third since becoming an NFL player, in 2020. It seemed like the ultimate sign that Tagovailoa should end his promising NFL career, only two games into his fifth season.

That appears to be the prevailing sentiment even among the NFL brotherhood. Dez Bryant, a former wide receiver for the Dallas Cowboys, posted on X: "That's it ... NFL go ahead and do the right thing. Tua has had entirely way too many concussions. He need to retire for his longevity health concerns." Antonio Pierce, the Las Vegas Raiders head coach and a former NFL linebacker, told reporters that if he were in a position to influence the quarterback's thinking, "I would tell him to retire--it's not worth it."

The fact that so many voices within football are calling for Tagovailoa to quit is a small sign of progress. Players finally seem willing to buck the old hyper-macho culture of playing through any injury.

But no mechanism exists for the league or anyone else to decide how many concussions are too many, and there's no guarantee that Tagovailoa will choose to retire. Football players eagerly sign up to play a violent game despite having a much fuller understanding of its risks than their predecessors did. And if you think the sight of Tagovailoa writhing on the ground is enough to turn fans off in any sort of meaningful way, then you underestimate the power of a sport that remains firmly entrenched as the national obsession.

Tagovailoa will have time to think about his future. On Tuesday, the Dolphins placed him on injured reserve, which means he will miss at least the next four games before he is eligible to return to NFL action. Because of Miami's scheduled bye week, the earliest Tagovailoa could return is on October 27, against the Arizona Cardinals. The break should allow Tagovailoa not only to recover from the injury and go through the league's concussion protocol, but to discuss his options with outside neurologists and, presumably, his family.

Read: The standard advice for concussions is wrong

Whatever he decides, concussions and the risk of long-term brain damage clearly remain a part of football. The NFL's efforts to address the problem have ranged from incomplete to untrustworthy.

Nearly a decade has passed since the NFL agreed to settle a massive lawsuit brought by 4,500 players who accused the league of hiding the dangers of chronic traumatic encephalopathy, or CTE --the degenerative disease that can affect people who suffer repeated concussions and traumatic brain injuries. The NFL has since implemented a host of rule changes in an effort to make the game safer, but head injuries remain an all too common part of the game. That hasn't stopped NFL ratings from continuing to rise. The players, for their part, appear to have mostly accepted the danger. Tagovailoa's concussion last week came after he crashed headfirst into the chest of the Bills safety Damar Hamlin, whose heart stopped on the field last season after he suffered a severe blow to the chest. Hamlin had to be administered CPR after that injury and came very close to dying on the field. Now he's back out there, delivering hits of his own.

The NFL has shown that it can't be relied on to prioritize the well-being of its players. The league and the Dolphins drew widespread criticism for their handling of Tagovailoa's multiple concussions throughout the 2022 season. During another game against the Bills, the back of Tagovailoa's head slammed into the turf at the end of a play. After getting up, the quarterback stumbled and fell on his way back to the sideline, visibly shaken up. And yet the team's medical staff allowed him to return to the game, and the Dolphins announced, implausibly, that he had suffered a back injury. A mere four days later, in a game against the Cincinnati Bengals, Tagovailoa took a brutal hit to the head. He was diagnosed with a concussion, prompting speculation that he had already suffered one against the Bills.

Nate Jackson: I saw horrific things when I played in the NFL

The NFL and the NFL Players Association launched an investigation into why Tagovailoa continued to play against the Bills, which led to the NFL changing its concussion protocol to include "abnormality of balance/stability, motor coordination or dysfunctional speech" as symptoms that would prohibit a player from returning to the game. This was a positive step, but clearly not enough. A few months later, Tagovailoa suffered his second NFL concussion--or third, depending on your opinion about that Bills game. While playing the Green Bay Packers, Tagovailoa again hit his head on the ground. But he wasn't evaluated immediately for a concussion, and therefore was never removed from that game. The diagnosis came the next day.

The NFL has paid out more than $1 billion to nearly 2,000 former players and their families as part of its concussion settlement. But an investigation by the Washington Post reporter Will Hobson found that the league was still failing to meet its promise to compensate former players who suffered from CTE and other brain diseases linked to concussions. After reviewing 15,000 pages of documents and interviewing more than 100 people involved with the settlement, Hobson found that the "settlement routinely fails to deliver money and medical care to former players suffering from dementia and CTE." In 2020, the NFL had been accused of using "race norming" to determine concussion settlements: assuming Black people have lower baseline cognitive ability, therefore making it harder for Black players to prove that they were suffering mental decline because of football. The league agreed to end the practice in 2021.

Football isn't going to save Tagovailoa from himself. The quarterback worked hard after the 2022 season to learn how to better avoid injury. He did jiu-jitsu training to learn how to fall safely. He gained weight to make himself sturdier. For one year, his efforts appeared to pay off: He didn't miss a single game during the 2023 season and became the first Miami Dolphins quarterback to be selected for the Pro Bowl since Dan Marino in 1995. This past summer, the Dolphins, evidently feeling more confident in their quarterback's ability to stay healthy, rewarded Tagovailoa with a four-year, $212 million contract extension.

Tagovailoa would forfeit most of that money were he to decide to walk away from the game. No one should pretend that it's an easy choice to make. And no one can make it but Tagovailoa himself.
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The Right Way to Say the Unsayable

How to speak truth without fear--but avoid alienating everyone you know.

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.

What is your most controversial opinion--something you wouldn't dare divulge publicly? Perhaps you are from a devout religious community and secretly don't believe in the most sacred doctrine. Or perhaps you love your activist friends but think their views are based on pious nonsense. Maybe you don't actually support the troops. Or you doubt that climate change is such a big problem.

As a social scientist, I like to ask people about their most unspeakable view. I am genuinely unvexed by others' opinions, including those that are orthogonal to my own. And I am really interested in what people keep bottled up. What I have found over the years is that nearly everyone has beliefs they feel they cannot share. Sometimes this is a way to survive under an authoritarian system (where you can't say what you believe) or a totalitarian one (where you must say something you don't believe). Such systems can be de jure, as is the case with tyrannical political regimes, or de facto, as with college campuses where dissent from political orthodoxy is liable to incur substantial punishment.

Even under systems that are truly free, which at least nominally permit full and frank expression, you may still be reluctant to divulge certain secretly held beliefs for fear of being ostracized by those you care about. Such shunning is, for normal people, excruciatingly painful. This fear does not mean you are weak or a fraud. Good evolutionary reasons account for your harboring this caution. But if you feel a need to come clean--to say what you really think--you don't have to be bound by that fear. Understanding how ostracism works, and how you can manage it, will set you free.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why you should trust your gut

For your ancestors, conformity meant survival. When humans clung to one another against the elements, predators, and warlike rival tribes, to go against the group was to risk being cast out and dying alone in the wilderness. We've come a long way since those primitive days, of course, and you know logically that you won't literally be devoured by wild beasts, be clubbed by another clan, or freeze to death for openly disagreeing with a DEI statement or refusing to go to church. But your limbic brain has not caught up with this reality; it is still terrified of social rejection. Indeed, you have a piece of neurological hardware on board called the anterior cingulate cortex, which is dedicated to detecting rejection and making it acutely painful.

Ostracism threatens at least four psychological needs: belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaning. If you are rejected by your friends or family, you lose the identity of belonging to a particular group and the meaning this brings to your life; you feel diminished by disapproval; and you lose control of your social situation. For example, I have talked with scientists who have spoken out against recent orthodoxies in the academy. They told me how they were attacked by opponents, isolated and undefended by their institutions, and shunned by valued colleagues.

Disagreements among scholars are normal: sticks and stones, right? Think again: These academics disclosed to me the real harms that had ensued--how they fell into a depression, in some cases for the first time in their life, and even contemplated suicide.

Some people truly don't care about ostracism, of course. But before you envy them, note that psychologists believe such seeming immunity may actually be evidence of a pathology called antisocial personality disorder. Neuroscientists have found evidence that people with this disorder have reduced activity in certain parts of the brain, including our friend the anterior cingulate cortex. To envy someone who doesn't care about rejection might be like envying someone with defective nerve endings who can't feel anything when they touch a hot stove.

None of this means you are doomed to a life of either silent moral compromise or terrifying isolation. Some people without compromised limbic systems are able to stand up for their beliefs even in the face of group disapproval. They possess a special virtue: moral courage.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to take--and give--criticism well

Moral courage, which involves acting in accord with one's convictions despite a natural fear of retaliation or punishment, is not easy to muster. "It is curious," Mark Twain wrote, "that physical courage should be so common in the world, and moral courage so rare." Fortunately, moral courage isn't just a virtue; it is also a skill that can be developed. Here are four steps to help you do so:

1. Make the threat real.
 Fear of ostracism is difficult to deal with because it is a form of worry--a focus on an uncertain but probably negative event. Research shows that our worries tend to be hazy because our brains tend not to process the most likely real outcomes: So we broadly imagine ostracism as really bad and something to be avoided. But when we make our fears specific, we can prepare ourselves and devise defenses. To help you do that, aim to answer the following questions as precisely as possible:

* What do I believe that I'm not stating because I'm afraid?
 * Why exactly do I hold this controversial belief?
 * What good could it do if I spoke up?
 * Realistically, what would happen if I did?


2. Don't go in hot.
 A lot of the time, people get in trouble for their opinions because they bottle them up and then finally explode with the truth at an inopportune moment or in a way that is especially disadvantageous. For example, if you don't like how your sister-in-law treats your brother but have held it in, you might find yourself yelling about it in a hostile, unplanned way at the Thanksgiving table. Learn how to manage the best time and manner to share your concern by answering these questions:

* When is it best to share this information with as little emotion as possible?
 * What is the most favorable venue for doing so?
 * To gain support, or to blunt opposition, who needs advance warning that this is going to happen?
 * What form of retribution can I anticipate and thus eliminate? (For example, you could consider canceling social-media accounts, if they might provide a means for online retaliation.)


3. Practice, practice, practice.
 An extraordinary facet of human intelligence is our ability to practice future scenarios we have never experienced in order to eliminate errors we have never made. Early in my professorial career, I delivered my economics lectures twice before ever getting in front of the class. I would imagine students getting confused about a hard point of theory, so I'd find different ways to explain it without getting flustered. Similarly, you can practice different ways of saying your hard truths, envision the reaction of the people concerned, and make adjustments. When you confess your contrary belief publicly, make it the tenth time you have heard yourself say the words.

4. Tell it slant and with love.
 As you practice telling the truth in different ways, consider the advice that Emily Dickinson gave in her poem "Tell all the truth but tell it slant." In other words, find a way to divulge your belief subtly--indirectly or bit by bit. "The Truth must dazzle gradually," she advises, "or every man be blind." Maybe this involves standing up for someone else who holds a controversial view without stating it as your own or suggesting that an issue can be seen in more than one way. Perhaps you can own your view over a period of time rather than dramatically, all at once--like soaking and gently working at a Band-Aid, rather than ripping it right off. Above all, remember the admonition of Saint Paul to the Ephesians, to speak "the truth in love," not with hate.

Listen: When fact-checks backfire

Perhaps after reading all this, you are wondering whether saying what you really think is worth the trouble. That is something you must decide for yourself. Moral courage does not come without risks, and the path of least resistance in our world may be to just swallow your views--or change them to agree with the masses.

But you may feel that conformity comes at a price too. Consider Polonius's famous words of advice to Laertes in Shakespeare's Hamlet: "This above all: to thine own self be true, / And it must follow, as the night the day, / Thou canst not then be false to any man." That describes a peace you can gain only through personal integrity, a peace that requires honesty with yourself and others. It is not the easy path. But that's the point.
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The Death of the Minivan

It was a perfect vehicle.

by Ian Bogost




The minivan dilemma: It is the least cool vehicle ever designed, yet the most useful. Offering the best value for the most function to a plurality of American drivers, a minivan can cart seven passengers or more in comfort if not style, haul more cargo than many larger trucks, and do so for a sticker price roughly a quarter cheaper than competing options. Even so, minivan sales have been falling steadily since their peak in 2000, when about 1.3 million were sold in the United States. As of last year, that figure is down by about 80 percent. Once sold in models from more than a dozen manufacturers, the minivan market now amounts to four, one each from Chrysler, Honda, Toyota, and Kia.

On account of the dilemma, a minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."

This phrase is uttered with an air of resignation. The minivan was popular, but it was never cool, not even in its youth, during the 1980s. Now it's middle-aged: The first of its type came out in '83, which makes the minivan an elder Millennial, and it's no more attuned than your average 41-year-old to recent trends. But why, exactly, has it earned so much derision through the years? And why was the minivan replaced, almost altogether, by the SUV?

The minivan arrived, way back when, as a savior. When Chrysler, under the former Ford chief Lee Iacocca's direction, first conceived of the design in the late 1970s, Americans who wanted room to cart more kids and goods had only a couple of options. One was the land-yacht-style station wagon, perhaps in avocado green with faux-wood paneling. Lots of kids could pile onto its bench and jump seats, while the rear storage, accessible by hatch, allowed for easy loading. These cars were somewhat functional, but they didn't seem that safe. The suburban family's other choice was the full-size van--a big, boxy transport or utility vehicle. The gas for these was also pricey, and their aesthetic felt unsuited to domesticity. By cultural consensus, vans were made for plumbers, kidnappers, or ex-Special Forces domestic mercenaries.

Chrysler's minivan would steer clear of those two dead ends, and carry American families onto the open roads toward, well, youth soccer and mall commerce. It really did bring innovation: ample seating organized in rows with easy access, the ability to stow those seats in favor of a large cargo bay, a set of sliding doors, and smaller features that had not been seen before, such as the modern cupholder. And it offered all that at an affordable price with decent fuel economy.

Read: The hardest sell in American car culture

Pickup was quick. In the first year after introducing them, Chrysler sold 210,000 Dodge Caravans and Plymouth Voyagers, its initial two models. Overall minivan sales reached 700,000 by the end of the decade, as the station wagon all but disappeared. But the new design also generated stigma: As the child of the station wagon and the service van, the minivan quickly came to represent the family you love but must support, and also transport. In a nation where cars stood in for power and freedom, the minivan would mean the opposite. As a vehicle, it symbolized the burdens of domestic life.

That stigma only grew with time. In 1996, Automobile magazine called this backlash "somewhat understandable," given that the members of my generation, who were at that point young adults, had "spent their childhoods strapped into the backseat of one." Perhaps it was childhood itself that seemed uncool, rather than the car that facilitated it. In any case, minivans would soon be obsolesced by sport utility vehicles. The earliest SUVs were more imposing than they are today: hard-riding trucks with 4x4 capabilities, such as the Chevrolet Suburban and the Jeep Wagoneer. These were as big as or even bigger than the plumber-kidnapper vans of the 1970s, and they got terrible gas mileage, cost a lot of money, and were hard to get in or out of, especially if you were very young or even slightly old. Yet the minivan's identity had grown toxic, and for suburban parents, the SUV played into the fantasy of being somewhere else, or doing something better.

Read: Minivans for minigarchs

The SUV's promise was escape from the very sort of family life that the minivan had facilitated. In 2003, The New York Times' John Tierney recounted how the new class of vehicles had taken over. "The minivan became so indelibly associated with suburbia that even soccer moms shunned it," he explained. "Soon image-conscious parents were going to soccer games in vehicles designed to ford Yukon streams and invade Middle Eastern countries." At the same time, the SUVs themselves were changing. The minivan had been built from parts and designs for a car, not a van. SUV manufacturers followed suit, until their vehicles were no longer burly trucks so much as carlike vehicles that rode higher off the ground and had a station-wagon-style cargo bay. Few even had more seats than a sedan. As the early minivans were to vans, so were these downsized SUVs to the 4x4s that came before them.

Functionally, the minivan is still the better option. It is cheaper to buy and operate, with greater cargo space and more seating and headroom. Still, these benefits are overshadowed by the minivan's dreary semiotics. Manufacturers have tried to solve that problem. When my family reached the "Maybe we should get a minivan" milestone, I noticed that some models of the Chrysler Pacifica now offered, for a premium, blacked-out chrome grills and rims. But to buy a poseur "sport van," or whatever I was meant to call this try-hard, cooler version of the uncool minivan, struck me as an even sadder choice.

Beyond such minor mods, the industry hasn't really done that much to shake away the shame from the minivan's design. I suspect that any fix would have to be applied at the level of its DNA. The minivan was the offspring of the wagon and the van. To be reborn, another pairing must occur--but with what? Little differentiation is left in the passenger-vehicle market. Nearly all cars have adopted the SUV format, a shoe-shaped body with four swinging doors and a hatch, and true 4x4s have been all but abandoned. Perhaps the minivan could be recrossed with the boxy utility van, which seems ready for its own revival. This year, Volkswagen will begin selling a new electric version of its microbus, one of the few direct precursors to the minivan that managed to retain an association with the counterculture despite taking on domestic functions.

However it evolves, the minivan will still be trammeled by its fundamental purpose. It is useful because it offers benefits for families, and it is uncool because family life is thought to be imprisoning. That logic cannot be overcome by mere design. In the end, the minivan dilemma has more to do with how Americans think than what we drive. Families, or at least vehicles expressly designed for them, turned out to be lamentable. We'd prefer to daydream about fording Yukon streams instead.
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This Is What a Losing Campaign Looks Like

How does Donald Trump's running mate have so much time on his hands?

by David Frum




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

Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024

A first draft of this story opened: "It's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at you."

Backspace, backspace, backspace. Although it's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at me personally, it is almost every day that Senator J. D. Vance rage-tweets at somebody. (I had tweeted, in part, this: "The difference: The upsetting things said by Trump and Vance are not true. The upsetting things said about Trump and Vance are true." Vance responded: "I'd say the most important difference is that people on your team tried to kill Donald Trump twice.")

But then here he was yesterday, for example, quote-tweeting one of the English-speaking world's premier apologists for the Assad dictatorship in Syria, in order to assail Hillary Clinton. On September 14, he was mixing it up in the X comments with a reporter for The Intercept and the host of an online talk show.

In other words, to have J. D. Vance as your own personal reply guy is not such an accomplishment.

But it raises the question of how a nominee for vice president has so much time on his hands. Can you imagine, say, Dick Cheney, scrolling through his mentions, getting irritated, and firing off a retort? Neither can I.

So here's my second draft: What we've been seeing from Trump-Vance is not the behavior of a winning campaign.

The day before Vance tweeted at me, former President Donald Trump was livestreaming to promote a dubious new cryptocurrency venture. That same day, he gave an interview to the conspiracy theorist Wayne Allyn Root in which Trump reverted to old form to denounce mail-in voting because the U.S. Postal Service could not be trusted to deliver pro-Trump votes fairly.

The day before that, the Secret Service had fired upon a man with a rifle near Trump's West Palm Beach golf course. The apparent assassination attempt drove the headlines, but beneath the story was the reality that a candidate for president took a day off to golf only 50 days before Election Day.

Trump golfs a lot, and campaigns surprisingly infrequently. When he does campaign events, he makes odd choices of venue: Today, he will appear in New York's Nassau County. New York State has not voted Republican for president since 1984. In 2020, Trump won 38 percent of the New York vote. Yet Trump has convinced himself, or somebody has convinced him, that this year he might be competitive in New York.

Yesterday, Trump posted a pledge on his Truth Social platform to restore the deductibility of state and local taxes. That's an important issue for upper-income taxpayers in tax-heavy New York. Trump did not mention that he himself, as president, signed the legislation that capped state and local deductibility at the first $10,000, to help fund the Republican tax cut of 2017.

Vice President Kamala Harris has been driving a message of abortion rights and middle-income-oriented economic policy in must-win states. She sat for back-to-back solo interviews, both in Pennsylvania, the first with a local ABC affiliate, the second with the National Association of Black Journalists on the Philadelphia public station WHYY.

Trump's main message of the week, meanwhile, has been that he was not wrong to accuse Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of stealing and eating pets--a message that has put him at odds with the state's Republican governor and local mayors and police chiefs. The only thing Trump said that made more impact were the four words he posted Sunday morning: I HATE TAYLOR SWIFT!

Adam Serwer: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians

Adding to the self-harm, Vance indicated that the Trump health-care plan would allow insurers to resume denying coverage for preexisting conditions. Trump himself proclaimed that he would address high food prices by barring food imports--a policy guaranteed to raise costs instead. All but two Senate Republicans got baited into voting yesterday against a law to protect in vitro fertilization from state-level abortion restrictions. Meanwhile, Republicans in the House seem to be stumbling toward forcing a government shutdown because Trump vetoed their own plan to fund government operations through the November election. That's all just in a single week.

Trump campaigns have always been festivals of grievances, eruptions of impulse. They also had, however, a kind of logic to them, whether intended by Trump or not. He voiced the resentments of a certain section of America that happened to be the section favored by the Electoral College. That alignment converted his 46 percent of the popular vote in 2016 into a 304-227 Electoral College win.

The question--in 2020 and, again, this year--has always been: Can the trick be repeated?

In the days following Trump's Taylor Swift post, new polls for the first time showed Harris clearly pulling ahead of Trump--not only in the national popular vote, but also in individual swing states. Harris's personal approval rating turned net favorable for the first time since the early months of the Biden presidency. Yesterday, a poll in Iowa showed Trump with just a four-point lead over Harris in that conservative-leaning state, down from an 18-point lead over Biden in a June poll.

Suddenly, it looks as if the Harris-Trump margin may not even be all that close--and that the Republican majority in the House may be at risk too.

Trump personally may not understand that he's losing. His more cerebral running mate, Vance, does seem to have noticed, and that may account for the bitterness of his tone. Republicans don't tend to offer second chances to unsuccessful vice-presidential candidates. After 2008, Sarah Palin had no future in politics. Dan Quayle's bid for the presidency in 2000 fizzled before it started. If Trump loses in 2024--and especially if his defeat also costs the Republicans their House majority--Vance will get a lot of the blame.

His admission to Dana Bash on CNN on September 15--"if I have to create stories" to get media attention, he'd said, defending his racist rumormongering about Haitian immigrants in Ohio--rates among the worst-ever gaffes in national politics. Rankling self-reproach for his blunder may explain Vance's keypad-pounding on X this week. The anger has to go somewhere, and it's probably too painful to direct it where it belongs: inward.

Every losing campaign has a different shape. Sometimes, campaigns lose because of insurmountable difficulties. John McCain had no chance of winning a third Republican presidential term against the backdrop of economic crisis in 2008; Bob Dole could not argue that it was "time for a change" amid the strong economy of 1996. At other times, the candidate simply does not fit the moment, as Mitt Romney and Hillary Clinton found in 2012 and 2016.

Helen Lewis: The women killed by the Dobbs decision

Rarely, if ever, has a presidential campaign collapsed from seeming assurance into utter chaos as Trump-Vance has. The campaign seems to have stumbled into a strange unintended message: "Let's go to war with Taylor Swift to stop Haitians from eating dogs." The VP candidate wants to raise tariffs on toasters and worries that with Roe v. Wade overturned, George Soros may every day fill a 747 airliner with abortion-seeking pregnant Black women.

The stink of impending defeat fills the air--and so much of the defeat would be self-inflicted.

I hope this observation doesn't upset Vance again. But he's got 10 fingers, a smartphone, and the time, so he may want to express himself.

Go ahead. @ me.
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Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?

America has officially defeated inflation without experiencing a recession--yet.

by Roge Karma




The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.

The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are still years away. The immediate financial effects will therefore be modest. More important, in all likelihood, is the message that the announcement sends: Inflation is no longer a major concern, and the Fed is now focused on keeping the economy, particularly employment, running strong.

No one really knows how interest rates and consumer prices interact. The leading theory is that by raising borrowing costs, higher rates force consumers to cut back on spending and businesses to lay off workers, sparking a vicious cycle that brings prices under control by strangling the economy.

But that didn't happen this time. The Fed raised rates and inflation abated without all the economic pain in between. Consumer spending and the labor market have remained strong. If higher interest rates caused inflation to cool off, the precise mechanism remains a mystery. In fact, the theme of this year's Jackson Hole Economic Symposium--think Davos for central bankers--was "Reassessing the Effectiveness and Transmission of Monetary Policy." That's Fed-speak for "Interest Rates: How Do They Work?"

Making matters even more complicated, setting interest rates is about more than the literal rate of interest. The central bank also uses rate policy to influence people's expectations of the future and, in turn, their behavior. Two years ago, when inflation was spiking, the Fed moved quickly and decisively to raise rates. "We will keep at it until we are confident the job is done," Fed Chair Jerome Powell said in August 2022, making clear that the Fed would do whatever it took to bring prices under control. Some experts believe that is why inflation fell so painlessly last year. Convinced that the problem was under control and that a major slowdown was around the corner, consumers stopped spending as fast and employers curtailed their hiring sprees just enough to help the economy get back to normal.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This theory has problems of its own. Most people have very little idea what the Fed is doing and may have only a vague sense of what's going on in the broader economy. In poll after poll, a majority of Americans continue to say that inflation is a major problem, which undermines the notion that the Fed's steady hand has calmed the nation's nerves.

Today's rate cut, however, could be a rare and important case in which the Fed's message clearly does get through. The long-awaited policy change will generate enormous media coverage. Most Americans might not be able to explain what the federal-funds rate is or why it matters, but they will hear that the country's economic experts have declared that inflation has been defeated and that better days are ahead. This could become a self-fulfilling prophecy: If the Fed succeeds at brightening the economic mood of the country, then perhaps businesses will keep hiring and raising wages, consumers will keep spending, investors will finance new projects, and the economy will remain strong.

The Fed's announcement, just seven weeks before the presidential election, could also have a political impact. Voters think inflation is the central problem facing the country, and they blame the Biden administration for it--including Vice President Kamala Harris, according to some polls. This view has persisted despite a long stretch of very little inflation. A big "inflation is over" news cycle might finally convince at least some voters that the problem really has been solved, to Harris's benefit.

The risk remains that the Fed waited too long to act. Inflation has been near the central bank's target for almost a year, and the economy, while still far from recession territory, has begun to show clear signs of slowing. The number of job openings has fallen, the unemployment rate has risen, and more people are behind on their credit-card bills and car payments. None of this would be particularly worrying if the Fed could simply press a button and provide an immediate boost to the economy, but it can't. In fact, economists generally believe that rate changes take a while to filter through the economy. How long, exactly? No one knows. As the monetary-policy experts Christina Romer and David Romer wrote at the beginning of 2023, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates."

Many other prominent economists have made similar warnings. If they're right, then the recession that America miraculously avoided may turn out to be merely delayed. Then again, experts made a lot of dire predictions about the economy over the past three years that have turned out to be wrong. Hopefully they have one more in them.
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The Trump Sons Really Love Crypto

The former president and his family are launching a crypto business just weeks before the election.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




"I'm a proud crypto bro. You're starting to become one of us, if not already," Farokh Sarmad, a social-media influencer, said to former President Donald Trump during a livestream on X last night. According to the platform's listener counter, more than 1 million people tuned in for the launch of World Liberty Financial, a new crypto project promoted by Trump and his family. The former president has been posting about it on social media for several weeks.



Or at least the launch was supposed to be the purpose. Trump instead gave scant details about the project itself and kept talking about cryptocurrency more broadly. He admitted to not fully understanding the technology, saying that young people can more easily grasp it, similar to how his grandchildren learned "perfect Chinese" while toddlers.



Nevertheless, he said, "we have to be the biggest and the best" when it comes to crypto. He emphasized why those in the industry should care about the 2024 election. Both the SEC and the Biden-Harris administration, he said, have been "very hostile toward crypto. Extremely hostile like nobody can believe." In a Harris presidency, he added, the crypto world "will be living in hell."



Trump wasn't always this pro-crypto. He once referred to bitcoin as a scam, but he signaled interest in the crypto world in late 2022 when he partnered in the sale of Trump-themed NFT trading cards (digital-only collectibles maintained on the blockchain). This summer, he appeared at a bitcoin conference and declared that the United States "will be the crypto capital of the planet"; at least twice, he has hosted private parties at Mar-a-Lago for holders of his NFTs. It doesn't hurt that crypto companies are bankrolling many Republican campaigns this election.



After Trump spoke, his longtime associate Steve Witkoff and his son Donald Trump Jr. came onto the livestream to talk more specifically about the new crypto project. Though the details are fuzzy, World Liberty Financial, on its X account, describes itself as driving "mass adoption of stablecoins"--a type of cryptocurrency that is supposedly less volatile than tokens such as bitcoin because it is tied to a somewhat stable asset, such as gold. It will reportedly also host some kind of crypto exchange and sell its own token, called WLFI, which will be a governance token--meaning it will be used in order to vote on business decisions and will not be transferable. The company's bio on X currently reads: "Beware of Scams! Fake tokens & airdrop offers are circulating. We aren't live yet!"



World Liberty Financial is led by Chase Herro and Zachary Folkman. Herro was involved in a previous cryptocurrency project called Dough Finance that was hacked and lost millions of dollars, according to a Bloomberg feature published last week. Folkman is also known for running a service called Date Hotter Girls, and Herro has long aspired to be a crypto influencer. (In 2018, Bloomberg reported, he was filmed in a Rolls-Royce saying, "You can literally sell shit in a can, wrapped in piss, covered in human skin, for a billion dollars if the story's right, because people will buy it.") The Trumps became involved with World Liberty Financial when Witkoff arranged the meeting between Herro, Folkman, and Trump's sons about nine months ago, Witkoff said on the livestream.



Trump's interest in joining a crypto project seemingly came from his sons. "Barron knows so much about this," he said on the livestream. "Barron's a young guy, but he knows it. He talks about his wallet. He's got four wallets or something," he said about his 18-year-old son. "Eric and Don know it so well." The exact responsibilities of the Trumps involved are unclear. The company reportedly lists nonspecific roles for several members of the Trump family. The former president is "chief crypto advocate," while both Eric Trump and Don Jr. are listed as "web3 ambassadors" and Barron Trump is listed as the company's "DeFi visionary" (DeFi being a reference to peer-to-peer financial services).



It is uncommon and maybe even unprecedented for a presidential candidate to launch a major new business venture so close to the election. Trump already holds a majority of the stock for Trump Media & Technology Group, which owns his social-media platform, Truth Social--a possible conflict of interest. With his comments about the SEC last night, he appeared to suggest that he could interfere with a regulatory agency in favor of an industry that he is now financially involved in. The closest parallel for that might be former President Lyndon B. Johnson, who put pressure on the FCC to benefit his wife's TV and radio empire. (Though this started when he was a congressman.)



Later in the livestream, Donald Trump Jr. spoke about his belief that the country's Founding Fathers would be supportive of decentralized finance. He views it as less political than traditional banking, he said, and stated that his family has been "totally canceled" by banks. Echoing his father, he presented the 2024 election as a matter of life and death for crypto. The Republican Party, he said, is clearly the side that is pro-freedom. The left "is the side of censorship. They're the side that wants to jail their political opponents," he said. "They want to overregulate everything so much that you actually eliminate so many of the natural and great things that people love about crypto."
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The Age of <em>Jennifer's Body</em>

Diablo Cody's movie has been reclaimed as a cult classic--and its destructive teenaged protagonist deserves reappraisal too.

by Rafaela Bassili




Horror movies are filled with women and girls in various stages of distress: haunted blondes, bewildered wives tormented by their husband's greed, final girls who have survived massacres that swept towns or summer camps. And who can forget Linda Blair's bloodied head, spinning 360 degrees on her shoulders in The Exorcist, an image that has frightened sleepover attendees for half a century?

But the horror genre isn't made up only of girls who are victims of terror. Fifty years ago, in his debut novel, Carrie, Stephen King popularized a new kind of antihero. Carrie White, the story's protagonist, is a demonic teen girl--someone who unleashes destruction rather than survives it. This character type is often arch about her femininity and sometimes even sexually promiscuous, and she always possesses a supernatural strength that she uses to wrest the world under her control. "Things are going to change around here," Carrie (played by a hypnotizing Sissy Spacek) tells Margaret, her fanatically religious mother, upon discovering her telekinesis, in Brian De Palma's masterful 1976 film adaptation. Having spent much of her life being forced to pray for salvation from original sin, Carrie is set free by her unholy skill. "Witch!" Margaret hisses in response to her daughter's talent, which Carrie only unveils so that she can obtain her ultimate wish: to go to prom.

Scorned husbands, vengeful kings, and medieval courts have historically used accusations of witchcraft as a means of restraining women for a variety of reasons: their "hysteria," their violence, their independence of mind. The demonic teen girl, whose paranormal faculties emerge alongside the new desires and burning disappointments of girlhood, is defined by these same measures--which are only intensified by the mundane cruelties of the American high-school experience. Carrie has since inspired a spate of successors; two notable examples are Nancy Downs, the power-drunk leader of her school's coven in The Craft, and the dog-eating werewolf Ginger Fitzgerald, of the low-budget classic Ginger Snaps. But the most infamous demonic teen girl of the 21st century is Jennifer Check, the hot cheerleader turned boy-eating succubus in Karyn Kusama's cult favorite Jennifer's Body, written by Diablo Cody and released 15 years ago today. Although it's fun to cheer on their bloodthirst, there's a lot more to these girls; their ferocity is only the first layer of their intricate personalities.

Unlike Carrie, who was born with her abilities, Jennifer's powers are the product of a satanic deal gone wrong. After surviving a fire at her town's local dive bar, the eyelined and tattooed members of the band Low Shoulder persuade Jennifer (Megan Fox) to join them in their van, despite the protests of her best friend, Needy (Amanda Seyfried). Jennifer soon finds out that the boys want only one thing: a virgin to sacrifice to the devil, in exchange for career success. But Jennifer is not a virgin, so instead of dying, she becomes a flesh-hungry demon with a preference for her male classmates. Catching on to the fact that Jennifer looks oddly cheery and sexy even as brutal murders ravage their small suburb, Needy sets out to find out what happened the night of the fire. After spending some time in the library's occult section, she tries to explain it to her boyfriend, Chip, like this: Jennifer is "actually evil. Not high-school evil."




Jennifer's Body was initially dismissed by most critics as a film lacking "a single good scare" while suffering an "extraordinary dullness" of plot and "eye-rolling obviousness." Even Roger Ebert, who gave it three stars and conceded that it was "better than it [had] to be," posited that it was "'Twilight' for boys," a notion derived from Fox's clumsily marketed sex appeal. But slowly, and especially following the #MeToo movement, Jennifer's Body gained a new reputation as an overlooked exploration of female friendship and rage, all the more resonant for having been rejected by the same culture that treated an underage Fox like a piece of meat. For angry and abused girls, Jennifer was a symbol of rebellion; her dismemberment of boy after boy was not only cathartic but also funny, triumphant.

When Jennifer, after being violated and discarded by Low Shoulder, resolves to eat the boys in her school, we might think: Good for her. And when Carrie, after being publicly humiliated on prom night, locks her peers in the gymnasium and sets it on fire, we might think the same thing. But at what cost? For all of their might, demonic teen girls can't easily straighten out the world's crooked angles. At the end of their stories, Carrie and Jennifer both die, defeated. No justice is restored; their death brings no victory.

Even so, viewers can find gratification in their brief ascent to power. Those of us who remember what it was like to be a teenage girl can recall the fear, confusion, and fury that arise from trying to parse the impossible, unjust parameters the world sets for young women. A reaction that channels this rage into agency, however violent, is immensely seductive. In The Craft, the girls turn to witchcraft in hopes that it will make their lives more bearable, and at first, the ability to exact revenge on their tormentors creates a kind of force field around the coven: Together, they can wield magic as a tool. Sensing that they might get carried away, the older witch from whom they learn their spells tries to warn them about the dangers of abusing magic. But prudence is less alluring than rage, and eventually, Nancy loses control of her own anger.

Yet this violence isn't justifiable simply because viewers can understand--and even sympathize with--the source of her anger. In fact, the demonic teen girl is more compelling when we refuse to explain away her diabolical acts as righteous. Speaking with The New York Times about Carrie's 50th anniversary, Cody said that when she wrote Jennifer, she was thinking not of Carrie but of Chris Hargensen, the vicious architect of Carrie's prom-night humiliation. Chris is beautiful and popular, unlike the reclusive, strange Carrie; telekinesis or not, no one wants to be wretched Carrie. Jennifer's otherworldly beauty, meanwhile, is not incidental to her character's power. She has social status, effortless good looks, an implacable demeanor--the sort of image against which most girls measure themselves in adolescence. At that age, who doesn't want to be Jennifer? It doesn't matter that she is selfish and possessive of Needy, whose feelings take a back seat to Jennifer's desire for an "ugly friend"--any hot girl's indispensable buffer. Needy, for her part, is torn between loving Jennifer, hating her, and wanting to be her.

Read: The unexpected power of seeing yourself as a villain

Unlike Jennifer, Carrie and Nancy are outsiders, and the onset of their supernatural strength brings about a sudden social relevance that changes them for the worse. Carrie becomes a mass murderer, and Nancy turns her coven against one of her less assertive friends. But Jennifer goes through no significant change after turning demonic--another dimension is merely added to her already dominant and callous persona. Interpreting Jennifer's reign of terror as vindictive is too easy; her choice of prey suggests something different. Of the four boys she kills, two are picked only to spite Needy. Jennifer is not just avenging herself; she is also using her status to diminish Needy, as she always did. Having discovered her best friend in the process of eating her boyfriend, Needy shrewdly asks: "Is it because you're just really insecure?"

"I'm not insecure, Needy," Jennifer seethes. "God, that's a joke. How could I be insecure?" Fox's brilliant delivery is paired with the look of someone facing the particular shame of having been found out. Jennifer's social status depends on Needy's wholesale acceptance of her superiority; the only thing that can shake Jennifer's confidence is the realization that her advantage won't last forever. This is one of the shocking lessons of adolescence: that a hot girl can be insecure not because she doesn't know her worth but precisely because her inflated self-regard is based on the fleeting qualities of beauty and youth.

In the end, Jennifer is sympathetic not because she goes on a boy-killing spree but because, satanic ritual or not, her power is a mirage. That is the popular girl's cross to bear, and the desperate obstinacy that comes with this realization is one of Cody's main themes. In her script for Jason Reitman's 2011 dramedy, Young Adult, Mavis (Charlize Theron), a former high-school queen bee and current trainwreck, returns to her hometown hoping to be validated by her former peers. After hanging out with a guy she considered a loser back in the day and failing to recapture the attention of her former boyfriend, she realizes that her sense of self was built on a foundation made of sand. If Mavis used to be the girl whom every other girl in her school wanted to be, she now cuts a tragic figure. She's Jennifer, had Jennifer never been sacrificed to the devil.

Beneath the revenge aspect of Jennifer's rampage lies something infinitely more interesting: a character who is mean, vulnerable, and tough all at once. That, rather than the uncomplicated feeling of "good for her," is perhaps why Jennifer's Body endures years on. Though the demonic teen girls might have been terrorizers in life, their bodies end up piled with the bodies of all the women and girls who were victims, rather than perpetrators, of terror. Nancy, Ginger, Carrie, and Jennifer are not exactly villains, but they're not heroes either--they are, above all else, girls with unforgiving fates.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/09/jennifers-body-15th-anniversary-diablo-cody-megan-fox/679907/?utm_source=feed
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The Insurrectionists Next Door

Ashli Babbitt's mother and the wife of a notorious January 6 rioter are at the center of a new mythology on the right. They are also my neighbors.

by Hanna Rosin




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


THE NEIGHBORHOOD

This story starts with, of all things, a dog walk. My partner, Lauren, and I were doing our usual loop--past the playground, onto Third Street--when we saw the car again. A black Chevy Equinox with Texas plates, a luggage rack, and, on the back windshield, an exuberant profusion of slogans: FREE OUR PATRIOTS; THE THREE PERCENTERS, ORIGINAL; and J4J6, among others. We'd seen the SUV parked in the same spot a couple of times over the summer and Googled the slogans (J4J6 = "Justice for January 6ers"), but assumed, based on nothing, that it must belong to someone's parents who had come to help them move in for the school year and would soon go back home.

Our neighborhood in Northeast Washington, D.C., is mixed-race, mixed-income, and, like the rest of the city, about 90 percent Democratic. On a map someone made on TikTok that overlaid Washington neighborhoods with New York ones, Northeast D.C. equated to Brooklyn. Surely the Chevy wouldn't even stay long enough to get dirty. But now here we were in early November and the car was still there, silently taunting us on our dog walk.

"There's that fucking militia-mobile again," Lauren said--loudly, because she is loud. Strong language, but perhaps justified: The Three Percenters--according to the National Institute of Justice, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and the Anti-Defamation League--are one of the largest (though loosely organized) anti-government militias, and adherents regularly engage in paramilitary training to combat perceived government "tyranny."

But what Lauren had failed to notice was the puff of smoke curling out of the driver's-side window into the darkening sky. Someone was in the car.

"Justice for January 6!" shouted a voice from inside. The voice, hoarse from smoking, sounded joyous and self-satisfied.

"Well, you're in the wrong neighborhood for that, honey," Lauren said, equally self-satisfied.

"We live here now," Smoker answered. "So SUCK IT, BITCH."

And that's what launched us into all this. Not the "bitch" part; we probably deserved that for being such unfriendly neighbors. No, it was the "We live here now." Who was "we"? Why were they living "here," in Northeast D.C.? Why "now"?

The big event Smoker was shouting about--the violent assault on the Capitol on January 6, 2021--was by then almost three years in the past. The House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol had made its case to the American public and adjourned. The thousand-plus January 6 suspects were making their way through the federal court system. The marauders had done their damage, and justice was well under way. So what exactly did our new neighbors want? Our walk home was tense; unwelcome memories returned.

Read: What I saw on the January 6 committee

If you live in Washington, January 6 was not just some abstract chaos unfolding distantly in the nation's capital. That afternoon I was at the optometrist, getting new glasses for my youngest child. The optometrist, normally a goofy Norman Rockwell type, came out of his office gray-faced, his equipment still strapped to his head. "There's an attack on our city," he said. "Everyone go home." People were texting about guns and pipe bombs and what streets might not be safe to walk on, and we had no idea what would happen next. I rushed home, where I found my other two kids and some of their friends watching TV. They were very aware that what was playing out on the screen was happening 15 minutes from the house.

For the next few weeks, we lived under curfew. Streets were closed. Armed troops surrounded the Capitol. I remember biking around downtown D.C. and seeing stores boarded up, National Guardsmen everywhere, very few regular people on the streets, and thinking, Where am I? Lauren bought a baseball bat for protection. (It still sits by the front door, gathering dust.) So, no, we did not welcome supporters of January 6 insurrectionists creeping back to the scene of the crime.

Our neighbors, it turned out, are hallowed J6 martyrs whose mere existence inspires men to say they will fight and even die for the rightful restoration of Donald Trump to office.

After our exchange with Smoker last November, Lauren and I would pass the Chevy Equinox and wish it would just disappear. Instead, what happened was this: A couple of months and many halting interactions later, Lauren was invited to come to the house where Smoker and her compatriots live. We ended up spending the next year wandering through their world, an alternate universe blooming with new American heroes and myths, the main one being that January 6 was not a fire to be extinguished but embers with which to ignite something glorious. Our neighbors, it turned out, are luminaries in that world, hallowed martyrs whose mere existence inspires men to say they will fight and even die for their country--by which they mean they will fight and die for the rightful restoration of Donald Trump to office. Their names are invoked reverentially, albeit often strategically (which is not to say cynically), by self-described patriots, MAGA superstars, and Trump himself.

From the January/February 2022 issue: Trump's next coup has already begun

By late summer of this year, we looked during our dog walks for our neighbors on their screened-in porch and waved hello as we passed by. Sometimes their kittens (Donald and Barron) peeked through the screen. We knew that the kittens were a source of joy for the house's residents, but also that they made one of the women panic because she couldn't stop worrying that a heavy door in the house would swing hard and kill them. Doors bring her nightmares.

Sometimes I wonder why Lauren and I chose to get closer to a group of people aiding and abetting the unraveling of our country. Journalistic curiosity? That was definitely a primary motivation. We are both podcasters, and we were thinking that we should start recording this experience. Anxiety about the future? When we discovered who they were, Trump was just starting to look like he had a serious chance of getting reelected president. (Our podcast series, We Live Here Now, starts rolling out on September 18.)

But there was another reason, one that crystallized for me only when I witnessed the following scene: I happened to be present when another D.C. resident I know, who was alarmed that champions of the J6ers had moved into the neighborhood and had tweeted some trollish things at them, ran into one of them in person. I expected some human instinct to kick in--maybe a moment of sheepish eye contact, or a neighborly nod. It didn't. The troll said the exact same things to her face that she'd said on Twitter. They were very cruel things about her child--things no one should say to anybody, ever.

Outside the context of social media, the exchange seemed jarring and unnatural, like suddenly seeing your dog talk. And I thought to myself, Not that. We can't allow ourselves to morph into our nastiest online selves, in person, with our neighbors. Of course, the path Lauren and I ended up stumbling down--giving space and attention to some potentially destructive people--had its own perils. But not that.

THE HOUSE

I should probably say who these neighbors are, or at least tell you some salient facts we learned about them before we really knew them. They are three middle-aged white women who did not know one another before January 6, 2021, and who are rooming together in a white brick townhouse two blocks away from us. Their rent is paid by donors who support their cause. Smoker's name is Nicole Reffitt. Her husband, Guy Reffitt, was the first person to be tried for crimes associated with January 6. He had come to the Capitol with a handgun in his pocket and an AR-15 stashed in his hotel room. He'd told his fellow Three Percenters that he intended to drag Nancy Pelosi out of the building by her ankles. His 18-year-old son, Jackson, turned him in to the FBI. At his dad's trial, Jackson testified: "He said, 'If you turn me in, you're a traitor. And traitors get shot.' " (Around us, Nicole sometimes refers to Guy as "such a lovebug.")

The second house member was Tamara Perryman, whose boyfriend, Brian Jackson, pleaded guilty to assaulting law-enforcement officers with a flagpole. She goes by Tami, but her online trolls call her Nazi Barbie on account of Jackson's many swastika tattoos. (He got them during a previous stint in prison, when he joined the White Knights prison gang. His attorneys say that he has since denounced his membership in the group but cannot afford to remove his tattoos.)

The anchor of the house, of this whole universe, is Micki Witthoeft, known in the J4J6 movement as Mama Micki. She is the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was shot and killed by U.S. Capitol Police on January 6. Following instructions that she says Ashli gave to her in a dream, Micki has become a mother figure to hundreds of January 6ers who have been making their way through the D.C. courts and jail.


Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt and a leader--"Mama Micki"--of the "Justice for J6ers" movement, listens to a prisoner calling from the D.C. jail during the daily vigil held outside it. (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



By the way, their house has a name, which Lauren discovered in HuffPost. She read Micki's quote out loud to me: "We do have a team at the 'Eagle's Nest,' which some would say was Hitler's hideout." Of course, the reason some would say that is because it was the name of Hitler's hideout, or one of them. "But we're American citizens," Micki said, "and we won that war, and we're taking back the name. So this is absolutely not an ode to Hitler."

Micki rarely talks in any detail about the tragedy that landed her at the Eagle's Nest. But she doesn't need to, because those details are very publicly accessible. A handful of videos, available online, capture the moment from different angles. Ashli, who is small--5 foot 2--and the only woman in the scene, is at the front of a column of rioters. She strides down the hallway like she knows where she's going. The rioters suddenly stop when they encounter a set of doors, with glass window panels, guarded by police. Through the window panels, you can make out in the near distance people walking across the hall. These are members of Congress, who, minutes earlier, were holding the vote to certify what the rioters consider a stolen election. They are now urgently being evacuated. Somehow the growing mob has ended up just outside the Speaker's Lobby doors, with a direct sight line to these mincing traitors who are the target of their ire. Realizing this, their urgency grows.

The policemen guarding the door to the corridor, overwhelmed by the sheer number of rioters, abandon their post, leaving only indifferent wood and glass between lawmakers and the horde. But then in one video, a camera pans to the left and you can very clearly see two hands holding a gun on the other side of the door. "He has a gun, he has a gun!" someone yells. We'll never know whether Ashli heard this; she is fused with the melee that's yelling things like "It's our fucking house! We're allowed to be in here! You're wrong!" and "Break it down!" and "Fuck the blue!" A rioter in a conspicuous fur-lined hat starts smashing a window panel. Then it happens. Ashli climbs through the window panel and ricochets right back down onto the ground, onto her back, bleeding from her mouth. Her hands are like claws grabbing at nothing and her eyes are blank. "She's dead. She's dead," one rioter says. "I saw the light go out in her eyes." There's a sudden stillness, followed by a just-as-sudden light show of cellphones. Someone standing above her body introduces himself as being from Infowars, the far-right conspiracy-mongering site owned by Alex Jones, and offers to buy footage from someone else who was filming closer to Ashli.

Bits of all this footage will circulate, first among the rioters and then among the right-wing press. No headline ever explicitly reads "A Martyr Is Born," but one might as well have, because that's what was happening, starting in the hours after January 6. Early on, rumors spread that Ashli was only 25, then 21, then 16 when she was shot, pulling her further backwards into innocence. In fact, she was 35. Still, a young white woman in the prime of her life--a 14-year U.S.-military veteran, no less--shot dead by, as it turned out, a Black officer of the state. Pro-Trump message boards call her a "freedom fighter" and "the first victim of the second Civil War." "Your blood will not be in vain," one person wrote. "We will avenge you."

Over the years, the myth will grow: She was polite, she was trying to help people, she was trying to stop the fur-hatted guy next to her from breaking the window. There will be books and posters and rap songs and T-shirts: Ashli Babbitt, American Patriot. Ashli Babbitt, Murdered by Capitol Police.

The officer who shot her, Lieutenant Michael Byrd, has described how, once his name was leaked to the right-wing press, he and his family had to move into safe housing on a military base because of the racist messages and death threats. The Capitol Police and the Department of Justice investigated him and cleared him of any wrongdoing.

To Micki, however, he will only ever be the man who murdered her daughter, who was left abandoned on the ground "to bleed out like a fucking animal," or sometimes "bleeding out like a dying dog." This isn't true: Police started rendering assistance within seconds. One of the rioters pulled out a first-aid kit. Tactical officers yelled desperately for the rioters to clear a path so they could get Ashli to an ambulance. All of that is clearly captured on the videos. But Micki refers frequently to that image of her daughter lying on her back, bleeding out; it better correlates with Micki's primary emotion since that day, which is uncontrolled rage.

The first news story that Lauren and I saw about Micki Witthoeft, new resident of D.C., ran in The Washington Post on January 7, 2023, months before we discovered that she was our neighbor: "Ashli Babbitt's Mother Arrested on Capitol Riot Anniversary." The photo showed a woman with shoulder-length gray hair and a beanie with an American-flag patch yelling as a member of the Capitol Police restrained her. He'd told her to get on the sidewalk, but she stayed in the street, blocking traffic. Cops handcuffed Micki, and had started frisking her when someone filming the scene shouted: "Micki, anything you want to say?"

"Uh, yeah," she answered. "Capitol Police suck ass."

THE CORNER

Lauren can be awkward, and also short-fused when tested. I've seen her get into squabbles at coffee shops, red lights, hotel lobbies. So when she told me, one night just before Christmas 2023, a few weeks after our first interaction with Smoker--whom we did not yet know was Nicole Reffitt--that she wanted to go down to the D.C. jail to check out the nightly vigil that Micki holds there, I was a little nervous. But she's a professional journalist, and she scripted her opening lines to Micki on her Notes app: "Hi. I'm Lauren and I make audio documentaries and I heard about your vigil and ..." I stayed behind, and waited. A couple of hours later, Lauren came back and gave me her report.

The vigil attendees, along with a cadre of true believers across the country, believe that the people in the jail are "political prisoners." Every night at 7 o'clock, these "true patriots" hold a vigil for all of the January 6 defendants who are being detained there, awaiting either trial or sentencing. And every night, they get a few January 6 inmates on speakerphone, and then they join together in singing the national anthem and chanting "Ashli Babbitt, Ashli Babbitt" in a ceaseless drone. The evening usually ends with people singing along to a recording of "God Bless the U.S.A.," by the conservative, Trump-supporting country singer Lee Greenwood.

I've since attended a few vigils--and watched a lot more of them, because every night, three or four loyalists stream them in full--so I can tell you what they are like. For starters, not much to look at. About a dozen people gather on a corner--they've named it "Freedom Corner"--wedged between an access road behind the jail and Congressional Cemetery, where people who live on Capitol Hill walk their dogs. A table with speakers is set up in front of an array of American flags. Leaning against the table are some crosses set up by the handful of Chinese American evangelicals who show up every night, as well as drawings of Ashli and others who died that day, including rioters who died of natural causes or possibly were trampled by the mob, and a Capitol Police officer who was assaulted by insurrectionists. (The drawings are on posters that say, inaccurately, Murdered by Capitol Police.) Another table has snacks and coffee. Some camp chairs are randomly strewn about. Micki paces back and forth, smoking, silently overseeing the event. It's been the same every night since August 1, 2022. And I do mean every night, rain or 100-degree heat. I imagine some cemetery dog walkers must have looked over and wondered, What is this little fringe gathering? But these days, fringe has a way of rerouting history.


Scenes from Freedom Corner, outside the D.C. jail, where relatives and supporters of prisoners detained for crimes committed on January 6, 2021, have held a vigil every evening for more than two years (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



The J6ers in the D.C. jail are held together in a single segregated unit. The population of the D.C. jail is about 90 percent Black--and judges were importing a bunch of guys whose collective reputation was "white supremacist." But the consequences of putting them together were the same as they are when any group of extremists are housed together: They got more extreme. The groups of men who went through the jail suffered together, protected one another, and, in their ample free time, created a mythology--effectively a set of alternative facts--about who they were. They came to call their unit the "Patriot Pod." Their surroundings told them one story: You are temporarily banished from decent society on account of crimes you have committed. But as they hung out together, they gradually built a different story about themselves: We are the decent society. It was the outside that was wrong. This view soon caught on more broadly, and right-wing media started to refer to the jail as the "D.C. Gulag."

Every night, the men of the Patriot Pod call one of the Eagle's Nest women's cellphones, and every night, they broadcast those calls, featuring a mixture of comments from inmates and vigil attendees. Here is a sample from the first night Lauren was there, which, remember, was nearly three years after January 6.

They want to quiet our voice and we won't let them ... I never thought I'd see the day when people go to jail for thought crimes ... Hypocrites ... I saw things that were grossly exaggerated ... The way I see it, I never really committed a crime ... When exposing a crime is treated as committing a crime, you are being ruled by criminals ... I was a strong-spoken electrician from New Jersey that was a patriot, and this is who you turned me into ... When you have a government that has taken everything from you, what else do you have to lose? ... Disgusted. I'm disgusted ... If we don't win in the next year--that's it, that's it! Who gives a shit? ... [Automated recording interrupts: You have one minute remaining.]

To get an idea of these calls' impact, think about the distance, in myth miles, traveled by the "Star-Spangled Banner" as sung by what's now known as the J6 Prison Choir. If you've been paying close attention to the election, you've probably heard it. Donald Trump walks onstage at rallies to a version of the song mixed with his own voice reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. The singing originated with the first batch of detainees brought to the Patriot Pod, in early 2021. D.C. was under COVID lockdown, and the detainees spent a lot of time in isolation, so this was their way of communicating. Every night just before 9 o'clock, someone would yell out the countdown to the singing--"Three minutes!"--which would echo down the hallway. They would sing together solemnly until they reached "and our flag was still there," intoning "still there" with extra vigor. I asked Scott Fairlamb, who pleaded guilty to assaulting a police officer and was held at the jail in 2021, why those words got such emphasis. "Because we were still there," he said. It was a reminder, he continued, "that we stood up for what we believe in, that we were still patriots no matter who wanted to deem us as less than that. It was something that really kept up my morale, and my love of country intact." When he recalled the singing, his voice broke, even though we were talking a year after he'd been released from prison.

News of the singing in the Patriot Pod is what first brought Micki to Freedom Corner, in the summer of 2022. Nicole's husband, Guy, was in the jail at the time, and told her about it. So on the day of Guy's sentencing, Nicole and Micki just showed up at 9 p.m. outside the jail and sang along with the detainees. That first night, they got into a scuffle with some of the prison guards but eventually achieved a rapprochement, and then figured out how to broadcast the song to the world. Soon, the choir had a nightly national audience.

Then comes March 25, 2023: Trump's kickoff campaign rally for the 2024 election, held in Waco, Texas, a site that for the far right is a reminder that the government is willing to murder its own citizens. As Trump stands with his hand on his heart, the J6 Prison Choir mix gets broadcast through the speakers, and scenes of the assault at the Capitol play on giant screens. The anthem has a scratchy, lo-fi quality, but that only amplifies its power. If you haven't watched the Waco video, you should. Your mind might resist, but your body will understand why people succumb to demagogues. Trump says:

In 2016, I declared, "I am your voice." And now I say to you again tonight, "I am your warrior. I am your justice" ... For those who have been wronged and betrayed, of which there are many people out there that have been wronged and betrayed, I am your retribution. We will take care of it. We will take care of it.

To say that Micki Witthoeft orchestrated any of this would be absurd. Before her daughter died, Micki was a housewife from San Diego whose version of civic engagement was, as she says, "I vote. I pick up my trash. Yay me." But by showing up in front of the D.C. jail night after night, she became imprinted on the national consciousness: Mama Micki holding in her arms her martyred daughter and sons. In January 2023, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene gave Micki a shout-out at a meeting of the House Oversight Committee, saying that Micki's daughter had been "murdered" and "there's never been a trial." Representative Barry Loudermilk praised Micki's work on behalf of J6ers. Representative Matt Gaetz showed up at the vigil one night, apologizing to those suffering inside. And in September 2022, Trump called in to the vigil: "It was so horrible, what happened to her. That that man shot Ashli is a disgrace ... What they're doing here, it's a disgrace."

"They": The "deep state" had shot Ashli Babbitt and covered up what really happened. The same "they" responsible for the death of the Branch Davidians in Waco were the "they" who left Ashli, who could have been any one of us, bleeding out like a fucking animal.

That night in December 2023 when Lauren went to the vigil for the first time, she introduced herself to Micki. She noted that Mama Micki had a quiet but commanding presence--as though she was in charge of the space, almost like, as Lauren put it, "a cult leader who doesn't need to say a lot." But Lauren and I wondered what Micki got out of being around people who had never met Ashli but chanted her name, over and over, night after night. Maybe that was the point. For a grieving mother, a nightly vigil was a place to suspend herself in Ashli time, with no past or future. Micki had a husband she'd been married to for 35 years, plus four sons and two grandchildren, one of whom she barely knew, because most of his life she's been 3,000 miles away, on Freedom Corner. "It's been suggested to me that maybe therapy would help so I could let some of this anger go," she once told Lauren. "I'm not ready to. It's my anger, and I'm gonna hold on to it."

One more detail about the vigil: It was cold that December night, so Micki offered Lauren coffee and blueberry pie. Lauren doesn't drink coffee and she hates blueberry pie. Still, the pie was another kind of beginning.

THE BOAT

I had a dream about Ashli. I feel like she spoke to me in the dream. And she was like, "I'm a goner." She had been arrested for shooting a red, white, and blue rocket around the moon. And she said, "They're gonna execute me" ... I have this cross-body leather purse. And I was like, "Get in my purse and let's go!"
 
 And she was like, "No."

In the months after Ashli's death, Micki lay in bed all day, aware of the metaphor she was inhabiting. She and her husband were living in a boat moored in San Diego Bay, so her bedroom was half-submerged underwater, like her entire being.

She hadn't even known that Ashli had gone to D.C. for January 6. They'd lived only 12 minutes apart but hadn't seen each other that Christmas or New Year's. Fuggles, the family dog, was old and afraid of fireworks, so Micki had stayed home with him on New Year's Eve. Besides which, Micki and Ashli's relationship could be scratchy. What if she'd been less worried about the dog? What if she'd known Ashli was going? "But I just would have said, 'Have fun, be careful, who are you going with,' " Micki says. "I didn't realize what was going on in D.C. was gonna be such a big frickin' deal!" What if she'd gone with Ashli? What if she'd chained her to a chair? Slosh, slosh, slosh, like that, for months.

For a while, all Micki could manage was to get out of bed once a day and make a phone call to someone in Washington, D.C., which for her was something. In the past, when Ashli would talk to her about mask mandates or lost ballots or whatever, Micki would say, "You know what, baby, go get 'em!" But Micki herself had no patience for politics. She was of the You can't fight city hall so might as well live your life school. "I'm gonna sit on my boat. I'm gonna read my book. I'm gonna eat my popcorn. I'm gonna pet my dog. I'm gonna stick my feet in the water." But now here she was, dialing the 202 area code every day, doing the Erin Brockovich thing: Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Senator Dianne Feinstein, Representative Darrell Issa, the general counsel for the Capitol Police ... "Hello, my name is Micki Witthoeft, and I want answers about my daughter." She kept a running log of names and numbers in what she called her death notebook. "I know it's kind of a morbid thing to say, but that's what it was."

Then one day her best friend, Wilma, stopped by the boat and told her, "You have to get up, get in the shower, and get the fuck outside." After that, Micki's life took a Thelma & Louise-ish turn: The men, including her husband and sons, sort of fell away, and she allied herself with forceful women. Wilma suggested a healing Mother's Day trip, and Micki chose Sacramento as the destination. They loaded up Wilma's camper van with Ashli Babbitt bracelets and flyers that Micki had made. The trip was kind of a bust. No one in the state capital really wanted to hear about Ashli Babbitt and January 6. But then--a small miracle. On the way home, when they stopped one night at a campsite, Micki got a text from a friend. It linked to a video of someone in Washington named Paul Gosar, talking about her daughter. "It was my first glimmer of hope that somebody is paying attention," Micki says.

After that, the signs intensified. She and Wilma drove to Arizona for Reawaken, a MAGA-supported Christian-nationalist festival led by Michael Flynn, the former U.S. Army general and short-lived national security adviser to Trump who spouts QAnon slogans. "It was kind of like a weird mix of political advocates and Christian-revival stuff," Micki says. "And when they were singing 'Raise a Hallelujah' onstage, the air was just electric in there."

Gosar kept publicly invoking Ashli. (Gosar is a far-right congressman from Arizona known for his association with white supremacists and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election, but Micki wasn't really attuned to all that.) He tweeted a photo of Ashli in her Air Force uniform with the caption "They took her life. They could not take her pride," a paraphrase of a lyric in the U2 song "Pride (In the Name of Love)," which is actually about Martin Luther King Jr. He described Michael Byrd as "hiding, lying in wait," to kill Ashli. And then he invited Micki to be his guest at a conference in Phoenix. "She has given everything--her daughter," Gosar said onstage. "We need answers." He shouted her out to the crowd, calling her by the wrong name, "Mick Wilbur." But still, she had been called.

THE BASEMENT

I said, "Well, then, just tell them you didn't do it." And [Ashli] said, "I won't tell them I didn't do it, and I'd do it again. And I'm a goner. These are the people you need to worry about."
 
 So we were in a cell full of people. It was more like a cage, more like a chain-link cage. With just a whole bunch of people ...
 
 I know she spoke to me in the dream. 'Cause I had not watched any television. Couldn't listen to music. Couldn't turn on the radio ... It was about political prisoners.

For a while, Micki tried to be home with her husband, Roger. But in the emotional state she was in, she knew she could not really be much of a wife. "It's really hard to live with somebody who just wants to be angry," she says. In August 2022, she got on a plane and left, with enough money to live in D.C. for a month and not much of a plan. With Ashli's dream-words in mind ("These are the people you need to worry about"), she went straight to the courthouse, where Guy Reffitt was about to become the first J6er who'd stood trial to be sentenced. She was coming to support Guy, but she noticed his wife, Nicole, standing with her two daughters and looking very alone.

"She just had this defiant, strong-ass-woman look on her face, and I just knew she was somebody I could be friends with," Micki says. Nicole instantly grabbed her hand. "I just felt that she needed that," Nicole says. "And it's just one of those things, you really can't explain ... Maybe we were so brokenhearted, and we could see that in each other." Micki "just looked at me and I looked at her and it was just like, 'Let's go. They can't do anything else to us.'" And so they moved in together.


Nicole Reffitt (left) in the Eagle's Nest, in Washington, where she lives with Micki Witthoeft (right) and others. Nicole's husband brought a gun to the Capitol on January 6 and was the first to be tried for crimes committed that day. (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



After bouncing around a bit, they landed at the Eagle's Nest, partly because it was only a 15-minute drive to the jail. What sealed Micki's relationship with Nicole was the day it came time to put Fuggles down. "I was on the couch with Fuggles, and I couldn't make it happen," Micki says. She wanted to call the vet, but she couldn't. So Nicole did it. "I just thought at that minute, I truly loved her. I do ... I feel like the ladies in this house know me better than a lot of people that I've known for years in my life," Micki says. Nicole has stayed in D.C. all this time, even though her husband is serving out his sentence in Texas.

If this were a different movie, it could lean more into its obvious feminist plotline: Two working-class American women who have only ever known themselves as mothers and wives realize what they are actually capable of. They cook for each other, clean for each other, become chosen family for each other.

At night, Micki has had panic attacks that take her breath away and dreams that make her weep. She can't bear to sleep in a room by herself. So she and Nicole sleep in the basement of the Eagle's Nest, their mattresses head to head. Nicole's dog, Oliver, plops himself in between them like a canine headboard. Just hearing Nicole and her dog softly breathing, Micki says, is a comfort to her.

Men come through the Eagle's Nest sometimes, but they never stay long. Micki's kicked a few out. Too bossy, or too messy, or too obviously trying to make money off their plight. In the meantime, they've been improvising for themselves a first-rate civic education, covering all three branches of government. They attend trials at the federal courthouse, Supreme Court oral arguments, congressional hearings, campaign rallies. At many important events around the country, Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, gets invited onstage to say her lines, which generally run like this: "I think that this is a blueprint for what they're doing to American people. My daughter was murdered by this government on January 6, 2021, as a result of her protest against the stolen election at the Capitol."

By the time Lauren and I came around, Micki and Nicole had become more comfortable engaging with the "fake-news media," so after a few months of interacting, we got along reasonably well. Lauren and Micki, especially, engage in lively debates about immigration, gun control, term limits, homelessness, gay rights, health care. Lauren eventually broached the topic of why Micki had told a vigil crowd that Michael Byrd "needs to swing from the end of a rope, along with Nancy Pelosi."

Micki: I am not calling for a lynching. A hanging and a lynching are two different things. A hanging occurs after a trial and you're pronounced guilty and your ass gets hung. That's how it happens. Hangings are retribution for something that you got coming to you. And they used to do it right on the battlefield. If you got convicted of treason, they would either shoot you or hang you. And that's the way I meant that. And I said it about Nancy Pelosi too, and she's about as white-bread as you come.

Micki goes on to say that she doesn't necessarily buy the idea of "white privilege," because she and Ashli worked hard for what they have. Lauren gives a delicate but effective lesson on how white privilege works, and explains that having had to work hard doesn't exempt you from it. Micki doesn't respond directly, but judging from what she says next, she has heard Lauren, and even shifted a little.

Micki: I understand that Black people have been treated in a different way than white people have in this country for a long time--well, forever. But I thought that we were making huge strides in that until, you know, I came to this city, actually ... Because you don't know until you know. I mean, for years there were these Black children being gunned down by police officers ... And it does make me identify somewhat with Black and brown mothers who have been going through this for decades. Because their children have been murdered under color of authority without any avenue for retribution for years and decades and centuries.

When I listen to the recordings of these conversations, I recognize my partner as the quick, combative, sympathetic person she is. And I recognize raucous but nuanced debate of a kind I haven't heard anywhere else in ages. When you read books about how we can come back from the brink of civil war, this is what they tell you: Don't go into a discussion trying to change anyone's mind. Just listen, and have faith that maybe the ice will start to melt a little. For their part, Micki and Lauren's debates often end with:

Lauren: "You are too smart for that, actually, Micki!"
 Micki: "Please, Lauren, I believe you're too smart for it too!"

All of this in a tone you would reserve for an exasperating friend. But then there are moments like this one:

Micki: So you do not believe adrenochrome is a thing?
 Lauren: What now?
 Micki: Adrenochrome.
 Lauren: I literally don't know that. What is that?
 Micki: Really?

Micki is referring here to the QAnon-fueled conspiracy theory that global elites kidnap children to drink their blood for its adrenochrome, a chemical compound that is supposedly an elixir of youth. What can you do with a moment like this? How do you breach this epistemic chasm of cuckoo?

I've thought about this a lot, and come up with one generous explanation for why Micki would even consider that such a theory might be true. Bear with me here: Micki is not deluded about who Ashli was. She describes her daughter as someone people either loved or "felt the complete opposite" about. When Ashli was young, she was a tomboy who played with lizards, surfed, and rode dirt bikes. When she was 13, she announced that she would join the military one day, even though her nervous mother prayed that she wouldn't. You get the impression that they didn't have an easy, cozy mother-daughter dynamic.

"I love my daughter always," Micki says. "I'm proud to be her mother always, but we're two very separate people ... Sometimes we saw things differently, and I'll just leave it at that."

Micki had had no idea how deeply taken her daughter was with conspiracy theories. Micki was just not interested in those kinds of conversations. She was not even on social media. So she had no way of knowing that on Twitter, Ashli was calling out judges and politicians as pedophiles, and using QAnon slogans such as "Where we go one, we go all!" Could looking into the global scourge of child trafficking be Micki's way of figuring out what she'd missed? Of seeing what Ashli saw?

Death can make you obsess about unfinished business. Micki says that when her father died this year, she completed an intricate puzzle involving Chinese symbols that he'd left on a table, even though it took her hours and she had so much to do. When my own father died, my very unadventurous mother decided to jump out of an airplane, because the one thing my father had done entirely without her was serve in the military as a paratrooper. Exploring parts of your loved one's mind or experience postmortem can be the only available way to move the relationship forward.

But a more straightforward explanation for Micki's openness to adrenochrome conspiracies has to do with the state of our political culture. When you want to hold on to your anger, as Micki does, your tribe will feed you enough stories about them and what they are capable of to fuel that anger as long as you want or need. "When they killed Ashli, they took a lot more from me than my daughter," Micki says. "They took my whole belief in the system that runs America from me. Even though you know it's a little bad, it's mostly good--I don't believe that anymore. And so in that process, I don't know what I believe them capable of. Is it eating babies and drinking their blood? I don't think so. But I don't know what they're up to. I really don't know." In this way, the wound can stay open forever and ever ... and bleed all over the country.

THE POD

In May 2024, a new person started hanging around the Eagle's Nest. He was 30 and fresh out of prison, and Micki let him stay a few nights, meaning that an actual J6er was now down the block. Around us, Micki referred to him as "the little boy," but his real name was Brandon Fellows. I'd been corresponding with him while he was in prison--talking to him now seemed like a decent way to explore something I'd been wondering about. Micki had been holding the vigil for more than 700 days. The Patriot Pod had been in existence for three years. People who had been convicted were starting to get released, and the next presidential election was only a few months away. What had all this amounted to? Where was the J4J6 movement heading? What might be bearing down on us on January 6, 2025?

When Brandon arrived at the Patriot Pod in August 2021, he was, in his own words, "the nonviolent guy." He had traveled to the Capitol armed with a fake orange beard that looked like it was made from his mom's leftover yarn, and a weird knitted hat. He was having fun outside the building until someone in front of him started smashing a window with a cane, which prompted a cop to swing his baton, and then Brandon freaked out. "Holy shit, holy shit," he recalls saying to himself. "I'm not getting hit." But eventually Brandon did go in, and ended up in some senator's office with his feet up on the desk, smoking a joint. In my mind, I'd classified him as the Seth Rogen of insurrectionists. And I was curious whether his time in the Pod had changed him at all.

As soon as he arrived in his cell, he told me, he was starstruck. Brandon had spent the preceding few months under house arrest on his mom's couch. She is a Democrat and would not talk to him about January 6, so he spent a lot of time processing the event through his phone. And now here they were, the people he'd read about or watched on YouTube. "People started coming up to my cell and talking to me. One standout was Julian Khater. He said, 'Hey, I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick.' I'm like, 'No way!' " Brian Sicknick was a Capitol Police officer whom Khater had pepper-sprayed in the face on January 6. He's the officer whose picture is up at the vigil along with Ashli's. A medical examiner attributed his death to natural causes, but responsibility for Sicknick's death has always shadowed Khater. (Khater pleaded guilty to two felony charges, for assaulting officers with a dangerous weapon.)

Fellow J6ers came by Brandon's cell and asked, Hey, you need a radio? Pen and paper? Some extra clothes? They dropped off beef jerky, ramen, macaroni and cheese. A bunch came by just to introduce themselves, talk to the new guy. By the end of his first day in the pod, Brandon had a stack of items outside his cell and a lot of new friends. "We had a good sense of community ... And we were taking care of each other ... This isn't like the other wings, where it's like, 'Oh, what are you in for?' We're all from the same event." (Ordinarily, if even three people commit a crime together, the jail separates them.)

Many of the J6ers had never been incarcerated before, and jail came as a shock. The difference, though, between them and the average person in the D.C. jail, or any American jail, is that they were going through hell together. Proud Boys. Oath Keepers. Julian Khater. Guy Reffitt. And Brandon, the stoner with the goofy disguise. He had read about these guys. Maybe cosplayed as one of them on January 6. But now he was getting to know them, and that changed how he thought about them. "These guys are the real people, the real heroes," he says he thought to himself. "I'm just some idiot that took selfies inside and smoked somebody's joint that was passed around."

The way Brandon was starting to see it, there was a bright line in the Pod. On one side were the nonviolent guys like him. When they'd seen trouble on January 6, they'd flinched. And on the other side were heroes--men like Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, who'd brought an actual gun to the Capitol. Six months into his stint in the Patriot Pod, Brandon had decided that he wanted to be on the other side of the line.


Brandon Fellows was radicalized by his stay in the D.C. jail's "Patriot Pod." After doing time for his actions on January 6, he says that if Trump loses this election, people might have to "do something." (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



Because a lot of the evidence against the detainees consisted of videos, they had been given access to laptops so they could watch them as they prepared their legal defenses. Brandon noticed that on his device, the camera hadn't been turned off. Wanting to make his mark--among the guys in the Pod, certainly, but maybe also in the world at large--he started filming, with an eye toward exposing what he said were squalid conditions. He leaked the videos to the right-wing site Gateway Pundit, and on May 25, 2022, it published a story with the long headline "EXCLUSIVE FOOTAGE: Secret Video Recordings LEAKED From Inside 'The Hole' of DC Gitmo. First Footage Ever Released of Cockroach and Mold Infested Cell of J6 Political Prisoner."

After Brandon leaked the footage, fellow detainees started calling him brave. "I feel like I earned my respect, because remember, some of them used to say, 'You're not even a January 6er,' because I didn't do anything violent."

When Brandon was released this past spring, he'd planned on going back home to upstate New York. That didn't work out. And, like Micki, he felt the pull of D.C. Demi-celebrity was more exciting than his regular life anyway. People from all over the world have extended invitations for him to stay with them. He's had job offers, and people have asked him if he will run for political office. In June, he went viral on social media after making a pouty face behind Anthony Fauci at a public hearing. That got him a warning from his probation officer. Now he needs permission to enter any government building.

He also got a warning from Micki, but for a different reason. By this point in her evolution as an activist, she was seeking to avoid pointless negative attention on her, the cause, or the house. In July, people were urgently sharing this tweet on our neighborhood text chain: "Community Safety Alert. J6er, Brandon Fellows ... in a MAGA group house called the 'Eagle's Nest' (yes like Hitler) is bragging on Twitter about PUNCHING WOMEN at local bars."

The bar happened to be five minutes from my office. I wouldn't say this made me feel scared, exactly, but it did make me extremely curious about what Brandon had planned for the coming months.

In the videos of the incident, a snide comment made by a woman about Brandon's MAGA hat eventually leads to a thrown drink and then punches between Brandon and the woman and her boyfriend. Brandon, who is extremely fit post-prison, is quickly on top of the man, pinning him down.

Is this juvenile trolling that got out of control? Or something politically significant? Does one lead to the other? I had many questions. So I arranged to interview him.

 Hanna: How long are you going to stay in D.C.? Do you have a plan?
 Brandon: Yeah. I plan to stay 'til, like, January 7, January 6-ish?
 Hanna: That feels vaguely threatening.
 Brandon: I could see why you would say that, especially considering, you know, my feelings.
 Hanna: About violence.
 Brandon: Well, about how, man, I wish, after seeing all the chaos that's happened in the world and to the country, how I wish people did more on January 6, instead of like me, taking selfies and just smiling ... I think it would have been better if more people would have actually been there for an insurrection ...
 Hanna: I can't tell with you, what is--
 Brandon: I'm not making it up. I'm saying, I hope that it doesn't come to this. You know, it'd be nice if Trump just got in.
 Hanna: But there's a possibility that he will legitimately lose this election at the ballot box.
 Brandon: Yeah, I think at that point, people might have to do something.

Later, I called Brandon to ask if he even believed in democracy. In response, he asked if I'd seen the protesters outside the Republican National Convention holding signs that read Dictator on Day One. "I'd be down with that," he said. "That's what we might need," and then he said something about George Washington that I don't recall because I was at this point realizing that I should be taking him very seriously.

If ever you doubt the depth of feeling among the J6ers, listen to the vigil recorded on July 13, the evening of the assassination attempt on Trump. One of the detainees calls the gathering on Freedom Corner and describes the scene in the Patriot Pod when they saw the news on TV: "I had to hear fucking a bunch of us scream and yell and freak out and be trapped in this box with the inability to do anything except to basically run around like a trapped rat in a maze. And it was a very scary feeling." And as he is talking, he is choking on the memory of that desperation, and starts to cry. "I'm just--I'm just really glad Trump's okay. Because I didn't know if he was ... That shit really fucked me up ... It would just kill me to know because, not only for the man who sacrificed so much for all of us, but just the country as a whole. Fuck the whole J6 thing and pardons; I don't even care about that. I just talk about the status of our nation, and what it meant--and what it meant for us, for everybody, whether you're MAGA or not." [You have one minute remaining.]

"OUR HOUSE"

In mid-July, I went to visit Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland. One thing I learned from reading his 2022 book, Unthinkable, was that the revisionist history of January 6 began on January 6, when the representatives were called back to the House floor to certify the election. "I remember it so clearly," he told me. Matt Gaetz rose and said something kind about Raskin, which touched him. And then Gaetz changed his tone and said he was hearing "pretty compelling evidence" that some of the violent people who'd breached the Capitol were not Trump supporters but members of antifa. He was saying this to his colleagues in Congress, who just hours earlier had seen the mob with their own eyes, who'd just had to barricade the doors of their offices against rioters brimming with rage and carrying Confederate flags and makeshift gallows and other inflammatory, insurrectionist iconography and yelling "Stop the Steal!" Raskin could already see where this was heading: January 6 was going to be folded into the Big Lie that Trump had won the 2020 election.

"There are lots of those micro lies that fit into the pattern of the Big Lie about the election," Raskin told me. "So Donald Trump calls the J6ers 'political prisoners,' which is a lie, and he calls them 'hostages,' which is a lie." These people have been prosecuted for assaulting officers and invading the Capitol, he went on. "And most of them pled guilty, right? So how are they hostages? What makes them political prisoners? Suddenly they're like Alexei Navalny, who died at the hands of Vladimir Putin? They're like Nelson Mandela? I don't think so."

David Frum: Don't let anyone normalize January 6

In his book, Raskin refers to Trump's Big Lie as "the new-and-improved Lost Cause myth." In less than four years, January 6 has gone from a horror that even many hard-core MAGA supporters, and Trump himself, felt politically compelled to distance themselves from ... to being an event that Trump makes central to his political message. January 6 has taken on sacred power; for many, like Brandon Fellows, it was the crucible that gave their lives meaning. It is the furnace that still fuels the Big Lie.

Dozens of people who participated in the "Stop the Steal" rally, including some who ended up serving time for crimes committed on January 6, have run for political office--federal, state, and local. I have yet to encounter one who shies away from their actions on that day. Consider Derrick Evans, "J6 Prisoner running for U.S. Congress," as the pop-up image that greets you on his campaign website says. One of the photos on the site shows him in a Rebels sweatshirt after being arraigned. Another shows him smiling in a sunny field with his wife and four small children. The juxtaposition of images suggests that the Lost Causification of January 6 is working: Storming the Capitol is something that a God-fearing, patriotic family man or woman does.

I had another reason I wanted to talk with Raskin: He and Micki Witthoeft had lost their adult children less than a week apart. On December 31, 2020, Tommy Raskin died by suicide. Unthinkable is about January 6 but also about Tommy. Raskin told me that people would ask him, " 'What do those two things have to do with each other?' And to my mind, they are absolutely inextricable. It's all intertwined." Raskin believes that the story of Tommy's demise began with the pandemic, when people were "atomized and isolated and depressed." Ashli's troubles were compounded during COVID--her pool-cleaning business struggled, and Micki says the combination of COVID lockdowns, mask mandates, and Ashli's belief that the election was stolen made her very "angry and agitated."

Although Raskin has his own experience with trying to integrate grief into a belief system, he was reluctant to psychoanalyze Micki. But when I told him that Micki has often said she'd rather be angry than sad, he took this as a clue. "I think what you're talking about is something that is post-grief, which is trying to make meaning of a loss. I assume she experienced just overwhelming grief and despondency and shock and sorrow to lose her daughter. Then, after that shock is somehow metabolized, I assume she has to figure out what her daughter's death means." I asked him if he would ever try to talk with Micki about this, in the way Joe Biden often bonds with people over shared grief. He said, "I can't imagine she would want to meet me," but added that he would think about it.

Over the summer, Micki and Brandon Fellows "had words" about his antics. As the movement's matriarch, Micki is used to setting the rules. But she has nurtured legions of sons who are used to breaking them. At some point, the kids just move on, and you're left wondering what you should be doing. The movement she's helped birth has escaped her full control, and seems to be seeking things--including, possibly, the restoration of Trump to the White House by violent means--that she doesn't support.

Not that Micki is entirely clear on what she wants. What would justice for Ashli even look like? A public funeral procession? Michael Byrd in jail? What about Trump getting elected and pardoning all the J6ers? Would that be enough? After all, that's what Ashli talked about in Micki's dream. Lauren once asked Micki what would happen if no one were to be held accountable for Ashli's death in a way that felt sufficient to her. "Well, that's a good question," Micki said. "But I guess then I will just have to take my dying breath trying to bring that about."

At a press conference in August, Trump again said that the J6ers have been "treated very unfairly." He has also continued to say that, if reelected, he will pardon them. Weirdly, it doesn't occur to Micki that the person ultimately responsible for her daughter' death is Donald Trump. His narcissism and pathological fear of losing are what set in motion Ashli's fatal journey to the Capitol in the first place.

But the Big Lie's hold on Mama Micki may be loosening. The last time Lauren and I went to the vigil, in July, only five people showed up. Tami, the third house member, has just moved out. "You know, I'm feeling real, real tired, to be honest," Nicole Reffitt said recently. She also admitted that she felt guilty for having encouraged some of the J6ers not to take a plea deal and to stand up against the government instead. For many of them, that has meant more time in prison. "They could be at home, and instead they're in jail." About Micki, Nicole says, "I'm a ride-or-die person. I don't have a lot of those people. But the ones I do have, it's 'til the end. Micki is one of those people. Guy is one of those people."

But Guy will get out of prison soon, and where will that leave Micki? Nicole's family lives in Texas. Micki's family--what's left of it--lives in San Diego. Micki and her husband are separated now. She used to have a life there that she loved, riding horses, gardening, reading mystery novels. She loved being a wife and a mother. But she isn't a wife anymore, and her remaining kids are grown, and she doesn't have a place to stay. When she visits San Diego, she stays in her friend Wilma's RV.

Lauren won't necessarily admit this, but she worries about Micki. What happens to a nervous person who used to have some moments of serenity but who now fixates on wackadoodle things like her government coming after America's children? Does she get stuck there or go back to riding her horses and dipping her feet in the water? Lauren has been watching her closely. At the nightly vigil, Micki no longer reacts with anger when the police instruct her to do this or that. In fact, she now tells her own people to stay calm and follow the rules.

This summer, Lauren asked Micki if she could ever imagine being, if not truly happy, then at least at peace, or maybe even being able to savor small moments of contentment. No, Micki said quickly, she doesn't foresee contentment for herself, because she's "just too damaged." But then she told a story. A while ago, she and Nicole were driving. It was fall. "The leaves were all different colors, and Nicole was like, 'Look at how pretty those leaves are. Look at this gorgeous [view].' And I'm like, 'Yeah, it's dead fucking leaves, Nicole.' " But, she continued, "I do now enjoy the smell of a flower. I will walk up to a rose and put my nose right in it. So that's, you know ..." That's not nothing.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The Insurrectionists Next Door." Additional reporting by Lauren Ober. Rosin and Ober's podcast about the Eagle's Nest, We Live Here Now, can be found at www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/we-live-here-now starting September 18, 2024.
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Productivity Is a Drag. Work Is Divine.

The machines can have our chores, but we can't afford to outsource creation.

by Sara Tillinger Wolkenfeld




Why should humans do anything, if machines can do it better? The answer is crucial to the future of human civilization--and may just lie in religious texts from centuries ago.

From the digital (Google searches and Slack chats) to the purely mechanical (washing machines and microwaves), humans use tools nearly constantly to enhance or replace our own labor. Those that save time and effort are easy to appreciate--I have yet to meet someone who misses scrubbing clothes by hand. But the rapid rise of artificial intelligence--which can now write essays and poetry, create art, and substitute for human interaction--has scrambled the relationship between technology and labor. If the creators of AI models are to be believed, all of this has happened even before the technology has reached its full potential.

As this technology improves and proliferates--and as we can delegate more of our tasks to digital assistants--each of us must decide how to devote our time and energy. As a scholar of Jewish texts, I have spent the past 12 years working with a team of engineers who use machine-learning tools to digitize and expand access to the Jewish canon. Jewish tradition says nothing of ChatGPT, but it is adamant about work. According to the ancient rabbis, meaningful, creative labor is how humans channel the divine. It's an idea that can help us all, regardless of our faith, be discerning adopters of new applications and devices in a time of great technological change. If you have ever felt the joy of untangling a seemingly intractable problem or the adrenaline rush that comes from applying creative energy to shape the world, then you know that worthwhile labor helps us channel our best selves. And we cannot afford to cede it to the robots.

What Americans colloquially call "work" divides into two categories in ancient Hebrew. Melakhah connotes creative labor, according to early rabbinic commentaries on the biblical text. This is distinct from avodah, the word used to describe more menial toil, such as the work that the enslaved Israelites perform for their Egyptian taskmasters as described in the Book of Exodus. Pirkei Avot, a third-century rabbinic treatise filled with life advice, charges its readers to "love work." Even then, it was part of a textual tradition that distinguishes between those kinds of work we must love and those we just love to avoid. Most of the tech tools we use on a regular basis attempt to reduce our avodah: to speed up rote labor or make backbreaking tasks easier. In a perfect world, I believe, such tools would then free people up to spend more time on our melakhah.

Melakhah is most famous in rabbinic literature as being the overarching category for the 39 types of work that are forbidden on the Jewish Sabbath. Sometimes called "thoughtful labor," these include actions such as sowing and reaping, building and destroying, and writing and erasing. At its core, melakhah requires intention. Tasks that allow you to set it and forget it are by definition not among the most serious violations of Shabbat. According to the rabbis of the classical rabbinic period, who lived and wrote in the first six centuries of the Common Era, such tasks are not the kind of work that allows us to exercise our divinely given ability to shape and change the world.

Read: The only productivity hack that works on me

In Avot DeRabbi Natan, a companion volume to Pirkei Avot, the very act of Creation in which God produces the world using language is framed as a quintessential example of melakhah. "Let there be light" may seem as effortless to modern readers as "Abracadabra!" but Genesis categorizes this act as labor, noting, "God rested on the seventh day from all the work which God had made" (Gn 2:2). Avot DeRabbi Natan argues that God's choice to describe "Let there be light" as "work" is a testament to the value of creative labor. The human capacity to work, then, is a way that we imitate God.

That conclusion may sound blasphemous in our modern age, when many social scientists and therapists insist that leaving work behind at the end of the day allows one to be a better partner and parent, whereas a failure to compartmentalize one's job leads to burnout. But such advice, unlike the ancient texts, fails to distinguish between God's life-giving melakhah and the soul-sucking avodah that comprises many modern lives.

Perhaps because of the nature of their jobs, many Americans talk about work as something they would not do if they had a choice. We yearn for vacations, for summer, for time spent away from the grind. And yet, the authors of Avot DeRabbi Natan consider work fundamental to human fulfillment. In the Book of Genesis, God deposits Adam in the Garden of Eden and provides him with the first-ever to-do list: "And God placed him in the garden, to work it and guard it" (Gn 2:15-16). Adam was, quite literally, in paradise--not despite the work he was doing, but because of it.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Some of the ancient texts' lessons on work seem outdated today. Consider, for example, the extensive discourses on the many steps of the process of making fabric, beginning with shearing, cleaning the wool, combing it, and so on. The rabbis of the third century didn't have ChatGPT, nor did they devote many words to labor-replacing technologies. But they did live in a time when people had indentured servants, so they could easily envision a life in which labor was delegated to others. The Mishnah, a rabbinic legal work compiled around the year 200, discusses a woman so wealthy that she does not need to do anything but lounge; even her spinning and weaving can be delegated to the household help. But if she does no work at all, the Mishnah warns, she will go crazy.

Modern technologies such as generative AI threaten to make 21st-century Americans like the woman in the Mishnah: Deprived of purpose, convinced that our creative output is useless because a computer can produce a result that is sometimes just as good, or even better. Much of the debate around AI hinges on the question Can a computer do it better? But Jewish texts insist that the most important question is about process, not product. Tools that offer to replace work that I find meaningful aren't ones I'll be using anytime soon. I feel fulfilled when I write and when I teach even though I know that emerging large language models can write essays for me and may soon be able to transmit information to my students. I enjoy using my creative powers to bake despite the existence of bakeries that mass-produce delicious cookies in far less time and for far less money than I can.

Some digital "solutions" don't just steal melakhah, but also make rote tasks proliferate. Are 20 Slack messages really more efficient than one phone call? I can't quit Slack or totally avoid email, but I can recognize them as forms of avodah and push back against their ubiquity. Technology that doesn't allow me to devote more of my time to creative labor isn't worth using.

Read: AI can't make music

Jewish law views the story of Creation as a blueprint for structuring the work week. "Six days you shall labor," proclaims the Book of Exodus--that is, six days of creative work, followed by a day of rest. The implications of this model echo throughout the Bible and beyond: The day of rest is meaningless without the preceding six days of melakhah to sanctify it. At the end of the story of Creation, the Book of Genesis tells us that God deemed the world "very good." To have a world in which we feel invested and fulfilled--that we can deem very good--we should let the machines do the chores while we, like God, create.
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The Real Reason Trump and Vance Are Spreading Lies About Haitians

Investing in Rust Belt communities would not fix what they see as the actual problem.

by Adam Serwer




Six days into terrorizing the city of Springfield, Ohio, with baseless nonsense about Haitian immigrants kidnapping and eating people's pets, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, admitted that the tales were intended to push a certain narrative.

"If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," Vance told CNN on Sunday. Days earlier, Vance had acknowledged that "it's possible, of course, that all of these rumors will turn out to be false"--a confession that implies that he does not care whether they are true.

Since former President Donald Trump and Vance began centering their campaign on lies about Haitian immigrants being "dumped" on Springfield, municipal buildings, schools, and local festivals have had to be evacuated or canceled because of bomb threats. Asked whether he condemned the threats against Haitian immigrants, Trump couldn't even bring himself to say that the threats were wrong, and instead simply spread misinformation about the migrants again: "I don't know what happened with the bomb threats. I know that it's been taken over by illegal migrants, and that's a terrible thing that happened." Besides failing to offer even a shred of concern for residents menaced by bomb threats, the statement was also false: The Haitians in Springfield are living and working there legally using green cards, humanitarian parole, and Temporary Protected Status, a legal immigration status for people who cannot return safely to their country of origin. Trump has vowed to deport them anyway.

Russell Moore: Trump's lie is another test for Christian America

The reward that the Haitian community in Springfield has received for doing exactly what Republicans demand of legal immigrants--work, provide for themselves, contribute to their community--is a campaign of slander and intimidation. Contrary to Vance's insistence that he is creating "stories" about a community to alleviate the suffering of Ohioans, what the Trump campaign is actually doing is invoking that suffering as license to justify violence and harm. This is the most employed rhetorical device of the Trump campaign: point to someone's suffering and then offer as a solution the application of state violence against a disfavored group, using Americans' problems as a pretext to harm people they have chosen to hate.

Trump and Vance have said that the Haitians were "dumped" on Springfield, that they came illegally, that they've spread disease, that they're eating people's pets. These are all long-standing staples of anti-immigrant rhetoric regardless of the origin of the immigrants, attempts to use shocking, disgust-provoking anecdotes to overcome people's ability to reason. Vance has now essentially admitted that he is weaving "stories" for a larger purpose, but it's worth examining these allegations a little more closely to see what that purpose is.

"What we know is that the Haitians who are in Springfield are legal. They came to Springfield to work. Ohio is on the move, and Springfield has really made a great resurgence with a lot of companies coming in," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, told ABC News this past weekend. "These Haitians came in to work for these companies. What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers. They're very happy to have them there. And frankly, that's helped the economy."

There are a few things about DeWine's comments that are worth noting. One is that the Haitian migrants came to work and have benefited the town's economy; they were not "dumped" there. The Haitians' arrival did not hurt Springfield; it helped revitalize the kind of town that Trump and Vance claim to want to help. The Republican ticket's allegations about disease and pet-eating appear to be completely spurious--the author of the Facebook post from which those stories originated has publicly apologized for spreading them and acknowledged that they have no evidence to support them. As my colleague David Graham notes, the arrival of the Haitian workers helped spur an economic revival, exactly what Vance has said he wants for his home state of Ohio.

There are only two grains of truth in Vance's complaints about the Haitian migrants. One is that last year, a local boy, Aiden Clark, was killed when a Haitian driver hit Clark's school bus by accident--though Vance has falsely called his death an act of "murder." Aiden's father, Nathan Clark, has condemned "morally bankrupt" politicians and "hatred spewing people" for trying to exploit his son's death to foment racism against Haitians. Another is that the influx of workers has strained local resources: The New York Times reported earlier this year that the new arrivals have put pressure on housing, medical facilities, and schools. Of course, this is how economic development works; people arrive, drawn by promises of gainful employment, and then services are expanded to meet demand. Those services in turn provide more jobs and opportunities, in a virtuous cycle.

To the extent that the arrival of the Haitian workers who have helped revive Springfield's economic fortunes has caused problems, those problems have obvious solutions--investment in housing, schools, infrastructure, and so on--that would benefit everyone else in Springfield. Deporting the workers, in contrast, would harm the town, reverse its economic revival, and tear apart the community. And the town's leadership is not asking for them to be deported. Springfield's Republican mayor, Rob Rue, called the threats a "hateful response to immigration in our town." He has been subjected to death threats for defending the Haitian community.

So the question is, why are Trump and Vance so fixated on deporting the Haitians?

One reason is Trump has a particular, well-documented hatred toward Haitians. The former president infamously referred to Haiti as one of the "shithole countries" that the United States should reject immigrants from, in favor of those from countries "like Norway." Trump had also previously complained that Haitians "all have AIDS." Trump's hostility to Haitians extends to other Black immigrants--he also reportedly complained that if Nigerian immigrants were allowed to stay, they would "never go back to their huts." Nigerian Americans are the most highly educated immigrant subgroup in America, and Haitians, as the Cato Institute's David Bier has documented, have a higher rate of employment than native-born Americans and are much more likely than other immigrants or native-born Americans to join the U.S. military. Trump apologists have repeatedly insisted that Trump simply wants immigrants who can contribute to American society, but Trump himself ignores Black immigrants' contributions in favor of his own ingrained stereotypes about Black people.

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

Another reason is Trump and Vance appear not to be interested in helping anyone in Springfield, or anywhere else for that matter. Their actions point to a political theory of the election, which is that fearmongering about immigrants, especially Black immigrants, will scare white people into voting for Trump. They also point to an ideological theory of the nation, which is that America belongs to white people, and that the country would be better if it were poorer and weaker, as long as it were also whiter. Trump and Vance have a specific policy agenda for socially engineering the nation through state force to be whiter than it is now: mass deportation, repealing birthright citizenship, and denaturalization of American citizens. This agenda, in addition to being immoral, would wreck the American economy. Republican elected officials in Ohio are defending the Haitians in Springfield because they understand that removing them would have a terrible effect on their town and state--the same terrible effect that Trump's agenda would have on the country.

Trump's and Vance's statements reveal a belief that it would be better to leave dying towns in the Midwest to wither away than revive them and have to share that prosperity with people who are Black, and they seem to be betting that enough American voters in enough swing states agree that it would be better to be broke than integrated. In exchange for these fearful votes, a second Trump administration would proceed to shower tax cuts on the wealthy, raise them on everyone else, slash regulations on big business, and further undermine unions, while towns like Springfield would be left to tumble further into decline.

That message, spoken plainly, is not as appealing as they wish it were. So to justify hatred toward the Haitian migrants, Trump and Vance chose to smear them as pet-eating savages. Saying "we will invest more in these communities to ensure that they continue to prosper" would not have been good enough. It would not have removed what Trump and Vance see as the actual problem, which is not poverty, addiction, lack of affordable housing, or job loss, but the mere presence of Haitians on American soil.
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The Anti-Rock Star

Leonard Cohen's battle against shameless male egoism

by Stephen Metcalf




Leonard Cohen never liked touring. "It's like being dropped off in a desert," he once said. "You don't know where you live anymore." By the time he hit his late 50s, he hated it so much that, after supporting his 1992 record, The Future, he moved into a Zen monastery and all but retired from the music business. Even after he returned with More Best of Leonard Cohen (1997), a wonderful celebration of his mid-career prime, he refused to cash in with a fresh calendar of live shows. Then, in 2005, he discovered that his bank account had been nearly emptied by his business manager.

Cohen spent months in rehearsal with a band, fine-tuning his songs as he now wanted to play them--more quietly, more elegantly than ever. In 2008, at 73, he went back out on the road. Other than at a book signing, he hadn't performed live in more than a decade. But something had happened in the interim.

His audience was larger--lines curving around blocks, scalpers demanding hundreds above face value. More striking, though, was the depth of feeling. Leonard Cohen, master of a cool, ironic, deadpan remove, had come to signify something new that mystified the performers themselves. "I saw people in front of the stage shaking and crying," a backup singer noted after opening night. "You don't often see adults cry, and with such violence."

The highlight of the tour came at the Glastonbury Festival, where Cohen played the main stage in front of listeners young and old. As the sun set and Cohen sang "Hallelujah," concertgoers "sang along, clutching each other's arms," an Australian journalist reported, "and many were openly weeping." Cohen hadn't been dropped off in a desert.

How to account for such emotion, felt across generational divides? Where does the widely perceived authenticity--hardly an untroubled term--of this music come from? And why has its power to move listeners sustained itself so forcefully, turning Cohen's afterlife into one long canonization?

Read: Leonard Cohen never left Earth

With some optimism, I turned for answers to Christophe Lebold's Leonard Cohen: The Man Who Saw the Angels Fall. Lebold has written three dissertations about Cohen (master's and doctorate, and one in between), and, as a lecturer at the University of Strasbourg, in France, created two college courses on him. His subtitle captures the guiding insight of his book, and is a plausible starting point: Cohen's music is devoted to the idea that human beings are inherently fallen creatures, and therefore, as Lebold writes, "frivolity sucks; gravity heals."

Lebold describes his portrait, newly translated from the French, as "part biography, part analysis, and part ode," though over 500 pages, "ode" comes to predominate. Along the way, Lebold compares Cohen to (among others) Joan of Arc, John Donne, Steve McQueen, Casanova, and King David. Garrulous excesses aside, stretches of the book are beautifully and sympathetically written, and please don't mistake me, especially now, in 2024--love need not be the antonym of truth.

But by the 20th or so invocation of Cohen as an "archangel," the heartfelt panegyric starts to backfire. Cohen's music is distinctive in its utter lack of bombast, preening, or rhetorical inflation. To my ear, the tone always presumes in the listener the presence of an equal and thus forbids the aura of cultic idealization that pervades Lebold's book. In many respects, of course, Cohen was a garden-variety rock celebrity. He sold a lot of records (if mostly outside the United States) and, his disdain for touring notwithstanding, his life was full of the usual slurry of hotels, roadies, groupies, gurus, and drugs. But at his core, he was the antithesis of a rock star.

I'd go further: In his music and person, he bore a kind of witness against the messianic redeemer who has dominated the Boomer entertainment complex, and who's now the default paradigm for the winner at the top of a winner-take-all society. Over and over, Cohen slipped away unseduced, terrified that such a life would kill the muse he'd courted so assiduously as a young poet. He created an astonishing musical persona, not to mention catalog of songs, because he never lost touch with his fealty to ordinary experience, and his lonely intimacy with an immense sense of failure.

That his music sounds like nothing else in the universe is owed to the quiddity that is Leonard Cohen, no doubt, but also to an accident of timing: His career happened substantially apart from the dynamic of apotheosis and adulation that converts teenage boys with guitars into that salvific demigod, the rock star.

Canonically speaking, the rock era unfolded as follows: Elvis Presley appeared in 1956 and, in a stroke, invented the rock star, established rock and roll as a dominant commercial force, and remade the inner lives of, among others, Bob Dylan (who called him "the deity supreme of rock 'n' roll religion as it exists in today's form") and John Lennon (who, upon hearing "Heartbreak Hotel," said he "thought of nothing else but rock 'n' roll"). They then came of age and, starting in the early '60s, turned rock and roll into rock by giving it literary and avant-garde aspirations.

Read: The deadly certainty of Leonard Cohen

It was a series of begats (Elvis begat the Beatles, the Beatles begat Jann Wenner, etc.) involving identity-famished teenagers and their heroes, and it soon coalesced into "the full-blown phenomenon of rock stardom" as "a career path" to emulate, the scholar David Shumway writes in Rock Star (2014). Cohen is absent from this narrative for one simple reason: He was the same age as Elvis.

Cohen was born in 1934 and grew up uninfluenced by rock and roll because it didn't exist yet. For a teenage Cohen, the guitar never took on the priapic mystique invested in it by Elvis, or Chuck Berry, or Duane Eddy. (He liked Hank Williams and Pat Boone.) His first one was a pawnshop cheapie, a nylon-stringed Spanish guitar that he learned to play at sleepaway camp, working through the rudimentary tunes in The People's Song Book over a summer. This was about as non-rock-and-roll a childhood as it gets.

If anything, playing the guitar fit right into his role as sweet, pampered, well-to-do nerd. He was born in Montreal and grew up in Westmount, a predominantly English Protestant enclave in a predominantly French Catholic city. The Cohens were among the most venerable families in the area's affluent Jewish population. In the depths of the Depression, the household employed a gardener, maid, and nanny.

With all due respect to I'm Your Man: The Life of Leonard Cohen, Sylvie Simmons's still-definitive 2011 biography, the best portrait of him is the one in his own surprisingly good debut novel, The Favourite Game (1963), a thinly fictionalized memoir published when he was 29. Implicit in its exquisite turns of phrase and imagistic condensations is Cohen's future greatness as a songwriter. In remarkably few pages, he conveys the essence of his childhood, ascribing it to his alter ego, Lawrence Breavman: the early loss of his father; his sense of diminishment in the face of so prominent a social inheritance; his suspicion of a "prosaic adult world, the museum of failure"; and, most curiously, a growing dismay at what he fears are his own powers of hypnotic influence over others--a poetic power, yes, but also a demagogic one. It's worth remembering that the defining charismatic of Cohen's childhood was not Elvis Presley, but Adolf Hitler.

He refined his persona: part lounge lizard, part chansonnier, part ancient mariner--a man whose last delusion has been shed.

The idea that charisma--his own especially--is ugly carries over into Breavman's young adulthood, as into Cohen's. At McGill University, Cohen was a star campus litterateur, and his first book of poems, published in 1956, a year after he graduated, began the process of turning him into a literary celebrity in Canada. Breavman is a literary poseur--"The world was being hoaxed by a disciplined melancholy"--taking advantage of a small pond. "Canadians are desperate for a Keats," he says, and he begins to hate himself for servicing their need.

But Cohen appears to have found an escape. In real life (this would be the early '50s), he formed a country-and-western trio at McGill, though by his own admission, he was an "indifferent" talent: "I banged the chords," he later said. "I never in a thousand years thought of myself as a musician or as a singer." But along the way he became a nimble player, and in a style all his own, combining country with flamenco. In the novel, the guitar makes two cameos, one of them oddly moving. Breavman is in his early 20s and has agreed to entertain guests at a party, but he's wary--he never knows whether he will play well or poorly. The risk is part of the allure. That night, he plays beautifully:

He watches the intricate blur of his right hand and the ballet-fingers of his left hand stepping between the frets, and he wonders what connection there is between all that movement and the music in the air, which seems to come from the wood itself.

Breavman never seems freer than he does here, for a reason that is all but explicit: His performance is entirely detached from the machinations of literary fame that have come to define his life. The instrument itself, meanwhile, is invested with mystique, but not the crowd-mesmerizing rock-and-roll kind. When he's done, he puts "the guitar away carefully, as though it contained the finer part of him."

In 1964, rock's annus mirabilis, the year of Meet the Beatles and "The Times They Are a-Changin'," Cohen won the Prix Litteraire du Quebec for The Favourite Game, published his third volume of poetry, and sold his collected papers to the University of Toronto. He was 30, a respectable junior member of the Canadian literary establishment with a bohemian troublemaker inside struggling to get out.

He had hung around the beatnik scene of Greenwich Village, and one biographer claims that Jack Kerouac inspired him to take up writing prose. But if The Favourite Game is to be believed, Cohen was a simulacrum in that subculture and knew it: a cosseted figure playing Canada's token hipster. His third poetry collection, Flowers for Hitler--a parody title for a self-serious book--was a desperate attempt, he admitted, to move "from the world of the golden-boy poet into the dung-pile of the front-line writer." His efforts were met with his first scathing reviews. (And meager paydays. "It was very difficult to pay my grocery bill," he later said.)

And so in 1966, now 31, he brought his guitar with him to readings. Among his earliest compositions was a curio titled "Suzanne." A woman, a cup of tea, oranges; a river and a savior, now broken in spirit by our "wisdom" as he once was broken in body on the cross: This isn't, as the honeyed arpeggios first hint, a troubadour's paean to one-off sex. What begins as a Vermeer, a simple enough still life of a man and a woman, defined by an atmosphere of hovering expectancy--they're sharing, we sense, the romance of not becoming lovers--ends as a Chagall, a dreamworld of juxtapositions linked not by linear sense, but by a mood as pervasive as it is unplaceable. And all of it is held together by a simple but spellbinding melodic lilt.

Imagine not knowing, with this one in your pocket, whether you're a songwriter. For now, though, Cohen had no clue. That year, through a chain of mutual connections, he found his way to Judy Collins and played "Suzanne" for her. She was already a folk-scene eminence, but she didn't yet write her own material and felt that something was missing from a forthcoming album. Charmed by Cohen, she fell for his music and recorded "Suzanne."

Suddenly, Cohen was a songwriter. In February 1967, Collins invited him to perform at a fund-raiser in Manhattan. "From the wings I could see his legs shaking inside his trousers," she recalled in Trust Your Heart (1987), and as soon as he started singing, he stopped; said, "I can't go on"; and abruptly exited the stage. In a letter he wrote to his partner, Marianne Ihlen, he described how elated he'd felt, "how relieved ... it had all come to nothing."

Another setback that the golden boy felt he needed. Then (though, tellingly, he left this out of the letter) he recovered: He returned to the stage and, together with Collins, finished the song, and brought down the house. Cohen had taken up music to escape the more sinister aspects of his own charisma, yet here he was, electrifying a crowd of 3,000. Nuanced ambivalence was getting harder to sustain.

That spring, he auditioned for John Hammond, the Columbia Records legend who discovered Billie Holiday (as well as Count Basie, Aretha Franklin, and, later, Bruce Springsteen). Hammond found his songs "hypnotic" and offered him a contract on the spot. The recording itself proceeded in agonizing fits and starts. Tentativeness, intimacy, a fragile sense of himself as a musician--all were preserved on Songs of Leonard Cohen, a hushed and ravishing affair that is considered one of the finest debuts in pop history. The singsong dirges, many in waltz time, are so delicate, so self-assured and precise, but what to even call their mode? The conversational sublime? Melody, so unaccountably a product of unconscious forces, had placed his ego in abeyance, allowing a forbearing tenderness to emerge.

The album was released in December 1967, about a month after the first issue of Rolling Stone hit newsstands, and the clash of sensibilities could hardly have been starker. To Jann Wenner, the magazine's co-founder, rock musicians weren't just singers. They were tutelary deities to the young, supplanting all elders. Thanks in no small part to Rolling Stone, the absolute veneration of the rock star was made into an acceptable attitude for young males, and with this veneration came various cults of personality (rock star as Dionysian overlord, Blakean visionary, Byronic aristo). Lebold's book falls squarely within this lineage. At one point, he even calls Cohen his "master"--a perversely inapt way of honoring an artist who brought together the limits of the pop form with a heavyhearted embrace of the limits of the ego.

The boys' club over at Rolling Stone must have been baffled by how beautifully Cohen played to antitype: He trimmed his hair, wore exquisitely tailored suits, carried a briefcase into the studio. Nothing about the man, his music preeminently, flattered the worldview of the credulous teenager. Take "Famous Blue Raincoat," from Songs of Love and Hate (1971), his third album, and one of the most beautiful and unsettling songs ever written. It opens with the singer awake in the early-morning dark, his wife asleep next to him. He's composing a letter to someone who, for a spell, was her lover, and the song tells, in its oblique way, the story of a man who cannot separate his anger from his habits of self-blame, or from the realization that his wife liberated some part of herself when she cheated on him:

Yes, and thanks, for the trouble you took from her eyes
 I thought it was there for good so I never tried.

Here was a new possibility for rock music, one that Dylan, in his empyrean self-regard, hadn't yet touched: to break free from the wounded grandiosities of boys. Joni Mitchell, who cited Cohen as "an early influence," understood what he was up to from the beginning. "I remember thinking when I heard his songs for the first time that I was not worldly," she said in an interview. "My work seemed very young and naive in comparison."

For Cohen, worldly maturity ushered in an altogether different woundedness, a mesmeric--and distinctly not adolescent--sadness, deep-seated and temperamental but intensified by crippling doubts about his gifts, about his singing especially. "I hated the sound of my own voice. I thought it was weak and full of self-pity," he said later. He enjoyed celebrity status in England and parts of Europe, but his wasn't a traditionally radio-friendly voice, which meant relative obscurity in America, the largest commercial market for recorded music. As the decade came to an end, Cohen would not have disputed the judgment that he was yet another spent force of the 1960s.

Cohen, lost as a musician in the early '80s, needed, as he told an interviewer, to "resurrect not just my career but myself and my confidence as a writer and singer." He chose to do the riskiest, most potentially dangerous thing of all: He laid aside the guitar. He flew to New York and called an old producer of his. "Leonard had this shit-eating grin on his face," John Lissauer told Sylvie Simmons. "He had this little crap Casio synthesizer which he'd bought at ... one of these camera shops for tourists, where you push your finger down on a key and it'll play a dinky rhythm track." Cohen sang Lissauer a new song, "Dance Me to the End of Love."

Something about the switch from a holy object to an impious one forced Cohen to break himself down, then rebuild himself from scratch as a songwriter. The gamble paid off in a batch of songs bracing in their freshness, the best of which arose out of an ever-shifting jumble of notebooks that he'd been poring over for years. Lissauer took charge of the music for a while, tinkering with the chords to give it some uplift, and when the time came to record, he assembled a small gospel-style choir to lift it up some more. In "Hallelujah," he and Cohen thought they'd created a modern standard, and they believed Various Positions (1984) was an album that would mark Cohen's arrival as a star in America. But once again, he was out of step with the timeline.

There was no aging out of being Leonard Cohen, only aging into. He was ready to bear a special kind of witness.

In the '80s, the entertainment business was becoming a global multimedia oligopoly dominated by a tiny handful of publicly owned players, among them CBS Records, all in pursuit of Wall Street-pleasing superstars--artists who, ideally operating across all media, could act as reliable mega-earners. Walter Yetnikoff, in charge at CBS Records, listened to the tape, hand-delivered by Cohen himself, and said, "We know you're great, Leonard, but we don't know if you're any good," and declined to release the album in the United States. That same year, 1984, Springsteen emerged as an MTV mainstay and thus an arena draw, giving CBS Records proof of concept for multiplatform synergies. "Born in the U.S.A." became an era-defining anthem; "Hallelujah" all but disappeared.

There was no rescaling Cohen to the ethos of bigness, as rock star began its semantic drift away from its musical origins toward its current "king of the heap" meaning. Having hit an all-time low in his career, Cohen worked mostly alone and often in Montreal, producing new songs still without the aid of a guitar. The pulsing menace of the synthesizer continued to suit his mood; his raspy, deep singing voice lowered further, becoming a richer, altogether stranger instrument. Pursuing a strain of prophesying ("Everybody knows that the Plague is coming / Everybody knows that it's moving fast / Everybody knows that the naked man and woman / Are just a shining artifact of the past"), he refined his persona: part lounge lizard, part chansonnier, part ancient mariner--a man whose last delusion has been shed. In 1988, at an age when most rock auteurs have long since fallen back on self-plagiarism, he put out I'm Your Man.

If a rock star is someone who gets arrested, developmentally speaking, in their early 20s after being mistaken for a demigod, then sells to a mass audience a fantasy of being a teenager forever, Cohen emerged with I'm Your Man as the perfect counterpoint. There was no aging out of being Leonard Cohen, only aging into. He was ready to bear a special kind of witness. Throughout the record, scorn is directed at specific targets--the rich, the bigots, those criminally indifferent to the AIDS crisis, the perpetrators of the Holocaust--but overall, this is an After Times document. The flood has happened. "I got some sense that the thing has been destroyed and is lost," he told an interviewer; "this is the shadow, this is the fallout, the residue, the dust of some catastrophe, and there's nothing to grasp onto."

Here, Cohen's timing was finally apt. A considerable portion of the music-buying public was now ready for someone to testify against a society remade to suit a child's ideal of adult self-realization. (All the seigneurial privileges, none of the responsibilities. What's not to love?) Cohen's witness had a special trenchancy for being levied against himself as much as anyone--against a man who, in erratic jags, had for decades flirted with, fled, returned to, and fled again the temptations of stardom.

And then, the irony of ironies: In late middle age, he became a rock star by standing in pitiless opposition to the type. I'm Your Man was his most commercially successful album, and from there the irony compounded further. A proliferation of tribute albums and cover versions of songs (by the Pixies, R.E.M., and Nick Cave, among others) was already making Cohen relevant to younger audiences when Kurt Cobain, bearer of every last hope for rock and roll as a genre, name-checked him in a song in 1993. And in 1994, Jeff Buckley recorded "Hallelujah."

Read: Leonard Cohen's "Hallelujah" belongs to everyone

To sing praise to God is to praise the God we've got, with the larynx he gave us; from the evidence that Cohen presented in his version of the song, neither deity nor voice is kind or forgiving. But Buckley, a virtuoso rock performer, possessed a soaring vocal range, supple across multiple octaves and able to achieve euphoric liftoff without the aid of angelic overdubs. Pitting his own tendency toward over-reverence against Cohen's self-undercutting ironies, he achieved an improbable gestalt, and turned a song from a half-forgotten Cohen album into the modern standard that John Lissauer had hoped for.

Cohen was now a kind of double figure--the man turning into a timeless icon for having written "Hallelujah," and his shadow, a man unafraid of personifying, for his growing fan base, the realities of aging and death. These two Cohens--the rock star and the anti-rock star--came together on the 2008 tour to make a single performer, a man sufficiently liberated, at last, from remorse to lean into the maudlin sorcery of "Hallelujah." Watching the clips now, I'm struck that he is saying something moving in its generosity: Yes, it's nice to play this arena. But these are, and have always been, songs from a room; eye-level songs. They can take or leave you, and you can take or leave them. And that is why, big as I may be now, as I may yet become, I will remain forever scaled to nothing but your love and respect.

His celebrity grew bigger, his witness-bearing more lucid, ever less self-regarding and only more humane. In October 2016, he released You Want It Darker, a farewell album, and it was greeted with universal acclaim, winning Cohen a Grammy Award for Best Rock Performance. The title cut, with its "Hineni, hineni / I'm ready, my Lord" chorus, has been commonly interpreted as a gesture of completion and peace.

But hineni (Hebrew for "Here I am") is Abraham's response when God asks him to sacrifice Isaac, his only son. Never forget, Leonard Cohen was a Cohen--which is to say, a Kohen--a descendant, as he was told as a child, of Aaron, the older brother of Moses. He didn't trace his existence as a musician to Elvis, but to the liturgies of the synagogue, which, when he was a boy, "sent shivers down my spine." His songs were love songs in the deepest sense: gestures of reconciliation with the mystery of Creation, and the painful anomaly of human consciousness within it.

Read: Leonard Cohen, Judaism's bard

In addition to its aura of spiritual magnanimity, then, "You Want It Darker" offers up a ferocious lament, and it has taken on a distinctly prophetic cast over the years. Leonard Cohen died on November 7, 2016. His lifelong battle with a particular kind of shameless male grandiosity was over. The following day, Donald Trump--a "rock star" politician, he's been called--was elected president of the United States.

If you are the dealer, let me out of the game
 If you are the healer, I'm broken and lame
 If thine is the glory, mine must be the shame
 You want it darker
 Hineni, hineni
 Hineni, hineni
 I'm ready, my Lord.




This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The Anti-Rock Star." 
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        Winners of the 2024 Natural Landscape Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 17, 2024

            	19 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images from the fourth annual Natural Landscape Photography Awards were just announced. The competition was started to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," with rules set up to prevent deceptive editing techniques. A total of 1,134 photographers entered from 59 countries this year, in categories named "Grand Scenic," "Intimate Landscapes," and "Abstract & Details." Contest organizers were once more kind enough to share their winners and runners-up.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A distant view of a mountain with a dusting of early-season snow across the top, and a bright patch of sunlight on the valley floor below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountains, Runner-Up. A Patch of Sunlight on Beinn Eighe in Late Autumn. "After a few days of the peaks of Beinn Eighe being hidden, the clouds finally lifted to reveal a light dusting of early snow. The weather was stormy, but occasional breaks in the cloud illuminated tiny patches of the autumnal grasses on the flanks of the mountain."
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                Sophie Carr / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photo of mist rising from the branches of a lone tree in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Black and White, Third Place. Centre Stage. "The Northern Tasmanian forest is enveloped by the gentle mist of autumn, illuminated by the rising sun. As the leaves on a solitary tree are touched by sunlight, they release water droplets that merge with the surrounding mist, creating a stage for the tree to shine."
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                Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The shadow of a tall and thin butte falls across a distant canyon wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Highly Commended. Space, Stillness, Silence. "During a troubling time for myself and the world, I retreated to the desert backcountry not too far from my home for solace. Through photography, I tried my best to convey the space, stillness, and silence that I found to be so liberating and nourishing."
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                Eric Bennett / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small tree stands in the foreground of a view of many other trees growing in straight rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Places, Winner. Morning Glory. "I was intrigued by the beautiful symmetry of the tree plantation and accordingly, spent a few days exploring what the area might yield photographically.  On my final return, I was greeted that morning by a scene bathed in backlit fog simplifying the composition further while providing for a stark silhouette against a muted gradation of light as a backdrop." Taken near Haridwar, India.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anil Sud / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a snow-covered river valley at night, with a passenger train crossing a bridge at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape, Third Place. Fairy Tale World. "The Tadami Line, which runs through the town of Mishima in Fukushima Prefecture, Japan, is a beautiful place surrounded by nature. The train running slowly through the snow looks like something out of a fairy tale."
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                Takeshi Kameyama / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Glowing embers on burned tree trunks, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. Glowing embers on burned tree trunks illuminate this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
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                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial image of a snow-covered mountain, with the full moon in the sky above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial, Winner. An aerial image of Mount Aspiring, in New Zealand, seen as the sun set and the full moon rose.
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                William Patino / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Colorful rocks at the bottom of a stream, seen through rippling and flowing water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Highly Commended. Dancing Light. "Waterton Lakes National Park in Alberta, Canada is a place that is very well known for its natural beauty. Light dances on the water surface of a small stream covering brightly colored stones. The vibrant stones, the light and the lovely flow of the stream all combined to make this image unique."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view into the mouth of a cavern that is filled with molten lava]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Third Place. Gate to Hell. "Erta Ale is an active volcano located in Ethiopia's Danakil desert. It's well know for its boiling lava lakes."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of small cottonwood trees with white bark, partially submerged in silty blue water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Winner. Winter Cottonwoods. "During the pandemic, I went out for a walk with my camera in a local park in Toronto, Canada during a fierce winter storm. I ran across this scene which seemed very chaotic with many interwoven trees. I loved how the snow, driven by the high winds, got embedded in the bark of the tree trunks. I took a few frames, trying to simplify the scene in front of me and settled on this one, loving the tones, the depth and the minimalism."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wind-whipped waves crash, in a panoramic view with snow-capped mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grand Scenic, Runner-Up. Into Battle. "This photograph was taken on the southeast coast of Iceland during a wild and unpredictable morning. I had originally planned to photograph Eystrahorn Mountain, but as I prepared my shot, my attention was drawn to the massive waves that began rolling towards the shore. The offshore winds added incredible energy to the scene, sending sea spray trailing off the tops of the waves, and the sun, positioned behind me, created small rainbows within the mist as the waves passed by. The sight was so dramatic and alive that it reminded me of an army marching into battle, hence the name 'Into Battle.'"
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                Ciaran Willmore / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small stand of wildflowers, seen underwater, after a flood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water Worlds, Runner-Up. Submerged flowers, photographed under floodwater, after a damaging flooding event in 2021, in the Gelderse Poort area, near Arnhem, Netherlands.
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                Theo Bosboom / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of a volcanic crater lake with a cone in the center, with the shadow of the overall volcano stretching toward the horizon, seen in low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Runner-Up. Volcanic Eruptions & Landscapes. "Since the 2010s, I have climbed over 80 volcanoes. Since then, I have primarily photographed eruptions and beautiful landscapes. It's always fascinating to stand on the edge of a crater and look into the erupting chasm. You can feel the true power of nature. Incredible hellish noise, eruption, incredible amounts of ash, flying lava bombs and the smell of sulfur--so much is happening at the same time and is so incredible."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A single small plant stands in the pale sand of a large dune.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Highly Commended. Lonesome. "A little plant resisting the moving sand and growing lonely in this harsh environment in the Great Sand Dunes National Park in Colorado.	"
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                Felix Roser / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire burns through a grassy area near wetlands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Runner-Up / Intimate Landscape Runner-Up. Fire and Ice. "An image of a fuel reduction fire on the island where I live. These are conducted every 3-5 years to reduce the amount of combustable material laying on the ground. The deeper this fuel layer becomes the higher the risk of a wild fire developing. This is something the National Parks working closely with the Butchella people (traditional owners) work very hard to avoid."
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                Peter Meyer / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of five guanacos stand on a snow-covered slope, with tall stone mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Wildlife, Runner-Up. Guanaco Conference. "It was a bitterly cold morning near the Torres del Paine mountains in Chile, with frozen fog wreathing the mountains.  I was all set up to take a landscape photo when a guanaco appeared over the crest of the closest hill.  I waited, hoping that it would leave, but instead it was followed by several more, so I changed the image concept to wildlife in the environment."
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                Charles Janson / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight shines through a narrow slot in a canyon with steep walls, illuminating a single bare tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Winner. Exactly. "The wild and remote canyons of the American southwest present surprises around every bend. When I turned a corner and this scene came into view, I was awe-struck and humbled to witness sunlight focused by the canyon's walls so precisely that it lit only this lonely cottonwood tree."
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                Brent Clark / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of crooked trees endures a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. A stand of crooked trees endure a snowstorm in this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
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                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The northern lights shine across the sky, seen beyond a small tree, above an inlet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape Winner / Grand Scenic Highly Commended. Na Saighneain. "I'm delighted to have been named the Nightscape category winner at the NLPA. I captured this scene on an unforgettable evening, watching the aurora dancing across the Antrim Glens. Being in nature brings me great joy, and I feel privileged to share that experience with others through my photography."
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                Niall McLaughlin / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Trump's Lie Is Another Test for Christian America

If we're willing to see children terrorized because of a false rumor about Haitian immigrants, we should ask who abducted our conscience, not someone's pet.

by Russell Moore


A Haitian father attempts to pick up his child outside Fulton Elementary School in Springfield, Ohio, after a bomb threat prompted an evacuation on September 12, 2024. (Roberto Schmidt / AFP / Getty)



The accusation that Haitian immigrants in a small Ohio city are abducting and eating their neighbors' cats and dogs relies not on one falsehood but on a web of them. The rhetoric evokes racist tropes about "savages" who do not conform to our civilized Western world. There's also a religious angle: the idea that Haitian refugees are voodoo occultists who might be worshipping the devil. As an evangelical Christian who actually believes in the existence of Satan, I agree that we can indeed see the work of the devil at play here, only it's not on the menu of the Haitian families but rather in the cruelty of those willing to lie about them.

There is little ambiguity about whether Springfield, Ohio, is a hellscape of raptured pets, held at the mercy of marauding refugees. Law enforcement has told the world that there's no evidence of this behavior, and the mayor and governor have confirmed this. But in the social-media age, none of that matters against A friend I know there knew somebody who said that she knew somebody whose cat was gutted and hanging from a tree. Other conflict entrepreneurs, when asked to provide evidence, sound like a radical deconstructionist in a 1990s faculty lounge, appealing to the "larger reality" of immigrant crime that is so true that the facts of the particular case, even if shown to be untrue, are beside the point.

If this were just about the readiness of some Americans to believe grifters who want to keep them angry and scared, we could perhaps ignore it, putting it into the category of the friend from high school whose Facebook posts claim to have "the receipts" on the alien corpses the government is hiding from us in Roswell. This falsehood, though, was given voice by a former and perhaps future president of the United States in a televised debate and afterward. And the real-world consequences are chilling. The mayor of Springfield confirmed to reporters that elementary schools were evacuated in his town this week because of threats directly tied to lies about the Haitian community there.

Read: Trump's new big lie

When we are willing to see children terrorized rather than stop telling lies about their families, we should step back, forget about our dogs and cats for a moment, and ask who abducted our consciences. That's especially true for those of us who, like me, claim to be followers of Jesus of Nazareth, who told us that on the Day of Judgment, "people will give account for every careless word they speak" (Mt 12:36).

The Bible's Book of James tells us, "How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness" (Jas 3:5). The Bible goes on to say that the words we use for other people are not just rhetoric to be deployed against our would-be opponents. The words themselves reveal the moral state of our soul. Of our capacity for words, James wrote: "It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so" (Jas 3:8-10).

To sing praise songs in a church service while trafficking in the bearing of false witness against people who fled for their life, who seek to rebuild a life for their children after crushing poverty and persecution, is more than just cognitive dissonance. It's modeling the devil himself, whom Jesus called "the father of lies" (Jn 8:44). That's especially true when the lies harm another person. "Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer," the apostle John wrote, "and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him" (1 Jn 3:15).

Russell Moore: The evangelical Church is in crisis. There's only one way out.

Christians have heard for years that we should be "values voters" who can hold the country back from immorality. On many moral issues, Americans of good will can bear with one another as we wrestle through how best to live up to what our conscience tells us is right. Even those of us who base our core principles on the Bible have many issues with much room for disagreement. The Bible tells us to care for the poor but doesn't set a minimum wage. The Bible tells us to steward the Creation but doesn't give us a policy paper on renewable energy. The Bible tells us the state should protect its people but doesn't propose a Pentagon budget.

The cruelty to Haitian immigrants--and with it, the implicit incitement of potential violence--is not one of those debatable issues. And Christians do not need to struggle to figure out what Jesus would have us do here. If we see children sheltering at home because they fear violence, we know that's wrong. And when we see that this fear comes from the incitement of hatred against those children because of where their parents came from, surely we can smell the brimstone.
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Don't Fool Yourself About the Exploding Pagers

Your phone is not a bomb.

by Ian Bogost


Left: A man holds a walkie-talkie after removing the battery during a funeral. Right: Smoke rises as Israel launched air strikes on Lebanon on Wednesday. (Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Anwar Amro / AFP / Getty; Ramiz Dallah / Anadolu / Getty.)



Updated at 9:20 a.m. ET on September 19, 2024

Yesterday, pagers used by Hezbollah operatives exploded simultaneously in Lebanon and Syria, killing at least a dozen people and injuring thousands. Today brought another mass detonation in Lebanon, this time involving walkie-talkies. The attacks are gruesome and shocking. An expert told the Associated Press that the pagers received a message that caused them to vibrate in a way that required someone to press buttons to stop it. That action appears to have triggered the explosion. At a funeral in Beirut, a loudspeaker reportedly called for people to turn off their phones, illustrating a fear that any device could actually be a bomb, including the one in your pocket.

Electronics are a global business, and the events of the past two days in Lebanon have created an unexpected information fog of war. Virtually everyone uses personal electronic devices--phones, headphones, chargers, and even, in some cases, pagers. Those devices can, under certain circumstances, create risk. Gadgets catch on fire, get hacked so that remote intruders can spy on you, or get infected with malware that turns them into botnets. Might your smartphone just explode one morning as you're reach for it on the nightstand? Almost surely not.

According to the Associated Press, the attack was likely carried out by hiding very small quantities of highly explosive material in the pagers. In principle, intelligence operatives in Israel, which is widely believed to have conducted both attacks, could have done so by compromising the devices in the factory. Or, given that the exploding devices seem to have specifically targeted Hezbollah rather than everyone who owned a particular model of pager, the perpetrators could have intercepted the gadgets after they left the factory. But, according to The New York Times, Israeli intelligence went even further: It set up a shell company based in Hungary, B.A.C. Consulting, to manufacture and distribute rigged electronics specifically for the purpose of selling them to Hezbollah. (B.A.C. Consulting also reportedly sold normal, non-bomb pagers to other clients.) The resulting pager bombs were apparently procured by Hezbollah months ago. The pager bombs and radio bombs have since been waiting to be detonated remotely.

You are unlikely to find that your iPhone, Kindle, or Beats headphones have been modified to include PETN, the compound currently suspected to have been used in the Lebanon detonations. That's not because such a thing can't be done--as little as three grams of the material can be highly explosive, and that much would, in principle, be possible to cram into even the small cavities of a circuit-packed iPhone. In theory, someone could interfere with such a device, either during manufacture or afterward. But they would have to go to great effort to do so, especially at large scale. Of course, this same risk applies not just to gadgets but to any manufactured good.

Other electronic devices have blown up without being rigged to be bombs. Yesterday, when news first broke of the pagers blowing up, some speculated that the batteries had triggered the explosion. That conclusion is partly caused by an increased awareness that lithium-ion batteries are at some risk of exploding or catching on fire. The model of pager targeted in Lebanon does in fact use lithium-ion cells for power. But the intensity and precision of the explosions seen in Beirut, which were strong enough to blow off victims' hands, couldn't result from a lithium-ion blast--which also couldn't be triggered at will anyway. A lithium-ion battery could cause a smaller explosion if overheated or overcharged, but these batteries pose a greater risk of starting a fire than an explosion. They can do so when punctured so that the liquid inside, which is flammable, leaks and then ignites. That doesn't mean your iPhone is at risk of exploding when you tap an Instagram notification. In the United States, low-quality batteries made by disreputable manufacturers and installed in low-cost devices--such as vape pens or e-bikes--pose a much greater risk than anything else.

Accidental battery fires, even from poorly made parts, couldn't be used to carry out a simultaneous explosive attack. But that doesn't mean you don't own devices that could put you at risk. Consider spyware and malware, a concern commonly directed at Chinese-made gadgets. If connected to the internet, a device can convey messages, send your personal information abroad, or, in theory, detonate on command if it were built (or retrofitted) to do so. It feels plausible enough to put the pieces together in a way that produces fear--exploding pagers in Beirut, wide ownership of personal electronics, lithium-ion fire risk, devices connected to unknown servers far away. Words such as spyware and malware evoke the James Bond-inspired idea that a hacker at a computer half a world away can press buttons quickly and cause anyone's phone to blow up. But even after the astonishing attack carried out in Lebanon, such a scenario remains fiction, and not fact.

And yet, it's also the case that a new type of terror has been birthed by this attack. In Lebanon and other parts of the Middle East especially, citizens can now reasonably fear that ordinary devices might also be bombs. Depending on how the devices made their way to their new owners, it's also possible that the bomb-gadgets have leaked into more general circulation. Four children have already died.

In other words, the fear is grounded in enough fact to take root. Abroad, even here in the U.S., that same fear can be mustered, even if with much less justification. Fretting that your phone is actually a bomb feels new but really isn't. The fear is caused by bombs, the things that explode. A pager or a phone can be made into a bomb, but so can anything else.
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The Fog

A poem for Wednesday

by Howard Altmann




And when it lifts, the fog lifts
 what it buried, the tall pines
 stand taller, the valley breathes
 a magnanimous air, the green
 grass hills stir in wonder,
 the fleeting white clouds flee
 with their shadows, a bale
 of hay makes the case for being
 alone, and what was erased
 and briefly forgotten retrieves
 its mother tongue, speaking
 truth to the hour. And to be
 a witness to such plumes of mist
 dissolve into the vastness
 is to be the vastness, the Earth's
 step our step, the observer
 and the observed holding hands
 with time, blankets of grief
 the years have cottoned over
 uncovered, the pallbearer--
 coffin on shoulder--in view
 of the mound of soil up ahead
 summoned to his depths;
 dear father, here I am.
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The Women Killed by the <em>Dobbs</em> Decision

An avoidable--and predictable--tragedy in Georgia

by Helen Lewis




Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024

Some tragedies are impossible to prevent, or even to predict. The death of Amber Nicole Thurman was not. She was perhaps the first woman killed by the overturning of Roe v. Wade.

In June 2022, the Supreme Court ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization removed the constitutional right to an abortion guaranteed by Roe. As a result, individual states reverted to their own laws. In Georgia, where Thurman lived, abortions became illegal from the time when a "detectable human heartbeat" was present--around six weeks into pregnancy. The law came into effect in late July of that year, at the same time that Thurman, a 28-year-old medical assistant, discovered that she was six weeks pregnant with twins.

Thanks to ProPublica, which obtained Thurman's medical records with her family's permission, we can see what happened next. She already had a 6-year-old son, and decided that she could not raise two more children. But she couldn't get a termination in her home state. And so she scheduled a surgical abortion in North Carolina, took a day off work, hired a babysitter, borrowed a relative's car on a false pretext, and got up at 4 a.m. to drive four hours with a friend to the clinic. But they hit traffic, and Thurman missed her appointment. The clinic could not give her another time slot, because so many women from out of state, also facing tough new laws, were booked on that day.

So Thurman was offered abortion pills instead. These are widely used and overwhelmingly safe and effective for early pregnancies. In less than 5 percent of cases, though, women need another dose, or a procedure called a dilation and curettage (D&C), to empty the uterus completely. In countries and states where abortion is legal, this is a simple and routine procedure that carries little risk.

But not in Georgia. Back home, Thurman's bleeding would not stop. She went to the hospital at 6:51 p.m. on August 18, and medical examinations showed all the classic signs that her abortion was incomplete, and that the tissue remaining inside her was poisoning her blood. But doctors did not give her a D&C. Nor did they do so the next morning, as her condition continued to worsen. When she was finally taken to the operating theater, at 2 p.m., her condition was so bad that doctors started to remove her bowel and uterus.

But it was too late. Thurman's heart stopped on the operating table.

Her mother was waiting outside. She had no idea, ProPublica reported, that her daughter's condition had been life-threatening. She hadn't understood why Amber had said to her, on the way into surgery, "Promise me you'll take care of my son."



Two years after Thurman's death, Georgia's official maternal-mortality review committee has concluded that it was preventable, and that she would have had a "good chance" of surviving if she'd been given a D&C earlier. Former President Donald Trump, who appointed half of the six-justice majority in Dobbs, keeps claiming that "everybody wanted" Roe to be overturned. But it isn't true. "This young mother should be alive, raising her son, and pursuing her dream of attending nursing school," the Democratic presidential nominee, Kamala Harris, noted in a statement responding to the ProPublica investigation.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

Thurman's story plays out in every country where abortion is banned. Women still seek abortions, but now they do so in dangerous or unsafe conditions, or with inadequate medical supervision. They lie to their friends and family about where they are going, drive or fly for hours to seek care, and then return home, possibly bleeding heavily. Having to travel for an abortion raises the risks of the procedure enormously. Until abortion was legalized in Ireland and Northern Ireland in 2018, women went covertly to England. (Many still do because access remains limited.) Polish women travel to the Netherlands. In El Salvador, where anti-abortion laws are so strict that women have been jailed for natural miscarriages and premature births, the rich fly to Miami for terminations. Around the world, women denied access to abortion care seek do-it-yourself solutions. ProPublica reported today on a Georgia woman in this situation, Candi Miller, who died after procuring abortion pills online. The mother of three had an autoimmune disease and other medical conditions that substantially increased the health risks of pregnancy.

Add to those women the ones whose pregnancies fail naturally--as so many do. Laws threatening criminal penalties for abortion providers have made doctors and hospitals hesitant to perform procedures urgently needed by many women suffering miscarriages. In Poland, where abortion is illegal in almost all circumstances, the 33-year-old pharmacist Dorota Lalik died in 2023 after a Catholic hospital refused to offer her a D&C when her water broke at five months. Instead, she was advised to lie down with her legs up. She died of sepsis three days later--the same condition that killed Amber Thurman, and the same condition that killed 31-year-old Savita Halappanavar, the woman whose death from sepsis galvanized the campaign to legalize abortion in Ireland. For every death, there are dozens of near misses. On the first night of the Democratic National Convention, delegates heard from Amanda Zurawski, who started to miscarry at 18 weeks, after she had already begun to buy baby clothes. Because of the new laws in Texas, doctors waited until her temperature began to spike--an urgent sign of infection--before giving her the necessary drugs. "Women are bleeding out in parking lots, turned away from emergency rooms, losing their ability to ever have children again," Harris noted in her statement. "Women are dying."

Unfortunately, just as the contours of Thurman's story are familiar, so will the response be. First comes denial: Before the law in Georgia passed, state lawyers referred to the idea that it would cause deaths as "hyperbolic fear-mongering." Despite the state commission's ruling that Thurman's death was preventable, the Trump campaign has already argued that nothing in Georgia's law stopped the D&C from happening earlier. "President Trump has always supported exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother, which Georgia's law provides," a spokesperson said. "With those exceptions in place, it's unclear why doctors did not swiftly act to protect Amber Thurman's life."

Arguments like these are at best naive but more typically disingenuous. In Poland, a patients'-rights ombudsman concluded that Lalik should have been told that her life could have been saved by an abortion--but she wasn't. In Ireland, Sabaratnam Arulkumaran, a medical professor who led the investigation into Halappanavar's death, held the law responsible. He ruled that without the (now overturned) Irish amendment giving equal weight to the life of the mother and the fetus, doctors would have given Halappanavar the necessary drugs. "We would never have heard of her, and she would be alive today," he added. The same is true for Thurman's death.

America is a litigious country, and some of the most extreme anti-abortion legislation, such as Texas's so-called bounty law, explicitly offers monetary rewards to private citizens if they successfully sue people who help a woman terminate a pregnancy. In this climate, doctors are naturally scared of legal action. My colleague Sarah Zhang recently reported from Idaho, which has strict abortion laws. She found that some ob-gyns are leaving the state because of the impossible choice they are asked to make--leave a woman to die, or risk their entire career to treat her. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," one doctor told Zhang. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

Once denial is no longer effective, then comes misdirection: Abortion drugs must be the real problem. The Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, a governing blueprint for a second Trump term, calls for extra inspections and regulations of these drugs--far beyond what is normal for similar medications that are unrelated to abortion. As a stretch goal, Project 2025 would like the FDA to revoke its approval of these medications altogether. (Perhaps sensing its unpopularity, Trump has disowned Project 2025, but its contributors include many people in his previous administration and wider orbit.) But Thurman's story is not about the danger of abortion pills. Her story is about the danger of women not receiving simple, routine follow-up care after taking these pills, because of political decisions made by the state.

It is not good enough, as Trump seems to think, to leave abortion laws to individual states. America cannot put itself in a situation where women have fewer rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness in Georgia than they do in North Carolina. I was raised Catholic and understand the deep religious opposition that some people have to abortion. But none of these fetuses--not Amber Thurman's, not Dorota Lalik's, not Savita Halappanavar's--could have been saved at the point the women sought emergency care. The three women could have been, however.

Read: Stop soft-pedaling the GOP's extreme positions

Activists keep saying that abortion is on the ballot in November. In some places, this is literally true: Advocates and lawmakers in nearly a dozen states have proposed constitutional amendments or other measures to protect or restore abortion rights. Trump knows that draconian red-state laws are heavily unpopular, hence his tortured attempts to find a coherent position on an abortion-rights measure proposed in Florida, his adopted home state. His vice-presidential candidate, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, has also reversed his former zeal for abortion restrictions since the true effects--and unpopularity--of the Dobbs decision became apparent. In January 2022, before Roe was overturned, Vance said he "certainly would like abortion to be illegal nationally" and also suggested that a "federal response" would be necessary in a hypothetical situation where "George Soros sends a 747 to Columbus to load up disproportionately black women to get them to go have abortions in California." Now Vance says he is content to follow Trump's position--although that does rather hinge on Vance, unlike the rest of us, knowing what it is.

I read the story of Amber Nicole Thurman's death with a kind of cold rage. This did not need to happen. Without Dobbs, it would not have happened. And it will keep happening. Something has gone terribly wrong in America when people who define themselves as pro-life have sentenced a small boy to go to bed tonight, and every night, without his mother.
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Trump Goes Home a Martyr

The former president believes his own hype--now more than ever.

by John Hendrickson




"God has now spared my life," Donald Trump told an arena full of supporters in suburban New York last night. He waited a beat while more than 15,000 members of the MAGA faithful began to hoot and applaud inside Nassau Coliseum on Long Island. Then he completed his thought: "Not once but twice."

The assassination attempts--one near-fatal shooting at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania; one foiled attack at his golf course in Florida--have emboldened the former president.

"These encounters with death have not broken my will," Trump said. "They have really given me a much bigger and stronger mission."

Judging from last night's rally, that mission is the same as it's been since Trump commandeered the GOP in 2015: lob outlandish accusations at his political opponents, paint American cities as hellscapes, and demonize migrants. Some 72 hours after potentially losing his life again, Trump sounded like--who else?--Trump.



This is a particularly charged moment for the former president. He's falling behind in many swing-state polls, and his messaging is as chaotic as ever. Last night, Trump claimed that Joe Biden is secretly working with Iran, and that Kamala Harris wants to pack the Supreme Court with as many as 25 justices. He spoke of "horrible, disgusting, dangerous, filthy encampments" of homeless people, and made a dark joke that New York parents who let their kids ride the subway alone have "a 75 percent chance" of never seeing them again.

Read: A horrifying new attempt on Trump's life

Antagonizing migrants remained a prime fixation. He warned that Venezuelans are "taking over your buildings and your land." He pledged to visit Springfield, Ohio--a city that has been seeing increased racial strife since he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, helped spread the false rumor that Haitian immigrants are eating pets. Trump mocked the efforts of Springfield's mayor to help migrants assimilate and learn English. His own fix was simpler: "We're getting them out of our country." He insisted that rapists, gang members, and other criminals are pouring in from other nations: "They're coming from the Congo. They're coming from the Middle East. They're coming from all over the world," Trump said. "Asia! A lot of them are coming from Asia." Sounding like Network's Howard Beale, he asserted that he and his followers are "not gonna take it" anymore. "November 5th," Trump told the overwhelmingly white audience before him, "will be your liberation day!"

But why was Trump talking about this in New York, of all places? His midweek stop at a suburban arena some 20 miles west of the Queens hospital where he was born seemed more vibes-based than tactical. Trump told the crowd that he would flip the state from blue to red on the electoral map for the first time in decades, a claim so improbable, even he didn't seem to believe it. Slightly more likely is that Trump's presence may affect downballot races and the state's congressional makeup. Although New York City is reliably blue, pockets of Long Island are Trump country.

Indeed, the rally site was packed with his fans, who seemed even more enamored of the former president and his antics than usual. Some also spoke of him as something akin to a living martyr. "God has a plan to use Donald Trump to help save this nation," Jay Moon, a young Trump supporter from Tennessee, told me. Moon and his family are Christians who are following Trump around the country in a decked-out pickup truck. Plastered on one of its passenger-door panels was a giant image of Trump wielding a tommy gun, with the phrase Merry MAGA You Filthy Animal. Maria Orlando, a 59-year-old born-again Christian from Suffolk County, New York, told me that she was "100 percent" certain that God was protecting Trump and covering him in "amazing grace." (She also shared that she prays for Trump and the Democrats alike.) "I see this as more of a spiritual battle literally between good and evil," she told me. "And I think that's why you see more violence and hatred coming out."

Even though Trump is out there playing the hits, with just 46 days left in the election, and with Harris's recent bump in the polls, his campaign has a fresh sense of tension and an undercurrent of violence. Of course, his team would say the same about the opposition. Earlier this week, Trump's campaign sent an email to reporters claiming that the "psycho" who allegedly brought a military-style rifle to his golf course on Sunday "was egged on by the rhetoric and lies that have flowed from Kamala Harris, Democrats, and their Fake News allies for years." The email included a list of politicians' quotes referring to Trump as a "threat"--from Harris, Biden, Nancy Pelosi, Liz Cheney, and Adam Schiff, to name just a few. It also included a list of quotes from journalists.

I've been to Trump events all across the country over the past three presidential-election cycles. I've come to believe that you can gauge the tenor of his movement by what the vendors outside the gates are hawking, and what people wear to the rallies. Right now, people are anxious and pissed off.

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

For months after he was indicted in Georgia last year, Trump's brooding mug shot was omnipresent on merchandise. These days, though, you can't escape the image of Trump raising his fist alongside any number of battlelike phrases: Bulletproof. Never Surrender. Fight! Fight! Fight! Violence is a defining theme of the final weeks of Trump's retribution campaign. Consider the red sleeveless tank top with Trump throwing up two middle fingers that reads You Missed. Or the shirt with Ronald Reagan and Trump that says I like my presidents like I like my guns: 40 and 45. Or the shirt that says I clean my guns with liberal tears. Or these car decals: Prepared not scared (with the image of a bullet). Bear arms or wear chains. Live, Laugh, Love, if that doesn't work, Load, Aim, and Fire. All for sale. Yesterday, I spoke with one vendor selling knives--pocket knives, folding knives, bowie knives. Depending on state laws, he told me, he's also been selling switchblades.

This is what Trumpism looks like, up close, in the final weeks of the 2024 election. Last night, Trump bragged about his "total endorsement" from the National Rifle Association. Gun owners, he shouted, "have to get out and vote." And he returned to one of his earliest pitches: "What the hell do you have to lose?" Nine years after his infamous golden-escalator ride, many Americans know exactly what they stand to lose. He still might win anyway.
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This Is What a Losing Campaign Looks Like

How does Donald Trump's running mate have so much time on his hands?

by David Frum




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

Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on September 18, 2024

A first draft of this story opened: "It's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at you."

Backspace, backspace, backspace. Although it's not every day that a candidate for vice president of the United States rage-tweets at me personally, it is almost every day that Senator J. D. Vance rage-tweets at somebody. (I had tweeted, in part, this: "The difference: The upsetting things said by Trump and Vance are not true. The upsetting things said about Trump and Vance are true." Vance responded: "I'd say the most important difference is that people on your team tried to kill Donald Trump twice.")

But then here he was yesterday, for example, quote-tweeting one of the English-speaking world's premier apologists for the Assad dictatorship in Syria, in order to assail Hillary Clinton. On September 14, he was mixing it up in the X comments with a reporter for The Intercept and the host of an online talk show.

In other words, to have J. D. Vance as your own personal reply guy is not such an accomplishment.

But it raises the question of how a nominee for vice president has so much time on his hands. Can you imagine, say, Dick Cheney, scrolling through his mentions, getting irritated, and firing off a retort? Neither can I.

So here's my second draft: What we've been seeing from Trump-Vance is not the behavior of a winning campaign.

The day before Vance tweeted at me, former President Donald Trump was livestreaming to promote a dubious new cryptocurrency venture. That same day, he gave an interview to the conspiracy theorist Wayne Allyn Root in which Trump reverted to old form to denounce mail-in voting because the U.S. Postal Service could not be trusted to deliver pro-Trump votes fairly.

The day before that, the Secret Service had fired upon a man with a rifle near Trump's West Palm Beach golf course. The apparent assassination attempt drove the headlines, but beneath the story was the reality that a candidate for president took a day off to golf only 50 days before Election Day.

Trump golfs a lot, and campaigns surprisingly infrequently. When he does campaign events, he makes odd choices of venue: Today, he will appear in New York's Nassau County. New York State has not voted Republican for president since 1984. In 2020, Trump won 38 percent of the New York vote. Yet Trump has convinced himself, or somebody has convinced him, that this year he might be competitive in New York.

Yesterday, Trump posted a pledge on his Truth Social platform to restore the deductibility of state and local taxes. That's an important issue for upper-income taxpayers in tax-heavy New York. Trump did not mention that he himself, as president, signed the legislation that capped state and local deductibility at the first $10,000, to help fund the Republican tax cut of 2017.

Vice President Kamala Harris has been driving a message of abortion rights and middle-income-oriented economic policy in must-win states. She sat for back-to-back solo interviews, both in Pennsylvania, the first with a local ABC affiliate, the second with the National Association of Black Journalists on the Philadelphia public station WHYY.

Trump's main message of the week, meanwhile, has been that he was not wrong to accuse Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of stealing and eating pets--a message that has put him at odds with the state's Republican governor and local mayors and police chiefs. The only thing Trump said that made more impact were the four words he posted Sunday morning: I HATE TAYLOR SWIFT!

Adam Serwer: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians

Adding to the self-harm, Vance indicated that the Trump health-care plan would allow insurers to resume denying coverage for preexisting conditions. Trump himself proclaimed that he would address high food prices by barring food imports--a policy guaranteed to raise costs instead. All but two Senate Republicans got baited into voting yesterday against a law to protect in vitro fertilization from state-level abortion restrictions. Meanwhile, Republicans in the House seem to be stumbling toward forcing a government shutdown because Trump vetoed their own plan to fund government operations through the November election. That's all just in a single week.

Trump campaigns have always been festivals of grievances, eruptions of impulse. They also had, however, a kind of logic to them, whether intended by Trump or not. He voiced the resentments of a certain section of America that happened to be the section favored by the Electoral College. That alignment converted his 46 percent of the popular vote in 2016 into a 304-227 Electoral College win.

The question--in 2020 and, again, this year--has always been: Can the trick be repeated?

In the days following Trump's Taylor Swift post, new polls for the first time showed Harris clearly pulling ahead of Trump--not only in the national popular vote, but also in individual swing states. Harris's personal approval rating turned net favorable for the first time since the early months of the Biden presidency. Yesterday, a poll in Iowa showed Trump with just a four-point lead over Harris in that conservative-leaning state, down from an 18-point lead over Biden in a June poll.

Suddenly, it looks as if the Harris-Trump margin may not even be all that close--and that the Republican majority in the House may be at risk too.

Trump personally may not understand that he's losing. His more cerebral running mate, Vance, does seem to have noticed, and that may account for the bitterness of his tone. Republicans don't tend to offer second chances to unsuccessful vice-presidential candidates. After 2008, Sarah Palin had no future in politics. Dan Quayle's bid for the presidency in 2000 fizzled before it started. If Trump loses in 2024--and especially if his defeat also costs the Republicans their House majority--Vance will get a lot of the blame.

His admission to Dana Bash on CNN on September 15--"if I have to create stories" to get media attention, he'd said, defending his racist rumormongering about Haitian immigrants in Ohio--rates among the worst-ever gaffes in national politics. Rankling self-reproach for his blunder may explain Vance's keypad-pounding on X this week. The anger has to go somewhere, and it's probably too painful to direct it where it belongs: inward.

Every losing campaign has a different shape. Sometimes, campaigns lose because of insurmountable difficulties. John McCain had no chance of winning a third Republican presidential term against the backdrop of economic crisis in 2008; Bob Dole could not argue that it was "time for a change" amid the strong economy of 1996. At other times, the candidate simply does not fit the moment, as Mitt Romney and Hillary Clinton found in 2012 and 2016.

Helen Lewis: The women killed by the Dobbs decision

Rarely, if ever, has a presidential campaign collapsed from seeming assurance into utter chaos as Trump-Vance has. The campaign seems to have stumbled into a strange unintended message: "Let's go to war with Taylor Swift to stop Haitians from eating dogs." The VP candidate wants to raise tariffs on toasters and worries that with Roe v. Wade overturned, George Soros may every day fill a 747 airliner with abortion-seeking pregnant Black women.

The stink of impending defeat fills the air--and so much of the defeat would be self-inflicted.

I hope this observation doesn't upset Vance again. But he's got 10 fingers, a smartphone, and the time, so he may want to express himself.

Go ahead. @ me.
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Democrats Can't Rely on the Black Church Anymore

The path to winning the Black vote no longer runs through the church door.

by Daniel K. Williams




When Kamala Harris learned that Joe Biden was going to withdraw from the 2024 presidential race, she called her pastor to ask for prayer. Like many other African American Democrats, Harris is a member of a predominantly Black, social-justice-oriented church, and her pastor, Amos C. Brown, is a veteran of civil-rights campaigns.

Traditionally, the route to winning the African American vote for Democratic politicians has run through Black churches that are very much like Brown's--that is, ecumenically minded congregations that preach the message of the "beloved community" and civil rights. The members of these churches are overwhelmingly loyal to the party of Jesse Jackson, Barack Obama, and Biden; 90 percent of Black Methodists, for instance, are Democrats.

But today, many of those churches are shrinking, and their members are aging. Brown himself is 83. For many younger African Americans, the Black Church no longer holds the place of importance that it did for their parents or grandparents. Fewer than one-third of Black Gen Zers and Millennials ever go to Black churches. The result is that the Democratic Party is losing a reliable way to reach Black voters.

Black Protestant churches are squeezed by two forces. One is secularization. Although African Americans are still more likely than whites to attend church, church-attendance rates are falling among younger Black people. Nearly half of Black Gen Zers and Millennials say they "seldom or never" attend church--which is true of only a quarter of African Americans from the Silent Generation and fewer than a third of Black Baby Boomers.

Read: What really happens when Americans stop going to church

"For those who were part of the Baby Boom or Silent Generations, the Black Church was a semi-involuntary organization," Nichole Phillips, the director of the Black Church Studies Program at Emory University's Candler School of Theology, told me. Black people in the 1950s and '60s, she said, believed that nothing else could equal the Church as "a refuge from racial animus and hostility" and as a leader in "political, religious, legal, educational, [and] social reform."

Younger African Americans face a very different situation today. Although Phillips insists that the "prophetic" tradition of the Black Church still influences young people, she concedes that they also have a much wider array of options than their parents or grandparents did. "The emergence of social media has become a distraction from what was once the 'primary' and often 'sole' site of Black authority and power: the Church," Phillips said. "What attracts young people beyond church walls has their attention and therefore influences their choices--social, political, religious."

The evidence suggests that some Black people who have stopped attending church have also left the Democratic Party. A 2024 study by the University of Texas sociologist Jason E. Shelton found that only 43 percent of religiously unaffiliated African Americans are Democrats, which he notes is "the lowest percentage for any religious classification in Black America."

This doesn't mean that the majority of Black "nones" have become Republicans. Nor have most abandoned religious faith. Data from a 2021 Pew survey suggest that the majority might fit into the category of "spiritual but not religious," with some perhaps drawing on traditional African or Caribbean beliefs that they may have syncretized with Christian practices. Ninety percent of religiously unaffiliated Blacks believe in God or a higher power, 57 percent believe that "evil spirits can cause problems," 54 percent pray at least a few times a month, and 36 percent believe in the efficacy of prayers to ancestors.

But regardless of their spiritual practices, their lack of participation in the Black Church means that many don't have Black Church members' access to Democratic Party networks and traditional commitment to the party. They are less likely than members of historically Black denominations to vote in presidential elections, and when they do vote, they are more likely to identify as independents whose votes cannot be taken for granted.

Black churches are also losing potential congregants to white or multiracial churches. Among Black Gen Zers and Millennials who do go to church, nearly half say they attend churches that are not predominantly Black. These churches tend to be evangelical congregations, often of the Pentecostal or charismatic variety that have provided Donald Trump with his strongest base of evangelical support. Many of these churches preach a theology of personal empowerment and use conservative rhetoric on abortion or sexuality.

At such multiracial megachurches, "the pastor is essentially an entrepreneur," Paul Thompson, a history professor at North Greenville University whose research focuses on African American Christians, told me. "Like attracts like." In these congregations, the pastor "rarely addresses contemporary politics from the pulpit."

This is very different from the theology of African American Christianity, which has historically been grounded in the Exodus narrative: the story of Moses leading the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt and directing them toward the promised land. From the beginning of the 19th century to the present, African American churches have cast this story as an assurance that God rescues the oppressed and brings freedom and deliverance to the marginalized. They have described their own communal struggle against racial injustice as a continuation of Exodus. And because they tend to see political action on behalf of civil rights and racial justice as an integral part of their Exodus theology, many Black churches have invited progressive Democratic politicians to deliver campaign messages from their pulpit.

African Americans who attend a nondenominational church or a congregation affiliated with a white evangelical denomination may be more likely to hear a sermon against abortion than to see a Democratic politician in the pulpit. Perhaps it's not surprising that they're also significantly less likely than members of historically Black denominations to identify with the Democratic Party. In the late 2010s, only 57 percent of Black nondenominational Christians and only 62 percent of Black members of predominantly white evangelical denominations identified as Democrats, according to data compiled by Shelton. "We cannot rely on old assumptions about Blacks' beliefs about the role of government in presuming that most African Americans are politically liberal," Shelton wrote.

Most Black Christians who leave the Democratic Party become independents, not full-fledged Republicans. Even when they are surrounded at church by white evangelicals who are enthusiastic Republican partisans, African Americans are still highly reluctant to support the GOP, according to Shelton's research. But even if they return to the Democratic Party at election time, they no longer view the Democratic Party as part of their political identity in the way that members of historically Black churches have for decades.

Harris herself seems to sense that the religious changes among African Americans may have weakened the networks that connect them to the Democratic Party. Although she has spoken at Black Church events during her presidential campaign, she hasn't relied heavily on Black churches to rally younger Black voters, even though she attends church frequently.

Instead, she depends on organizations including the Black Voters Matter Fund, the Black Power Voters Alliance, BlackPAC, the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation, and the NAACP's nonpartisan Building Community Voice Fund. These groups help register new Black voters through door-to-door canvassing and use digital media and outreach events at historically Black colleges and universities in battleground states such as Georgia to mobilize voters and excite a Black Democratic base.

Read: The American evangelical church is in crisis. There's only one way out.

Trump, by contrast, is mobilizing conservative Black voters by speaking at Black-led nondenominational community churches, such as the 180 Church in Detroit, that tend to attract politically unaffiliated Black voters who might be open to the Republicans' campaign message. In addition, he has enlisted the support of Black rappers such as Sada Baby and recruited Black Republican politicians to help with outreach in the Black community. The historically Black denominations may be unreceptive to his message, but Trump is bypassing those churches to find other venues, both religious and secular, that might appeal to younger African American independents.

Whether socially conservative Black churches outside the traditional Black denominations will be able to deliver enough Republican votes to offset the Democrats' door-to-door canvassing and campaign events on HBCU campuses or whether the election will instead be won primarily through digital-media events and celebrity endorsements remains to be seen. But neither side is taking any chances. Younger Black voters who are not members of historically Black denominations are not as loyal to either party as their parents and grandparents might have been--which means that the path to winning the Black vote no longer runs through the church door.
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Trump and Vance Are Harming the People They Claim to Care About

The Ohio city is supposed to be the exact sort of place the MAGA movement cares about.

by David A. Graham




Springfield, Ohio, is just the sort of beleaguered heartland manufacturing town that Donald Trump and J. D. Vance say the MAGA movement wants to help. Instead, the Republican ticket has chosen to make life miserable for the town and its residents for the sake of political gain.

The thing to remember is not just that Trump and Vance are lying about immigrants eating pets in Springfield. It's that Vance is happy to admit that they're lying. He's done that twice, first in an X post last week and then once more on CNN yesterday. The senator from Ohio and Republican vice-presidential nominee insisted that he had to lie in order to get people to pay attention to the truth.

Read: What was he even talking about?

"If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," Vance said, an admission so brazen, it briefly dumbfounded Dana Bash, a veteran host who isn't easily stunned.

Vance's reply contains layers of cynicism.To lie for a political purpose--and then to admit to it--is to practice a politics so dishonest and so manipulative, it demonstrates pure contempt for the American public. Every local authority has said that no evidence supports the claims Trump and Vance are making; Vance has said reports are coming to his Senate office, though he admits they're unverified--if they even exist. Reporters have tracked the origin of the rumors down to hearsay social-media posts. But Vance says nonsensically that to stop lying would be to allow a "heckler's veto."

Vance's claim that they're doing this to ease the suffering of the American people is equally cynical. Vance isn't helping the people of Springfield--his own constituents. He's making their lives much worse. Just ask them.

Ever since Vance started spotlighting the claims last week, and Trump repeated them during the presidential debate, life in the city has been severely disrupted. City Hall and several other buildings, including two schools and a DMV office, have been evacuated because of bomb threats, which used hate-filled language about Haitian immigrants in Springfield. Officials today canceled an annual celebration because of safety threats. (Trump has declined to denounce bomb threats, while Vance says the media should simply ignore them--much easier for him to say than the Springfield residents forced to leave their schools and offices.)

"Springfield is a community that needs help," Mayor Rob Rue told The Washington Post; he told The New York Times that "it's frustrating when national politicians, on the national stage, mischaracterize what is actually going on and misrepresent our community."

Read: Gullible Mr. Trump

Last week, City Manager Bryan Heck released a video touting the positive impact of immigration. "It is disappointing that some of the narratives surrounding our city has [sic] been skewed by misinformation circulating on social media and further amplified by the political rhetoric in the current, highly charged presidential election cycle," he said.

The town has been flooded with political operatives and Trump-friendly journalists, searching for any evidence they can to retroactively justify the claims he made without evidence, and turning fender benders into national news stories. Local Republican officeholders and GOP Governor Mike DeWine have pushed back on rumors, defended residents, and expressed frustration with Trump--a stark and welcome contrast with the sorts of Republican local politicians who have made headlines since Trump's rise.

Perhaps most moving, the father of a child who died in a school-bus accident caused by a Haitian immigrant has pleaded with politicians to stop exploiting his son's death. "This needs to stop now," Nathan Clark said at a city-commission meeting. "They can vomit all the hate they want about illegal immigrants, the border crisis, and even untrue claims about fluffy pets being ravaged and eaten by community members. However, they are not allowed nor have they ever been allowed to mention Aiden Clark from Springfield, Ohio. I will listen to them one more time to hear their apologies."

The residents of Springfield are the people Vance, as an Ohio senator, is supposed to represent and help. He has pointed to a letter from Heck, the city manager, in July, in which he asked for federal help with housing. "The City of Springfield, Ohio is facing a significant housing crisis in our community," Heck wrote, citing "many factors," including "a surge in population through immigration that has significantly impacted our ability as a community to produce enough housing opportunities for all."

But Heck wasn't asking the federal government to banish the immigrants. By nearly every local account, the influx of Haitians and other immigrants has been a godsend for the local economy. The city, which sits between Columbus and Dayton, was historically a blue-collar factory town, but many of the factories closed. In 2016, NPR reported on Springfield as an archetype of the kind of small cities being left behind in the 21st-century American economy. "Back in the 19th century, Springfield made more farm equipment than anyplace in the world," the story noted. By 1960, there were more than 80,000 residents. However, "median incomes fell an astounding 27 percent in Springfield between 1999 and 2014." The town's population sank below 60,000.

Since then, fueled in part by immigrants who came to the United States legally, the town's fortunes have turned. New manufacturers have arrived, offering well-paying jobs. One downside of a thriving economy is that some things, like housing, become scarcer and more expensive. That was Heck's subject.

Instead, Vance has claimed, falsely, that the town is overrun by "illegal migrants." Trump on Friday promised a mass deportation from Springfield, even though the new residents are mostly in the country legally. It is as though the city of Springfield asked for a bandage, and the Trump campaign responded by spraying mace in its eyes and calling it first aid.

Springfield poses a real challenge for Trump's political project. The former president says he will kick immigrants out of the country and revitalize manufacturing. But towns like Springfield show that immigration and revitalized manufacturing often travel hand in hand. Trump has no answer for that. His mass deportation would return Springfield to where it was a decade ago--shrinking in size, with median incomes dropping and future prospects bleak. Lacking a better idea, he turns to bogus stories about people eating pets.

Now Trump reportedly plans to campaign in Springfield. If you think that's going to make things any better for the city's residents, then you're probably credulous enough to believe the lies about immigrants there. Just remember: Trump and Vance know they're lies.
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The Judges Who Serve at Trump's Pleasure

The Founders abhorred a judiciary more loyal to the Crown than to the rule of law. But now the independent system they designed is under threat.

by Anne Applebaum




In December 1761, King George III dispatched an order to the American colonies. In a recent defiance of convention, some American colonial judges had been appointed for life, the same tenure that British judges enjoyed. Now the king intended to make it clear that all colonial judges were to serve only "at the pleasure of the crown."

A wave of protest engulfed the colonies. In North Carolina, opponents of the decision spurned the order right up until the outbreak of the Revolution. In New Jersey, the governor disobeyed it and was promptly removed from office. In New York, the colonial assembly continued to argue that judges on its colony's supreme court should have lifetime tenure. New York's acting governor, Cadwallader Colden, who was sympathetic to the king, developed a grudge against the assembly that turned into what one historian called "almost psychopathic rage," ending with him accusing the legislators of seeking to "obtain a most extensive power over the Minds of the rest of Mankind." Four years later, a mob angered by unfair taxes, another symbol of arbitrary rule, hanged Governor Colden in effigy, smashed up his coaches, and threw the bits of wood into a huge bonfire on Bowling Green.

Where did these intense feelings about judicial independence come from? A few colonists knew the work of the British political philosopher John Locke or the French essayist Montesquieu, especially their writings on the theory of separation of powers, which gives different branches of government the ability to check and balance one another, preventing any from accruing too much authority. But most people, probably including the mob that burned Governor Colden's carriages on Bowling Green, wanted independent judges for the same reason they wanted a revolution: instinctive resentment of distant, arbitrary, illegitimate royal power.

That instinct stayed with them. In 1776, the Declaration of Independence accused the king of having "made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries." A decade later, delegates to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, although bitterly divided about many things, stayed unified on the need for independent federal judges.

One South Carolina delegate to the convention thought judges' salaries should be high, to attract "men of the first talents." James Madison worried that if legislators could raise and lower salaries at will, then judges might be hesitant to rule against members of Congress. To solve this problem, he suggested pegging judicial salaries to the price of wheat "or some other thing of permanent value."

Eventually, the Framers of the Constitution arrived at the system we have today. To preserve their independence, federal judges are nominated by the president but must be approved by the Senate. Members of Congress set judicial salaries, which cannot be reduced. Judges have lifetime tenure, so they don't fear that they will be removed for any particular decision. They can be impeached by Congress for misconduct, but this is rare--only 15 federal judges have been impeached since 1789, all but five of them before 1937.

Read: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

But in practice, they are also constrained by norms and conventions. Since the early 20th century, for instance, Congress has not dissolved federal courts whose judges displease it--which did happen in the more distant past. The idea of court packing has been considered out of bounds ever since Franklin D. Roosevelt tried and failed to reshape the Supreme Court in the 1930s by proposing to appoint up to six additional justices. Since 1957, when Dwight Eisenhower sent federal troops to Little Rock, Arkansas, to enforce Brown v. Board of Education, powerful politicians have mostly agreed to honor and enforce the decisions of the Supreme Court, a convention that had been flagrantly defied by several southern governors of that era. (It had been defied earlier, too, by President Andrew Jackson, who, when Chief Justice John Marshall ruled in 1832 that treaties made with the Cherokees must be respected, was alleged to have said, "Let him enforce it"; that quote is apocryphal, but Jackson's sentiment was not.)

The independence of our courts is cracking because some judges are quite happy to serve "at the pleasure of the crown."

Ultimately, judicial independence has a more important protection: the character of the judges themselves. They have to avoid political influence. They have to base their arguments in the law. They have to at least try not to do the bidding of a president or governor. This might be the most important convention of all. Although fears of a politicized U.S. judiciary date back to the fights between the Federalists and the Jeffersonian Republicans in the very early days of the republic--and although they have reemerged at just about every important moment of social or political change--Americans in the modern era have generally assumed that judges appointed to the highest courts will act in good faith. The political philosophers of the early republic, the authors of the Constitution, and the law-school professors of the present day have all mostly assumed that federal judges will strive, in the words of Alexander Hamilton, to "unite the requisite integrity with the requisite knowledge."

Read: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

At least in recent times, few have imagined that federal judges who are well paid, unafraid of dismissal, and under no financial, legal, or political pressure of any kind would nevertheless seek to alter the law in egregiously partisan ways, not merely in support of conservative or progressive ideas, but in support of particular politicians, or in aid of their own careers. A recent Supreme Court decision on presidential immunity that appears designed to assist former (and possibly future) President Donald Trump; a Trump-appointed district-court judge who went against decades of legal precedent to shield the 45th president from the law--these must be taken seriously as signs that the independence of our courts is cracking, not because judges aren't protected but because some judges are quite happy to serve "at the pleasure of the crown."

Before I go further, let me make clear that I am not a legal scholar, a historian of the Constitution, or even a historian of the United States. I became interested in the origins of the independent judiciary because in 2015 I was living in Poland, where my husband is involved in national politics. (He is the foreign minister in the administration of Donald Tusk, a member of the Civic Platform party.) That year, a government with a legitimate, democratically elected parliamentary majority decided, with the cooperation of the equally legitimate president, to bring judicial independence to an end. Unexpectedly, this turned out to be extremely easy.

The political party that carried out this judicial coup is called Law and Justice (many noted the irony at the time), and its assault on the constitution had several elements. Among other things, the ruling party passed legislation in Parliament that forced older high-court judges into immediate retirement, a move that eventually gave Law and Justice the ability to appoint a large number of new judges (not unlike FDR's plan to pack the U.S. Supreme Court). Law and Justice legislators created a new, unconstitutional body that had the power to investigate and sanction judges whose rulings displeased the government. When the Constitutional Tribunal (the Polish equivalent of the American Supreme Court) overruled one of the government's laws, the prime minister refused to publish the ruling in an official court journal. In other words, she simply ignored it. And that was that: Nobody could force the prime minister or the governing party to obey the ruling.

The result was both confusion about the legitimacy of judges appointed under the new rules and a sharp rise in judicial partisanship. After a few years, it became common for anyone with a court case in Warsaw to assess their likelihood of winning not on legal grounds but according to which kind of judge was presiding. One of the "neo-judges," illegitimately appointed by Law and Justice, might rule differently from one of the judges appointed according to the more neutral system that had been in place for the previous quarter century.

Some were shocked by the change. The strongest objections came from older people who had lived in Poland under Communism. Paulina Kieszkowska, one of the leaders of Free Courts--a group that organized protests, lobbied vigorously, and filed lawsuits in European Union courts against the so-called judicial reform--told me recently that the older protesters remembered "the concept of Stalinist and Communist judges, of verdicts which were totally politically driven, of heroic people being sentenced to death," and they didn't want that era back. Kieszkowska is the granddaughter of a Polish judge who resigned for political reasons. Like the American colonists, she and her colleagues had direct experience of living under rule by law--meaning the law is whatever the ruling party, the dictator, or the monarch says it is--as opposed to rule of law, when the law is enforced by courts loyal to the constitution, not to whoever happens to be in power.

But not everyone was attuned to the danger. I went to some of the first, spontaneous marches in favor of an independent judiciary and was struck by how few young people were there. The threat of a politicized judiciary didn't, at first, seem to affect elections, or to move opinion polls very much either. Although the legal campaign led by groups such as Free Courts did have some success--EU courts found that Poland was in violation of European law--the truth is that the decline of the judiciary remained a distant, theoretical problem to the majority of Poles. Separation of powers was an abstraction that they just didn't worry about.

Eventually, the politicized courts produced legal changes that affected people in real ways. In October 2020, the Constitutional Tribunal, which by then had been packed with highly partisan judges who had close ties to Law and Justice, narrowed Poland's already strict abortion laws to a near-total ban. Following that ruling, doctors began refusing to give women abortions, even when their lives were in danger. Several women died.

Only then did younger people, especially younger women, react. They marched, they organized--and eventually they voted, in atypically high numbers, to oust the Law and Justice government. They were almost too late. The judicial system remains a tangled mess. Hundreds of neo-judges remain in place, their loyalties unclear, maybe even to themselves. Are they meant just to interpret the law, neutrally? Or are they there to express the will of the political party that appointed them? The Polish courts will be tainted by illegitimacy and treated with suspicion for years to come.

In the United States, even a dedicated, malevolent president and a venomous Congress would find it difficult to replicate the Polish experience. Life tenure for judges is written into the Constitution. No president could easily replace dozens of judges all at once, or establish an extraconstitutional body to exert control over them. Even making bipartisan compromises is no simple matter: President Joe Biden has proposed Supreme Court reforms, including possible term limits for judges, that are intended to be acceptable to everyone. But because this could require a constitutional amendment, or at least serious support from the Republican Party, the gesture will probably turn out to be symbolic.

From the June 2005 issue: Life tenure is too long for Supreme Court justices

But one element of the Polish experience might be relevant: the speed with which norms and conventions can shift, and the depth of the disorientation that can follow. Consider what we have seen or learned in just the past few months and years. Two Supreme Court justices were accepting large, undisclosed gifts from people who might have had an interest in their jurisprudence; the wife of one of those justices played a role in seeking to overturn the results of the 2020 election; more than one justice misled Congress during confirmation hearings about their intentions to overturn Roe v. Wade ; money and lobbyists have played an enormous role in the transformation of the Court; the Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell broke convention to block one nomination and then enable another; and now that Republican-dominated Court has extended immunity to a Republican ex-president who has broken the law--all of this has had a cumulative and damaging effect. The Supreme Court and all other federal courts now appear to both halves of the polarized political spectrum to be weaker, more political, easier to manipulate, less bound to the Constitution. A Gallup poll conducted in July showed that a yawning gap has emerged between the 15 percent of Democrats who still approve of the Court and the 66 percent of Republicans who do. Overall, respect for the courts is at historic lows.

The peculiar case of Aileen Cannon might be a harbinger. The minimally qualified (per the American Bar Association) Judge Cannon, of the Southern District of Florida, has made a series of unprecedented and legally questionable decisions that seemed deliberately designed to help Trump, the president who'd appointed her, evade legal consequences for criminal acts. In mid-July, she dismissed Special Prosecutor Jack Smith's case against Trump for sequestering sensitive national-security documents at Mar-a-Lago and lying about it to the FBI--a violation of the Espionage Act. Mainstream legal scholars consider Cannon's ruling to rest on highly dubious grounds: that Smith should never have been appointed by Attorney General Merrick Garland in the first place, and that Smith was exercising authority he "did not lawfully possess."

From the July/August 2020 issue: Anne Applebaum on why Republican leaders continue to enable Trump

After this decision, Joelle Anne Moreno, a legal scholar at Florida International University, told The New York Times that Cannon had "single-handedly upended three decades of established law historically used fairly and in a bipartisan manner." Laurence Tribe, one of America's preeminent constitutional scholars, wrote that Cannon's decision amounted to "dropping a sledgehammer on the rule of law." Cannon's previous rulings had already earned her a harsh and unusual rebuke from the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals, and two of her more experienced colleagues--including the chief judge, a Republican appointee--on the Southern District bench had suggested that she hand off the Trump case.

Now imagine a second Trump presidency, during which dozens more Aileen Cannons are appointed to the courts--dozens more minimally qualified people who believe their role is to defend the president or avenge his enemies, not to defend the rule of law. Then imagine another president, a Democrat, elected in 2028, who feels no obligation to adhere to the decisions made by these highly partisan courts. Or imagine a contested 2028 election in which Vice President J. D. Vance backs insurrectionists attempting to prevent the lawful transfer of power, as he has said he would have done in 2020--when courts rejected dozens of claims from Trump's legal advisers who sought to overturn the result. What if, in 2028 and 2029, courts were to rule in the opposite direction, with the intention of helping install an unelected president?

Listen: The end of democracy has already begun

These are very small leaps of the imagination--in fact, they are hardly leaps at all. We are already living in a country very different from the one we inhabited a decade ago: An insurrectionist ex-president with multiple indictments now leads the Republican ticket, and much of the American public seems indifferent to the threat. The colonists of the revolutionary era had been ruled by a king and were determined not to be ever again, and some Poles remembered Communist justice and so fought to prevent its return. Americans today have no experience living with a federal judiciary whose rulings are based on allegiance to a particular politician or political party. Perhaps this has lulled us into a comforting it-can't-happen-here quiescence. But as Tribe has said, we face the real possibility of "an imperial judiciary walking arm in arm with an imperial executive": a new political order, one in which the laws and norms that have insulated America from dictatorship slowly degrade.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The End of Judicial Independence."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/10/judicial-independence-judge-aileen-cannon-trump/679561/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Insurrectionists Next Door

Ashli Babbitt's mother and the wife of a notorious January 6 rioter are at the center of a new mythology on the right. They are also my neighbors.

by Hanna Rosin




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


THE NEIGHBORHOOD

This story starts with, of all things, a dog walk. My partner, Lauren, and I were doing our usual loop--past the playground, onto Third Street--when we saw the car again. A black Chevy Equinox with Texas plates, a luggage rack, and, on the back windshield, an exuberant profusion of slogans: FREE OUR PATRIOTS; THE THREE PERCENTERS, ORIGINAL; and J4J6, among others. We'd seen the SUV parked in the same spot a couple of times over the summer and Googled the slogans (J4J6 = "Justice for January 6ers"), but assumed, based on nothing, that it must belong to someone's parents who had come to help them move in for the school year and would soon go back home.

Our neighborhood in Northeast Washington, D.C., is mixed-race, mixed-income, and, like the rest of the city, about 90 percent Democratic. On a map someone made on TikTok that overlaid Washington neighborhoods with New York ones, Northeast D.C. equated to Brooklyn. Surely the Chevy wouldn't even stay long enough to get dirty. But now here we were in early November and the car was still there, silently taunting us on our dog walk.

"There's that fucking militia-mobile again," Lauren said--loudly, because she is loud. Strong language, but perhaps justified: The Three Percenters--according to the National Institute of Justice, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and the Anti-Defamation League--are one of the largest (though loosely organized) anti-government militias, and adherents regularly engage in paramilitary training to combat perceived government "tyranny."

But what Lauren had failed to notice was the puff of smoke curling out of the driver's-side window into the darkening sky. Someone was in the car.

"Justice for January 6!" shouted a voice from inside. The voice, hoarse from smoking, sounded joyous and self-satisfied.

"Well, you're in the wrong neighborhood for that, honey," Lauren said, equally self-satisfied.

"We live here now," Smoker answered. "So SUCK IT, BITCH."

And that's what launched us into all this. Not the "bitch" part; we probably deserved that for being such unfriendly neighbors. No, it was the "We live here now." Who was "we"? Why were they living "here," in Northeast D.C.? Why "now"?

The big event Smoker was shouting about--the violent assault on the Capitol on January 6, 2021--was by then almost three years in the past. The House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol had made its case to the American public and adjourned. The thousand-plus January 6 suspects were making their way through the federal court system. The marauders had done their damage, and justice was well under way. So what exactly did our new neighbors want? Our walk home was tense; unwelcome memories returned.

Read: What I saw on the January 6 committee

If you live in Washington, January 6 was not just some abstract chaos unfolding distantly in the nation's capital. That afternoon I was at the optometrist, getting new glasses for my youngest child. The optometrist, normally a goofy Norman Rockwell type, came out of his office gray-faced, his equipment still strapped to his head. "There's an attack on our city," he said. "Everyone go home." People were texting about guns and pipe bombs and what streets might not be safe to walk on, and we had no idea what would happen next. I rushed home, where I found my other two kids and some of their friends watching TV. They were very aware that what was playing out on the screen was happening 15 minutes from the house.

For the next few weeks, we lived under curfew. Streets were closed. Armed troops surrounded the Capitol. I remember biking around downtown D.C. and seeing stores boarded up, National Guardsmen everywhere, very few regular people on the streets, and thinking, Where am I? Lauren bought a baseball bat for protection. (It still sits by the front door, gathering dust.) So, no, we did not welcome supporters of January 6 insurrectionists creeping back to the scene of the crime.

Our neighbors, it turned out, are hallowed J6 martyrs whose mere existence inspires men to say they will fight and even die for the rightful restoration of Donald Trump to office.

After our exchange with Smoker last November, Lauren and I would pass the Chevy Equinox and wish it would just disappear. Instead, what happened was this: A couple of months and many halting interactions later, Lauren was invited to come to the house where Smoker and her compatriots live. We ended up spending the next year wandering through their world, an alternate universe blooming with new American heroes and myths, the main one being that January 6 was not a fire to be extinguished but embers with which to ignite something glorious. Our neighbors, it turned out, are luminaries in that world, hallowed martyrs whose mere existence inspires men to say they will fight and even die for their country--by which they mean they will fight and die for the rightful restoration of Donald Trump to office. Their names are invoked reverentially, albeit often strategically (which is not to say cynically), by self-described patriots, MAGA superstars, and Trump himself.

From the January/February 2022 issue: Trump's next coup has already begun

By late summer of this year, we looked during our dog walks for our neighbors on their screened-in porch and waved hello as we passed by. Sometimes their kittens (Donald and Barron) peeked through the screen. We knew that the kittens were a source of joy for the house's residents, but also that they made one of the women panic because she couldn't stop worrying that a heavy door in the house would swing hard and kill them. Doors bring her nightmares.

Sometimes I wonder why Lauren and I chose to get closer to a group of people aiding and abetting the unraveling of our country. Journalistic curiosity? That was definitely a primary motivation. We are both podcasters, and we were thinking that we should start recording this experience. Anxiety about the future? When we discovered who they were, Trump was just starting to look like he had a serious chance of getting reelected president. (Our podcast series, We Live Here Now, starts rolling out on September 18.)

But there was another reason, one that crystallized for me only when I witnessed the following scene: I happened to be present when another D.C. resident I know, who was alarmed that champions of the J6ers had moved into the neighborhood and had tweeted some trollish things at them, ran into one of them in person. I expected some human instinct to kick in--maybe a moment of sheepish eye contact, or a neighborly nod. It didn't. The troll said the exact same things to her face that she'd said on Twitter. They were very cruel things about her child--things no one should say to anybody, ever.

Outside the context of social media, the exchange seemed jarring and unnatural, like suddenly seeing your dog talk. And I thought to myself, Not that. We can't allow ourselves to morph into our nastiest online selves, in person, with our neighbors. Of course, the path Lauren and I ended up stumbling down--giving space and attention to some potentially destructive people--had its own perils. But not that.

THE HOUSE

I should probably say who these neighbors are, or at least tell you some salient facts we learned about them before we really knew them. They are three middle-aged white women who did not know one another before January 6, 2021, and who are rooming together in a white brick townhouse two blocks away from us. Their rent is paid by donors who support their cause. Smoker's name is Nicole Reffitt. Her husband, Guy Reffitt, was the first person to be tried for crimes associated with January 6. He had come to the Capitol with a handgun in his pocket and an AR-15 stashed in his hotel room. He'd told his fellow Three Percenters that he intended to drag Nancy Pelosi out of the building by her ankles. His 18-year-old son, Jackson, turned him in to the FBI. At his dad's trial, Jackson testified: "He said, 'If you turn me in, you're a traitor. And traitors get shot.' " (Around us, Nicole sometimes refers to Guy as "such a lovebug.")

The second house member was Tamara Perryman, whose boyfriend, Brian Jackson, pleaded guilty to assaulting law-enforcement officers with a flagpole. She goes by Tami, but her online trolls call her Nazi Barbie on account of Jackson's many swastika tattoos. (He got them during a previous stint in prison, when he joined the White Knights prison gang. His attorneys say that he has since denounced his membership in the group but cannot afford to remove his tattoos.)

The anchor of the house, of this whole universe, is Micki Witthoeft, known in the J4J6 movement as Mama Micki. She is the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was shot and killed by U.S. Capitol Police on January 6. Following instructions that she says Ashli gave to her in a dream, Micki has become a mother figure to hundreds of January 6ers who have been making their way through the D.C. courts and jail.


Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt and a leader--"Mama Micki"--of the "Justice for J6ers" movement, listens to a prisoner calling from the D.C. jail during the daily vigil held outside it. (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



By the way, their house has a name, which Lauren discovered in HuffPost. She read Micki's quote out loud to me: "We do have a team at the 'Eagle's Nest,' which some would say was Hitler's hideout." Of course, the reason some would say that is because it was the name of Hitler's hideout, or one of them. "But we're American citizens," Micki said, "and we won that war, and we're taking back the name. So this is absolutely not an ode to Hitler."

Micki rarely talks in any detail about the tragedy that landed her at the Eagle's Nest. But she doesn't need to, because those details are very publicly accessible. A handful of videos, available online, capture the moment from different angles. Ashli, who is small--5 foot 2--and the only woman in the scene, is at the front of a column of rioters. She strides down the hallway like she knows where she's going. The rioters suddenly stop when they encounter a set of doors, with glass window panels, guarded by police. Through the window panels, you can make out in the near distance people walking across the hall. These are members of Congress, who, minutes earlier, were holding the vote to certify what the rioters consider a stolen election. They are now urgently being evacuated. Somehow the growing mob has ended up just outside the Speaker's Lobby doors, with a direct sight line to these mincing traitors who are the target of their ire. Realizing this, their urgency grows.

The policemen guarding the door to the corridor, overwhelmed by the sheer number of rioters, abandon their post, leaving only indifferent wood and glass between lawmakers and the horde. But then in one video, a camera pans to the left and you can very clearly see two hands holding a gun on the other side of the door. "He has a gun, he has a gun!" someone yells. We'll never know whether Ashli heard this; she is fused with the melee that's yelling things like "It's our fucking house! We're allowed to be in here! You're wrong!" and "Break it down!" and "Fuck the blue!" A rioter in a conspicuous fur-lined hat starts smashing a window panel. Then it happens. Ashli climbs through the window panel and ricochets right back down onto the ground, onto her back, bleeding from her mouth. Her hands are like claws grabbing at nothing and her eyes are blank. "She's dead. She's dead," one rioter says. "I saw the light go out in her eyes." There's a sudden stillness, followed by a just-as-sudden light show of cellphones. Someone standing above her body introduces himself as being from Infowars, the far-right conspiracy-mongering site owned by Alex Jones, and offers to buy footage from someone else who was filming closer to Ashli.

Bits of all this footage will circulate, first among the rioters and then among the right-wing press. No headline ever explicitly reads "A Martyr Is Born," but one might as well have, because that's what was happening, starting in the hours after January 6. Early on, rumors spread that Ashli was only 25, then 21, then 16 when she was shot, pulling her further backwards into innocence. In fact, she was 35. Still, a young white woman in the prime of her life--a 14-year U.S.-military veteran, no less--shot dead by, as it turned out, a Black officer of the state. Pro-Trump message boards call her a "freedom fighter" and "the first victim of the second Civil War." "Your blood will not be in vain," one person wrote. "We will avenge you."

Over the years, the myth will grow: She was polite, she was trying to help people, she was trying to stop the fur-hatted guy next to her from breaking the window. There will be books and posters and rap songs and T-shirts: Ashli Babbitt, American Patriot. Ashli Babbitt, Murdered by Capitol Police.

The officer who shot her, Lieutenant Michael Byrd, has described how, once his name was leaked to the right-wing press, he and his family had to move into safe housing on a military base because of the racist messages and death threats. The Capitol Police and the Department of Justice investigated him and cleared him of any wrongdoing.

To Micki, however, he will only ever be the man who murdered her daughter, who was left abandoned on the ground "to bleed out like a fucking animal," or sometimes "bleeding out like a dying dog." This isn't true: Police started rendering assistance within seconds. One of the rioters pulled out a first-aid kit. Tactical officers yelled desperately for the rioters to clear a path so they could get Ashli to an ambulance. All of that is clearly captured on the videos. But Micki refers frequently to that image of her daughter lying on her back, bleeding out; it better correlates with Micki's primary emotion since that day, which is uncontrolled rage.

The first news story that Lauren and I saw about Micki Witthoeft, new resident of D.C., ran in The Washington Post on January 7, 2023, months before we discovered that she was our neighbor: "Ashli Babbitt's Mother Arrested on Capitol Riot Anniversary." The photo showed a woman with shoulder-length gray hair and a beanie with an American-flag patch yelling as a member of the Capitol Police restrained her. He'd told her to get on the sidewalk, but she stayed in the street, blocking traffic. Cops handcuffed Micki, and had started frisking her when someone filming the scene shouted: "Micki, anything you want to say?"

"Uh, yeah," she answered. "Capitol Police suck ass."

THE CORNER

Lauren can be awkward, and also short-fused when tested. I've seen her get into squabbles at coffee shops, red lights, hotel lobbies. So when she told me, one night just before Christmas 2023, a few weeks after our first interaction with Smoker--whom we did not yet know was Nicole Reffitt--that she wanted to go down to the D.C. jail to check out the nightly vigil that Micki holds there, I was a little nervous. But she's a professional journalist, and she scripted her opening lines to Micki on her Notes app: "Hi. I'm Lauren and I make audio documentaries and I heard about your vigil and ..." I stayed behind, and waited. A couple of hours later, Lauren came back and gave me her report.

The vigil attendees, along with a cadre of true believers across the country, believe that the people in the jail are "political prisoners." Every night at 7 o'clock, these "true patriots" hold a vigil for all of the January 6 defendants who are being detained there, awaiting either trial or sentencing. And every night, they get a few January 6 inmates on speakerphone, and then they join together in singing the national anthem and chanting "Ashli Babbitt, Ashli Babbitt" in a ceaseless drone. The evening usually ends with people singing along to a recording of "God Bless the U.S.A.," by the conservative, Trump-supporting country singer Lee Greenwood.

I've since attended a few vigils--and watched a lot more of them, because every night, three or four loyalists stream them in full--so I can tell you what they are like. For starters, not much to look at. About a dozen people gather on a corner--they've named it "Freedom Corner"--wedged between an access road behind the jail and Congressional Cemetery, where people who live on Capitol Hill walk their dogs. A table with speakers is set up in front of an array of American flags. Leaning against the table are some crosses set up by the handful of Chinese American evangelicals who show up every night, as well as drawings of Ashli and others who died that day, including rioters who died of natural causes or possibly were trampled by the mob, and a Capitol Police officer who was assaulted by insurrectionists. (The drawings are on posters that say, inaccurately, Murdered by Capitol Police.) Another table has snacks and coffee. Some camp chairs are randomly strewn about. Micki paces back and forth, smoking, silently overseeing the event. It's been the same every night since August 1, 2022. And I do mean every night, rain or 100-degree heat. I imagine some cemetery dog walkers must have looked over and wondered, What is this little fringe gathering? But these days, fringe has a way of rerouting history.


Scenes from Freedom Corner, outside the D.C. jail, where relatives and supporters of prisoners detained for crimes committed on January 6, 2021, have held a vigil every evening for more than two years (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



The J6ers in the D.C. jail are held together in a single segregated unit. The population of the D.C. jail is about 90 percent Black--and judges were importing a bunch of guys whose collective reputation was "white supremacist." But the consequences of putting them together were the same as they are when any group of extremists are housed together: They got more extreme. The groups of men who went through the jail suffered together, protected one another, and, in their ample free time, created a mythology--effectively a set of alternative facts--about who they were. They came to call their unit the "Patriot Pod." Their surroundings told them one story: You are temporarily banished from decent society on account of crimes you have committed. But as they hung out together, they gradually built a different story about themselves: We are the decent society. It was the outside that was wrong. This view soon caught on more broadly, and right-wing media started to refer to the jail as the "D.C. Gulag."

Every night, the men of the Patriot Pod call one of the Eagle's Nest women's cellphones, and every night, they broadcast those calls, featuring a mixture of comments from inmates and vigil attendees. Here is a sample from the first night Lauren was there, which, remember, was nearly three years after January 6.

They want to quiet our voice and we won't let them ... I never thought I'd see the day when people go to jail for thought crimes ... Hypocrites ... I saw things that were grossly exaggerated ... The way I see it, I never really committed a crime ... When exposing a crime is treated as committing a crime, you are being ruled by criminals ... I was a strong-spoken electrician from New Jersey that was a patriot, and this is who you turned me into ... When you have a government that has taken everything from you, what else do you have to lose? ... Disgusted. I'm disgusted ... If we don't win in the next year--that's it, that's it! Who gives a shit? ... [Automated recording interrupts: You have one minute remaining.]

To get an idea of these calls' impact, think about the distance, in myth miles, traveled by the "Star-Spangled Banner" as sung by what's now known as the J6 Prison Choir. If you've been paying close attention to the election, you've probably heard it. Donald Trump walks onstage at rallies to a version of the song mixed with his own voice reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. The singing originated with the first batch of detainees brought to the Patriot Pod, in early 2021. D.C. was under COVID lockdown, and the detainees spent a lot of time in isolation, so this was their way of communicating. Every night just before 9 o'clock, someone would yell out the countdown to the singing--"Three minutes!"--which would echo down the hallway. They would sing together solemnly until they reached "and our flag was still there," intoning "still there" with extra vigor. I asked Scott Fairlamb, who pleaded guilty to assaulting a police officer and was held at the jail in 2021, why those words got such emphasis. "Because we were still there," he said. It was a reminder, he continued, "that we stood up for what we believe in, that we were still patriots no matter who wanted to deem us as less than that. It was something that really kept up my morale, and my love of country intact." When he recalled the singing, his voice broke, even though we were talking a year after he'd been released from prison.

News of the singing in the Patriot Pod is what first brought Micki to Freedom Corner, in the summer of 2022. Nicole's husband, Guy, was in the jail at the time, and told her about it. So on the day of Guy's sentencing, Nicole and Micki just showed up at 9 p.m. outside the jail and sang along with the detainees. That first night, they got into a scuffle with some of the prison guards but eventually achieved a rapprochement, and then figured out how to broadcast the song to the world. Soon, the choir had a nightly national audience.

Then comes March 25, 2023: Trump's kickoff campaign rally for the 2024 election, held in Waco, Texas, a site that for the far right is a reminder that the government is willing to murder its own citizens. As Trump stands with his hand on his heart, the J6 Prison Choir mix gets broadcast through the speakers, and scenes of the assault at the Capitol play on giant screens. The anthem has a scratchy, lo-fi quality, but that only amplifies its power. If you haven't watched the Waco video, you should. Your mind might resist, but your body will understand why people succumb to demagogues. Trump says:

In 2016, I declared, "I am your voice." And now I say to you again tonight, "I am your warrior. I am your justice" ... For those who have been wronged and betrayed, of which there are many people out there that have been wronged and betrayed, I am your retribution. We will take care of it. We will take care of it.

To say that Micki Witthoeft orchestrated any of this would be absurd. Before her daughter died, Micki was a housewife from San Diego whose version of civic engagement was, as she says, "I vote. I pick up my trash. Yay me." But by showing up in front of the D.C. jail night after night, she became imprinted on the national consciousness: Mama Micki holding in her arms her martyred daughter and sons. In January 2023, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene gave Micki a shout-out at a meeting of the House Oversight Committee, saying that Micki's daughter had been "murdered" and "there's never been a trial." Representative Barry Loudermilk praised Micki's work on behalf of J6ers. Representative Matt Gaetz showed up at the vigil one night, apologizing to those suffering inside. And in September 2022, Trump called in to the vigil: "It was so horrible, what happened to her. That that man shot Ashli is a disgrace ... What they're doing here, it's a disgrace."

"They": The "deep state" had shot Ashli Babbitt and covered up what really happened. The same "they" responsible for the death of the Branch Davidians in Waco were the "they" who left Ashli, who could have been any one of us, bleeding out like a fucking animal.

That night in December 2023 when Lauren went to the vigil for the first time, she introduced herself to Micki. She noted that Mama Micki had a quiet but commanding presence--as though she was in charge of the space, almost like, as Lauren put it, "a cult leader who doesn't need to say a lot." But Lauren and I wondered what Micki got out of being around people who had never met Ashli but chanted her name, over and over, night after night. Maybe that was the point. For a grieving mother, a nightly vigil was a place to suspend herself in Ashli time, with no past or future. Micki had a husband she'd been married to for 35 years, plus four sons and two grandchildren, one of whom she barely knew, because most of his life she's been 3,000 miles away, on Freedom Corner. "It's been suggested to me that maybe therapy would help so I could let some of this anger go," she once told Lauren. "I'm not ready to. It's my anger, and I'm gonna hold on to it."

One more detail about the vigil: It was cold that December night, so Micki offered Lauren coffee and blueberry pie. Lauren doesn't drink coffee and she hates blueberry pie. Still, the pie was another kind of beginning.

THE BOAT

I had a dream about Ashli. I feel like she spoke to me in the dream. And she was like, "I'm a goner." She had been arrested for shooting a red, white, and blue rocket around the moon. And she said, "They're gonna execute me" ... I have this cross-body leather purse. And I was like, "Get in my purse and let's go!"
 
 And she was like, "No."

In the months after Ashli's death, Micki lay in bed all day, aware of the metaphor she was inhabiting. She and her husband were living in a boat moored in San Diego Bay, so her bedroom was half-submerged underwater, like her entire being.

She hadn't even known that Ashli had gone to D.C. for January 6. They'd lived only 12 minutes apart but hadn't seen each other that Christmas or New Year's. Fuggles, the family dog, was old and afraid of fireworks, so Micki had stayed home with him on New Year's Eve. Besides which, Micki and Ashli's relationship could be scratchy. What if she'd been less worried about the dog? What if she'd known Ashli was going? "But I just would have said, 'Have fun, be careful, who are you going with,' " Micki says. "I didn't realize what was going on in D.C. was gonna be such a big frickin' deal!" What if she'd gone with Ashli? What if she'd chained her to a chair? Slosh, slosh, slosh, like that, for months.

For a while, all Micki could manage was to get out of bed once a day and make a phone call to someone in Washington, D.C., which for her was something. In the past, when Ashli would talk to her about mask mandates or lost ballots or whatever, Micki would say, "You know what, baby, go get 'em!" But Micki herself had no patience for politics. She was of the You can't fight city hall so might as well live your life school. "I'm gonna sit on my boat. I'm gonna read my book. I'm gonna eat my popcorn. I'm gonna pet my dog. I'm gonna stick my feet in the water." But now here she was, dialing the 202 area code every day, doing the Erin Brockovich thing: Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Senator Dianne Feinstein, Representative Darrell Issa, the general counsel for the Capitol Police ... "Hello, my name is Micki Witthoeft, and I want answers about my daughter." She kept a running log of names and numbers in what she called her death notebook. "I know it's kind of a morbid thing to say, but that's what it was."

Then one day her best friend, Wilma, stopped by the boat and told her, "You have to get up, get in the shower, and get the fuck outside." After that, Micki's life took a Thelma & Louise-ish turn: The men, including her husband and sons, sort of fell away, and she allied herself with forceful women. Wilma suggested a healing Mother's Day trip, and Micki chose Sacramento as the destination. They loaded up Wilma's camper van with Ashli Babbitt bracelets and flyers that Micki had made. The trip was kind of a bust. No one in the state capital really wanted to hear about Ashli Babbitt and January 6. But then--a small miracle. On the way home, when they stopped one night at a campsite, Micki got a text from a friend. It linked to a video of someone in Washington named Paul Gosar, talking about her daughter. "It was my first glimmer of hope that somebody is paying attention," Micki says.

After that, the signs intensified. She and Wilma drove to Arizona for Reawaken, a MAGA-supported Christian-nationalist festival led by Michael Flynn, the former U.S. Army general and short-lived national security adviser to Trump who spouts QAnon slogans. "It was kind of like a weird mix of political advocates and Christian-revival stuff," Micki says. "And when they were singing 'Raise a Hallelujah' onstage, the air was just electric in there."

Gosar kept publicly invoking Ashli. (Gosar is a far-right congressman from Arizona known for his association with white supremacists and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election, but Micki wasn't really attuned to all that.) He tweeted a photo of Ashli in her Air Force uniform with the caption "They took her life. They could not take her pride," a paraphrase of a lyric in the U2 song "Pride (In the Name of Love)," which is actually about Martin Luther King Jr. He described Michael Byrd as "hiding, lying in wait," to kill Ashli. And then he invited Micki to be his guest at a conference in Phoenix. "She has given everything--her daughter," Gosar said onstage. "We need answers." He shouted her out to the crowd, calling her by the wrong name, "Mick Wilbur." But still, she had been called.

THE BASEMENT

I said, "Well, then, just tell them you didn't do it." And [Ashli] said, "I won't tell them I didn't do it, and I'd do it again. And I'm a goner. These are the people you need to worry about."
 
 So we were in a cell full of people. It was more like a cage, more like a chain-link cage. With just a whole bunch of people ...
 
 I know she spoke to me in the dream. 'Cause I had not watched any television. Couldn't listen to music. Couldn't turn on the radio ... It was about political prisoners.

For a while, Micki tried to be home with her husband, Roger. But in the emotional state she was in, she knew she could not really be much of a wife. "It's really hard to live with somebody who just wants to be angry," she says. In August 2022, she got on a plane and left, with enough money to live in D.C. for a month and not much of a plan. With Ashli's dream-words in mind ("These are the people you need to worry about"), she went straight to the courthouse, where Guy Reffitt was about to become the first J6er who'd stood trial to be sentenced. She was coming to support Guy, but she noticed his wife, Nicole, standing with her two daughters and looking very alone.

"She just had this defiant, strong-ass-woman look on her face, and I just knew she was somebody I could be friends with," Micki says. Nicole instantly grabbed her hand. "I just felt that she needed that," Nicole says. "And it's just one of those things, you really can't explain ... Maybe we were so brokenhearted, and we could see that in each other." Micki "just looked at me and I looked at her and it was just like, 'Let's go. They can't do anything else to us.'" And so they moved in together.


Nicole Reffitt (left) in the Eagle's Nest, in Washington, where she lives with Micki Witthoeft (right) and others. Nicole's husband brought a gun to the Capitol on January 6 and was the first to be tried for crimes committed that day. (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



After bouncing around a bit, they landed at the Eagle's Nest, partly because it was only a 15-minute drive to the jail. What sealed Micki's relationship with Nicole was the day it came time to put Fuggles down. "I was on the couch with Fuggles, and I couldn't make it happen," Micki says. She wanted to call the vet, but she couldn't. So Nicole did it. "I just thought at that minute, I truly loved her. I do ... I feel like the ladies in this house know me better than a lot of people that I've known for years in my life," Micki says. Nicole has stayed in D.C. all this time, even though her husband is serving out his sentence in Texas.

If this were a different movie, it could lean more into its obvious feminist plotline: Two working-class American women who have only ever known themselves as mothers and wives realize what they are actually capable of. They cook for each other, clean for each other, become chosen family for each other.

At night, Micki has had panic attacks that take her breath away and dreams that make her weep. She can't bear to sleep in a room by herself. So she and Nicole sleep in the basement of the Eagle's Nest, their mattresses head to head. Nicole's dog, Oliver, plops himself in between them like a canine headboard. Just hearing Nicole and her dog softly breathing, Micki says, is a comfort to her.

Men come through the Eagle's Nest sometimes, but they never stay long. Micki's kicked a few out. Too bossy, or too messy, or too obviously trying to make money off their plight. In the meantime, they've been improvising for themselves a first-rate civic education, covering all three branches of government. They attend trials at the federal courthouse, Supreme Court oral arguments, congressional hearings, campaign rallies. At many important events around the country, Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, gets invited onstage to say her lines, which generally run like this: "I think that this is a blueprint for what they're doing to American people. My daughter was murdered by this government on January 6, 2021, as a result of her protest against the stolen election at the Capitol."

By the time Lauren and I came around, Micki and Nicole had become more comfortable engaging with the "fake-news media," so after a few months of interacting, we got along reasonably well. Lauren and Micki, especially, engage in lively debates about immigration, gun control, term limits, homelessness, gay rights, health care. Lauren eventually broached the topic of why Micki had told a vigil crowd that Michael Byrd "needs to swing from the end of a rope, along with Nancy Pelosi."

Micki: I am not calling for a lynching. A hanging and a lynching are two different things. A hanging occurs after a trial and you're pronounced guilty and your ass gets hung. That's how it happens. Hangings are retribution for something that you got coming to you. And they used to do it right on the battlefield. If you got convicted of treason, they would either shoot you or hang you. And that's the way I meant that. And I said it about Nancy Pelosi too, and she's about as white-bread as you come.

Micki goes on to say that she doesn't necessarily buy the idea of "white privilege," because she and Ashli worked hard for what they have. Lauren gives a delicate but effective lesson on how white privilege works, and explains that having had to work hard doesn't exempt you from it. Micki doesn't respond directly, but judging from what she says next, she has heard Lauren, and even shifted a little.

Micki: I understand that Black people have been treated in a different way than white people have in this country for a long time--well, forever. But I thought that we were making huge strides in that until, you know, I came to this city, actually ... Because you don't know until you know. I mean, for years there were these Black children being gunned down by police officers ... And it does make me identify somewhat with Black and brown mothers who have been going through this for decades. Because their children have been murdered under color of authority without any avenue for retribution for years and decades and centuries.

When I listen to the recordings of these conversations, I recognize my partner as the quick, combative, sympathetic person she is. And I recognize raucous but nuanced debate of a kind I haven't heard anywhere else in ages. When you read books about how we can come back from the brink of civil war, this is what they tell you: Don't go into a discussion trying to change anyone's mind. Just listen, and have faith that maybe the ice will start to melt a little. For their part, Micki and Lauren's debates often end with:

Lauren: "You are too smart for that, actually, Micki!"
 Micki: "Please, Lauren, I believe you're too smart for it too!"

All of this in a tone you would reserve for an exasperating friend. But then there are moments like this one:

Micki: So you do not believe adrenochrome is a thing?
 Lauren: What now?
 Micki: Adrenochrome.
 Lauren: I literally don't know that. What is that?
 Micki: Really?

Micki is referring here to the QAnon-fueled conspiracy theory that global elites kidnap children to drink their blood for its adrenochrome, a chemical compound that is supposedly an elixir of youth. What can you do with a moment like this? How do you breach this epistemic chasm of cuckoo?

I've thought about this a lot, and come up with one generous explanation for why Micki would even consider that such a theory might be true. Bear with me here: Micki is not deluded about who Ashli was. She describes her daughter as someone people either loved or "felt the complete opposite" about. When Ashli was young, she was a tomboy who played with lizards, surfed, and rode dirt bikes. When she was 13, she announced that she would join the military one day, even though her nervous mother prayed that she wouldn't. You get the impression that they didn't have an easy, cozy mother-daughter dynamic.

"I love my daughter always," Micki says. "I'm proud to be her mother always, but we're two very separate people ... Sometimes we saw things differently, and I'll just leave it at that."

Micki had had no idea how deeply taken her daughter was with conspiracy theories. Micki was just not interested in those kinds of conversations. She was not even on social media. So she had no way of knowing that on Twitter, Ashli was calling out judges and politicians as pedophiles, and using QAnon slogans such as "Where we go one, we go all!" Could looking into the global scourge of child trafficking be Micki's way of figuring out what she'd missed? Of seeing what Ashli saw?

Death can make you obsess about unfinished business. Micki says that when her father died this year, she completed an intricate puzzle involving Chinese symbols that he'd left on a table, even though it took her hours and she had so much to do. When my own father died, my very unadventurous mother decided to jump out of an airplane, because the one thing my father had done entirely without her was serve in the military as a paratrooper. Exploring parts of your loved one's mind or experience postmortem can be the only available way to move the relationship forward.

But a more straightforward explanation for Micki's openness to adrenochrome conspiracies has to do with the state of our political culture. When you want to hold on to your anger, as Micki does, your tribe will feed you enough stories about them and what they are capable of to fuel that anger as long as you want or need. "When they killed Ashli, they took a lot more from me than my daughter," Micki says. "They took my whole belief in the system that runs America from me. Even though you know it's a little bad, it's mostly good--I don't believe that anymore. And so in that process, I don't know what I believe them capable of. Is it eating babies and drinking their blood? I don't think so. But I don't know what they're up to. I really don't know." In this way, the wound can stay open forever and ever ... and bleed all over the country.

THE POD

In May 2024, a new person started hanging around the Eagle's Nest. He was 30 and fresh out of prison, and Micki let him stay a few nights, meaning that an actual J6er was now down the block. Around us, Micki referred to him as "the little boy," but his real name was Brandon Fellows. I'd been corresponding with him while he was in prison--talking to him now seemed like a decent way to explore something I'd been wondering about. Micki had been holding the vigil for more than 700 days. The Patriot Pod had been in existence for three years. People who had been convicted were starting to get released, and the next presidential election was only a few months away. What had all this amounted to? Where was the J4J6 movement heading? What might be bearing down on us on January 6, 2025?

When Brandon arrived at the Patriot Pod in August 2021, he was, in his own words, "the nonviolent guy." He had traveled to the Capitol armed with a fake orange beard that looked like it was made from his mom's leftover yarn, and a weird knitted hat. He was having fun outside the building until someone in front of him started smashing a window with a cane, which prompted a cop to swing his baton, and then Brandon freaked out. "Holy shit, holy shit," he recalls saying to himself. "I'm not getting hit." But eventually Brandon did go in, and ended up in some senator's office with his feet up on the desk, smoking a joint. In my mind, I'd classified him as the Seth Rogen of insurrectionists. And I was curious whether his time in the Pod had changed him at all.

As soon as he arrived in his cell, he told me, he was starstruck. Brandon had spent the preceding few months under house arrest on his mom's couch. She is a Democrat and would not talk to him about January 6, so he spent a lot of time processing the event through his phone. And now here they were, the people he'd read about or watched on YouTube. "People started coming up to my cell and talking to me. One standout was Julian Khater. He said, 'Hey, I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick.' I'm like, 'No way!' " Brian Sicknick was a Capitol Police officer whom Khater had pepper-sprayed in the face on January 6. He's the officer whose picture is up at the vigil along with Ashli's. A medical examiner attributed his death to natural causes, but responsibility for Sicknick's death has always shadowed Khater. (Khater pleaded guilty to two felony charges, for assaulting officers with a dangerous weapon.)

Fellow J6ers came by Brandon's cell and asked, Hey, you need a radio? Pen and paper? Some extra clothes? They dropped off beef jerky, ramen, macaroni and cheese. A bunch came by just to introduce themselves, talk to the new guy. By the end of his first day in the pod, Brandon had a stack of items outside his cell and a lot of new friends. "We had a good sense of community ... And we were taking care of each other ... This isn't like the other wings, where it's like, 'Oh, what are you in for?' We're all from the same event." (Ordinarily, if even three people commit a crime together, the jail separates them.)

Many of the J6ers had never been incarcerated before, and jail came as a shock. The difference, though, between them and the average person in the D.C. jail, or any American jail, is that they were going through hell together. Proud Boys. Oath Keepers. Julian Khater. Guy Reffitt. And Brandon, the stoner with the goofy disguise. He had read about these guys. Maybe cosplayed as one of them on January 6. But now he was getting to know them, and that changed how he thought about them. "These guys are the real people, the real heroes," he says he thought to himself. "I'm just some idiot that took selfies inside and smoked somebody's joint that was passed around."

The way Brandon was starting to see it, there was a bright line in the Pod. On one side were the nonviolent guys like him. When they'd seen trouble on January 6, they'd flinched. And on the other side were heroes--men like Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, who'd brought an actual gun to the Capitol. Six months into his stint in the Patriot Pod, Brandon had decided that he wanted to be on the other side of the line.


Brandon Fellows was radicalized by his stay in the D.C. jail's "Patriot Pod." After doing time for his actions on January 6, he says that if Trump loses this election, people might have to "do something." (Stephen Voss for The Atlantic)



Because a lot of the evidence against the detainees consisted of videos, they had been given access to laptops so they could watch them as they prepared their legal defenses. Brandon noticed that on his device, the camera hadn't been turned off. Wanting to make his mark--among the guys in the Pod, certainly, but maybe also in the world at large--he started filming, with an eye toward exposing what he said were squalid conditions. He leaked the videos to the right-wing site Gateway Pundit, and on May 25, 2022, it published a story with the long headline "EXCLUSIVE FOOTAGE: Secret Video Recordings LEAKED From Inside 'The Hole' of DC Gitmo. First Footage Ever Released of Cockroach and Mold Infested Cell of J6 Political Prisoner."

After Brandon leaked the footage, fellow detainees started calling him brave. "I feel like I earned my respect, because remember, some of them used to say, 'You're not even a January 6er,' because I didn't do anything violent."

When Brandon was released this past spring, he'd planned on going back home to upstate New York. That didn't work out. And, like Micki, he felt the pull of D.C. Demi-celebrity was more exciting than his regular life anyway. People from all over the world have extended invitations for him to stay with them. He's had job offers, and people have asked him if he will run for political office. In June, he went viral on social media after making a pouty face behind Anthony Fauci at a public hearing. That got him a warning from his probation officer. Now he needs permission to enter any government building.

He also got a warning from Micki, but for a different reason. By this point in her evolution as an activist, she was seeking to avoid pointless negative attention on her, the cause, or the house. In July, people were urgently sharing this tweet on our neighborhood text chain: "Community Safety Alert. J6er, Brandon Fellows ... in a MAGA group house called the 'Eagle's Nest' (yes like Hitler) is bragging on Twitter about PUNCHING WOMEN at local bars."

The bar happened to be five minutes from my office. I wouldn't say this made me feel scared, exactly, but it did make me extremely curious about what Brandon had planned for the coming months.

In the videos of the incident, a snide comment made by a woman about Brandon's MAGA hat eventually leads to a thrown drink and then punches between Brandon and the woman and her boyfriend. Brandon, who is extremely fit post-prison, is quickly on top of the man, pinning him down.

Is this juvenile trolling that got out of control? Or something politically significant? Does one lead to the other? I had many questions. So I arranged to interview him.

 Hanna: How long are you going to stay in D.C.? Do you have a plan?
 Brandon: Yeah. I plan to stay 'til, like, January 7, January 6-ish?
 Hanna: That feels vaguely threatening.
 Brandon: I could see why you would say that, especially considering, you know, my feelings.
 Hanna: About violence.
 Brandon: Well, about how, man, I wish, after seeing all the chaos that's happened in the world and to the country, how I wish people did more on January 6, instead of like me, taking selfies and just smiling ... I think it would have been better if more people would have actually been there for an insurrection ...
 Hanna: I can't tell with you, what is--
 Brandon: I'm not making it up. I'm saying, I hope that it doesn't come to this. You know, it'd be nice if Trump just got in.
 Hanna: But there's a possibility that he will legitimately lose this election at the ballot box.
 Brandon: Yeah, I think at that point, people might have to do something.

Later, I called Brandon to ask if he even believed in democracy. In response, he asked if I'd seen the protesters outside the Republican National Convention holding signs that read Dictator on Day One. "I'd be down with that," he said. "That's what we might need," and then he said something about George Washington that I don't recall because I was at this point realizing that I should be taking him very seriously.

If ever you doubt the depth of feeling among the J6ers, listen to the vigil recorded on July 13, the evening of the assassination attempt on Trump. One of the detainees calls the gathering on Freedom Corner and describes the scene in the Patriot Pod when they saw the news on TV: "I had to hear fucking a bunch of us scream and yell and freak out and be trapped in this box with the inability to do anything except to basically run around like a trapped rat in a maze. And it was a very scary feeling." And as he is talking, he is choking on the memory of that desperation, and starts to cry. "I'm just--I'm just really glad Trump's okay. Because I didn't know if he was ... That shit really fucked me up ... It would just kill me to know because, not only for the man who sacrificed so much for all of us, but just the country as a whole. Fuck the whole J6 thing and pardons; I don't even care about that. I just talk about the status of our nation, and what it meant--and what it meant for us, for everybody, whether you're MAGA or not." [You have one minute remaining.]

"OUR HOUSE"

In mid-July, I went to visit Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland. One thing I learned from reading his 2022 book, Unthinkable, was that the revisionist history of January 6 began on January 6, when the representatives were called back to the House floor to certify the election. "I remember it so clearly," he told me. Matt Gaetz rose and said something kind about Raskin, which touched him. And then Gaetz changed his tone and said he was hearing "pretty compelling evidence" that some of the violent people who'd breached the Capitol were not Trump supporters but members of antifa. He was saying this to his colleagues in Congress, who just hours earlier had seen the mob with their own eyes, who'd just had to barricade the doors of their offices against rioters brimming with rage and carrying Confederate flags and makeshift gallows and other inflammatory, insurrectionist iconography and yelling "Stop the Steal!" Raskin could already see where this was heading: January 6 was going to be folded into the Big Lie that Trump had won the 2020 election.

"There are lots of those micro lies that fit into the pattern of the Big Lie about the election," Raskin told me. "So Donald Trump calls the J6ers 'political prisoners,' which is a lie, and he calls them 'hostages,' which is a lie." These people have been prosecuted for assaulting officers and invading the Capitol, he went on. "And most of them pled guilty, right? So how are they hostages? What makes them political prisoners? Suddenly they're like Alexei Navalny, who died at the hands of Vladimir Putin? They're like Nelson Mandela? I don't think so."

David Frum: Don't let anyone normalize January 6

In his book, Raskin refers to Trump's Big Lie as "the new-and-improved Lost Cause myth." In less than four years, January 6 has gone from a horror that even many hard-core MAGA supporters, and Trump himself, felt politically compelled to distance themselves from ... to being an event that Trump makes central to his political message. January 6 has taken on sacred power; for many, like Brandon Fellows, it was the crucible that gave their lives meaning. It is the furnace that still fuels the Big Lie.

Dozens of people who participated in the "Stop the Steal" rally, including some who ended up serving time for crimes committed on January 6, have run for political office--federal, state, and local. I have yet to encounter one who shies away from their actions on that day. Consider Derrick Evans, "J6 Prisoner running for U.S. Congress," as the pop-up image that greets you on his campaign website says. One of the photos on the site shows him in a Rebels sweatshirt after being arraigned. Another shows him smiling in a sunny field with his wife and four small children. The juxtaposition of images suggests that the Lost Causification of January 6 is working: Storming the Capitol is something that a God-fearing, patriotic family man or woman does.

I had another reason I wanted to talk with Raskin: He and Micki Witthoeft had lost their adult children less than a week apart. On December 31, 2020, Tommy Raskin died by suicide. Unthinkable is about January 6 but also about Tommy. Raskin told me that people would ask him, " 'What do those two things have to do with each other?' And to my mind, they are absolutely inextricable. It's all intertwined." Raskin believes that the story of Tommy's demise began with the pandemic, when people were "atomized and isolated and depressed." Ashli's troubles were compounded during COVID--her pool-cleaning business struggled, and Micki says the combination of COVID lockdowns, mask mandates, and Ashli's belief that the election was stolen made her very "angry and agitated."

Although Raskin has his own experience with trying to integrate grief into a belief system, he was reluctant to psychoanalyze Micki. But when I told him that Micki has often said she'd rather be angry than sad, he took this as a clue. "I think what you're talking about is something that is post-grief, which is trying to make meaning of a loss. I assume she experienced just overwhelming grief and despondency and shock and sorrow to lose her daughter. Then, after that shock is somehow metabolized, I assume she has to figure out what her daughter's death means." I asked him if he would ever try to talk with Micki about this, in the way Joe Biden often bonds with people over shared grief. He said, "I can't imagine she would want to meet me," but added that he would think about it.

Over the summer, Micki and Brandon Fellows "had words" about his antics. As the movement's matriarch, Micki is used to setting the rules. But she has nurtured legions of sons who are used to breaking them. At some point, the kids just move on, and you're left wondering what you should be doing. The movement she's helped birth has escaped her full control, and seems to be seeking things--including, possibly, the restoration of Trump to the White House by violent means--that she doesn't support.

Not that Micki is entirely clear on what she wants. What would justice for Ashli even look like? A public funeral procession? Michael Byrd in jail? What about Trump getting elected and pardoning all the J6ers? Would that be enough? After all, that's what Ashli talked about in Micki's dream. Lauren once asked Micki what would happen if no one were to be held accountable for Ashli's death in a way that felt sufficient to her. "Well, that's a good question," Micki said. "But I guess then I will just have to take my dying breath trying to bring that about."

At a press conference in August, Trump again said that the J6ers have been "treated very unfairly." He has also continued to say that, if reelected, he will pardon them. Weirdly, it doesn't occur to Micki that the person ultimately responsible for her daughter' death is Donald Trump. His narcissism and pathological fear of losing are what set in motion Ashli's fatal journey to the Capitol in the first place.

But the Big Lie's hold on Mama Micki may be loosening. The last time Lauren and I went to the vigil, in July, only five people showed up. Tami, the third house member, has just moved out. "You know, I'm feeling real, real tired, to be honest," Nicole Reffitt said recently. She also admitted that she felt guilty for having encouraged some of the J6ers not to take a plea deal and to stand up against the government instead. For many of them, that has meant more time in prison. "They could be at home, and instead they're in jail." About Micki, Nicole says, "I'm a ride-or-die person. I don't have a lot of those people. But the ones I do have, it's 'til the end. Micki is one of those people. Guy is one of those people."

But Guy will get out of prison soon, and where will that leave Micki? Nicole's family lives in Texas. Micki's family--what's left of it--lives in San Diego. Micki and her husband are separated now. She used to have a life there that she loved, riding horses, gardening, reading mystery novels. She loved being a wife and a mother. But she isn't a wife anymore, and her remaining kids are grown, and she doesn't have a place to stay. When she visits San Diego, she stays in her friend Wilma's RV.

Lauren won't necessarily admit this, but she worries about Micki. What happens to a nervous person who used to have some moments of serenity but who now fixates on wackadoodle things like her government coming after America's children? Does she get stuck there or go back to riding her horses and dipping her feet in the water? Lauren has been watching her closely. At the nightly vigil, Micki no longer reacts with anger when the police instruct her to do this or that. In fact, she now tells her own people to stay calm and follow the rules.

This summer, Lauren asked Micki if she could ever imagine being, if not truly happy, then at least at peace, or maybe even being able to savor small moments of contentment. No, Micki said quickly, she doesn't foresee contentment for herself, because she's "just too damaged." But then she told a story. A while ago, she and Nicole were driving. It was fall. "The leaves were all different colors, and Nicole was like, 'Look at how pretty those leaves are. Look at this gorgeous [view].' And I'm like, 'Yeah, it's dead fucking leaves, Nicole.' " But, she continued, "I do now enjoy the smell of a flower. I will walk up to a rose and put my nose right in it. So that's, you know ..." That's not nothing.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The Insurrectionists Next Door." Additional reporting by Lauren Ober. Rosin and Ober's podcast about the Eagle's Nest, We Live Here Now, can be found at www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/we-live-here-now starting September 18, 2024.
 
 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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How the Election-Denial Mindset Works

The trouble brewing over new voting rules in Georgia reveals the potential for a paralyzing crisis in American democracy.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated on September 16 at 10:45 a.m. ET.

It's normal, in September of an election year, for Anne Dover to feel stressed. This week, the 58-year-old elections director of Cherokee County, Georgia, has been drowning in absentee-ballot applications and wrangling new poll workers. What isn't normal, though, is her looming sense of dread. What if this time, Dover sometimes wonders, things get even worse?

Four years ago, when Donald Trump was seeding doubt about the election, Dover's community outside of Atlanta came unhinged. People protested as she and her team met before certifying the county's votes. They took photos of Dover's car; they followed her home; they left threatening voicemails; someone even called in a bomb threat to her office. The protests didn't make much sense--Trump had won Cherokee County by almost 40 points. But sense had nothing to do with it. "People just really were so unhappy about the results, and they thought they could bring about change by being vocal," Dover, a Republican, told me.

Even amid all that pressure and tumult, most state and local elections officials in 2020's electoral battlegrounds refused to go along with Trump's bogus claims of fraud. This time around, though, Trump's allies have a more coherent strategy. In the run-up to November 2024, they've sought to take control of state and local boards, and, in Georgia, are establishing the fundamentals to bring about even more election chaos. On the state board, a new far-right majority is changing the rules mere weeks before a national election that might hinge on Georgia.

The election-denial mindset comes from confusion about the voting process, combined with prolonged exposure to a vortex of misinformation. Almost one-third of Americans tell pollsters that they continue to believe that the 2020 election was stolen.

Dover's husband, Dwayne, is one of those people. "He's a good guy," Dover told me. "We just don't talk about it." But he agreed to explain his thinking to me. "I'm not an extremist," Dwayne told me. He believes that his wife and her team acted with integrity in 2020, and that the protesters who threatened her then were "total nutjobs." But there were problems in Fulton County--which includes most of Atlanta--and probably in some other states, Dwayne maintained, which is what makes him believe that Trump may actually have won the election in 2020. "There are crooked people out there," he said. "Sad to say, but that's just a fact."

This dissonance is why election denial in America feels like a stubborn genie refusing to slide back into its bottle--and Trump and his allies are preparing to draw it out again. In November, the Republican nominee will almost surely win Cherokee County. "But if he doesn't win Georgia," Anne told me, "I am very fearful." So is Dwayne. "They're gonna lose their minds," he said.

Listen: Autocracy in America

American elections are, objectively, bewildering. No two states run theirs the same way. Fifty sets of statutes and timelines govern our voting processes, which are, in turn, overseen by another 50 vexingly different combinations of elections personnel, including, but not limited to: elections directors, probate judges, commissioners, board members, auditors, county recorders, superintendents, sheriffs, and secretaries of state.

In many Georgia counties, the setup looks like this: An administrator such as Dover runs county-level elections and reports to an election superintendent, which, in her case, is a local election board. Those boards follow rules set by the state board. Overseeing the whole election process is Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, the GOP official whom Trump once failed to strong-arm into "finding" 11,780 votes. Raffensperger used to lead the central board, but after the episode with Trump, Republican state legislators deemed him untrustworthy and removed him from the panel.

This state board currently consists of five appointed members--one Democrat, a Republican-appointed chair, and three outspoken Republican members whom Trump clearly views as an extension of his own political operation. At a rally last month, the former president called the three his "pitbulls" for victory; one of the pitbulls in attendance, Janice Johnston, waved from the crowd. She recently created an unauthorized account on X for the board, in which she mischaracterized the board's role in elections, according to reporting by Lawfare. There had been drama earlier in the summer, too, when a watchdog group sued the board for allegedly violating the Open Meetings Act. (Janelle King, one member of the board, has repeatedly denied that she and her fellow Republicans violated the law.)

This summer, the board's Republicans--opposed by the panel's chairman and the lone Democrat--passed changes to Georgia's election-certification process, including one rule that allows local board members to conduct a "reasonable inquiry" into results before certifying them. A similar new rule gives board members powers to "examine all election-related documentation" beforehand. Republicans on the board argued: Why not?

The rules would allow every county board member "to see whatever they need to see" to feel confident signing the certification document, King, the most recent member appointed to the panel, told me in an interview. Before being appointed by the Georgia House speaker, King had been a star commentator on the local Fox affiliate, and a conservative podcast host. She represents a new sort of election official, a political partisan whose service is also boosting her public profile.

Public comments have overwhelmingly opposed the rule changes: 11 state legislators and nine nongovernmental organizations submitted protests to the board, according to the Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington. Even if partisan local officials can't throw out vote counts, election experts fear that the new rules could be used by rogue board members as an excuse to delay certification--and for unhappy voters to pressure the officials who won't play along.

Read: Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly

Delay is a gift for a chaos agent like Trump, who, if he loses the presidential election, will likely be desperate to stir up trouble. The fear is not so much that the losing candidate will somehow end up swearing on the Bible in January, David Becker, the founder of the nonpartisan Center for Election Innovation & Research, told me. Safeguards exist to prevent that. The real concern is what could come before. These rules, he said, enable the loser "to falsely claim an election was stolen so he can raise money, and incite anger and violence."

The state Democratic Party and the Democratic National Committee filed a lawsuit against the board alleging as much. (The trial is set to begin October 1.) "If Trump loses [nationally], you can guarantee they'll do what they can to slow things down," Becker said. The former president has already demonstrated his familiarity with the state election board--and everyone saw what he tried to do with Raffensperger in 2020. "Do we think he will have any qualms about calling each and every one of them if he loses," Becker added, "and trying to pressure them to raise unfounded questions about his opponents' victory?"

Boards are not supposed to slow-walk certification. Georgia county election boards are legally required to certify the results by a deadline, which, in this case, is November 12 at 5 p.m. ET. The board's role is, in other words, a formality, without any room for discretion. Many Americans may misunderstand this, just as Trump's supporters misunderstood that Vice President Mike Pence's sole constitutional role on January 6, 2021, was to ceremonially accredit the election's results. In Georgia, the path for contesting an election runs through the courts--and that can only happen once an election has been certified.

King assured me that all this anxiety is overblown. Certification is not a challenge "that we feel will be an issue this time," she said. But some of her fellow officials are giving the opposite impression. In May, Julie Adams--a Republican Fulton County election board member and a member of the election-denialist group Election Integrity Network--filed a lawsuit asking a judge to declare that a board's certification duties "are discretionary, not ministerial, in nature." (The lawsuit was dismissed on a technicality this week, but Adams can refile.)

With seven weeks until the election, Georgia's state board keeps trying to change the rules. Right now, members are weighing 11 more regulations that would take effect in this election. One of them would require workers at every polling place to hand-count ballots after polls close on Election Night, and make sure they match the number of ballots recorded by voting machines. Hand-counting is a normal part of election recounts, but "there is no legitimate election-integrity reason to require this or even to want it" in this case, Becker told me. Humans are already demonstrably worse at counting ballots than machines. Now imagine a group of 75-year-old volunteers, fresh off of a 16-hour shift, tallying results for multiple races late into the night. Their totals would almost certainly be wrong. If someone is looking to hatch a new conspiracy theory, you can bet they'll start with those discrepancies. (Some of Dover's poll workers are already threatening to quit if this rule is passed, she told me.)

The state board will meet on Friday to vote on the proposed regulations. If they're approved, they will involve, at best, an unnecessary last-minute scramble for election directors like Dover. At worst, they could create glitches and delays that are open to exploitation by a frantic presidential campaign. In the Georgia Association of Voter Registration and Election Officials' August letter, the group's president, W. Travis Doss, urged the board to reconsider its action: "In a time when maintaining public confidence in elections is more important than ever, making changes so close to Election Day only serves to heighten concerns and fears among voters."

Anne Dover, in Cherokee County, considered protesting the new rules at the state board's meeting on Friday but decided against it. "I just feel like it's a waste of my time," she said. "They're going to do what they want to do."

Read: The bottom-up election-denial strategy

King insists that none of the new rules are intended to undermine voter confidence in elections. Like Dwayne Dover, she pointed to 2020 errors in Fulton County, and said that the board is simply helping to prevent a recurrence. It's true that election workers made some logistical errors, and miscounted small batches of ballots, that year in Fulton County, which is Georgia's most populous county and votes reliably for Democrats. But those errors were not caused by fraud, according to the independent monitor who oversaw them that year, and were not significant enough to change the county's election outcome. (Monitors will be in place again this year.)

The professed good intentions of the Republicans on the board are difficult to believe, given that election experts and officials on the ground have been begging them to please, for the love of God, stop making rules. Instead, the board is taking many of its cues from Republican activists--which is "like having a medical issue and asking your car mechanic what to do," Nancy Boren, the director of the Muscogee County elections board, told me.

Ultimately, of course, intentions don't matter. Actions do. And even as some local election officials have tried to promote transparency through office tours and Zoom calls, agitators and conspiracy theorists have followed along right behind them, muddling everything up again. The result, of course, is that distrust in our most fundamental democratic institutions spreads wider and burrows deeper.

In Cherokee County, Anne Dover has been trying to calm people down. Every Saturday morning, she meets with activists from VoterGA, a self-styled "election integrity" group, to hear their concerns and clear up misunderstandings. At night, she responds promptly to panicked voter emails, and during weekend shopping trips to Costco, she listens patiently to the concerns of her neighbors. Because Dover believes that what's true in Georgia is true of election denialism all over the country: Many of the people who believe the system is rigged really do mean well--including her husband. And all she can do is keep reminding them of the truth: Dover and the others working to run America's voting system "are grandmothers, grandfathers, moms, and dads," she said. "We are not there to steal an election." Dwayne isn't reassured. "We're gonna find out," he said, "in about 50 days."



This article originally said Anne Dover is a registered Republican. Dover does vote Republican, but Georgia does not register voters by party.
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A Horrifying New Attempt on Trump's Life

A man was arrested in Florida this afternoon following what the FBI describes as an apparent attempted assassination.

by Juliette Kayyem




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


The best, and most disconcerting, proof of the increased threat environment this election season came today in the form of "what appears to be an attempted assassination," according to the FBI, against former President Donald Trump. It is the second attempt on his life this year, following the July shooting in Pennsylvania when a bullet grazed his ear. There is little public information about the most recent shooter, who hid in bushes adjacent to Trump's golf course in Palm Beach, Florida.

Trump should be outraged; all Americans should be. No former president or current presidential candidate should be so vulnerable during both public and private events. And the choices facing voters should not be left to the whim of gunmen.

At a press conference, West Palm Beach Sheriff Ric Bradshaw said that a Secret Service agent identified a rifle barrel sticking out through a fence and that agents engaged the gunman until he ran. Fortunately, a bystander took a photo of his car and quickly passed the information to law enforcement.

This latest act of violence is a lot, indeed too much. Violence sits heavily on our politics now. Much is unsettling about this attack: Trump's schedule was not public; the assassin got dangerously close to the former president with an AK-47-style gun with a long-range scope; he appears to have worn defensive "ceramic tiles" as an ad hoc bulletproof vest, as if anticipating engagement. Most unsettling is that he had a GoPro camera to capture his actions and, if successful, air them to the world.

This appears to have been a real assassination attempt and yet also a performative one. The assassin seems to have been in it for the kill and also for the show.

If politics is in large measure a type of theater, then this assassination attempt was an answer in kind. To seek to livestream or document for posterity the death of a former president, and presumably also an attempt to evade capture or death, shows a certain type of planning, and a desire for a real-time audience. It is no longer enough for the assassin to be known; this would-be assassin was writing his own script, setting the stage and--but for a quick response by a Secret Service agent--directing the finale.

There is more to be learned about the shooter and how he got so close to Trump. Areas around Trump properties will be made more secure. But though the temperature of our politics desperately needs to be reduced, this moment is unlikely to lower the heat. That didn't happen in July after the Butler, Pennsylvania, attack, and our politics are not likely to demand it now.

There may well be performative aspects to the response. Trump has repeatedly boasted on social media about his heroics following the first assassination attempt, when he yelled "Fight" and raised his fist in defiance, creating a memorable image. And our knowledge of the details of what happened today will likely be very much dependent on the Trump camp's narrative.

Trump has almost been killed at least twice in recent months. Fortunately, he is safe. And he now has a story to tell. His campaign has already issued a statement. As if on cue, it came with a fundraising appeal.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/trump-assassination-attempt/679891/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Lie Is Another Test for Christian America

If we're willing to see children terrorized because of a false rumor about Haitian immigrants, we should ask who abducted our conscience, not someone's pet.

by Russell Moore


A Haitian father attempts to pick up his child outside Fulton Elementary School in Springfield, Ohio, after a bomb threat prompted an evacuation on September 12, 2024. (Roberto Schmidt / AFP / Getty)



The accusation that Haitian immigrants in a small Ohio city are abducting and eating their neighbors' cats and dogs relies not on one falsehood but on a web of them. The rhetoric evokes racist tropes about "savages" who do not conform to our civilized Western world. There's also a religious angle: the idea that Haitian refugees are voodoo occultists who might be worshipping the devil. As an evangelical Christian who actually believes in the existence of Satan, I agree that we can indeed see the work of the devil at play here, only it's not on the menu of the Haitian families but rather in the cruelty of those willing to lie about them.

There is little ambiguity about whether Springfield, Ohio, is a hellscape of raptured pets, held at the mercy of marauding refugees. Law enforcement has told the world that there's no evidence of this behavior, and the mayor and governor have confirmed this. But in the social-media age, none of that matters against A friend I know there knew somebody who said that she knew somebody whose cat was gutted and hanging from a tree. Other conflict entrepreneurs, when asked to provide evidence, sound like a radical deconstructionist in a 1990s faculty lounge, appealing to the "larger reality" of immigrant crime that is so true that the facts of the particular case, even if shown to be untrue, are beside the point.

If this were just about the readiness of some Americans to believe grifters who want to keep them angry and scared, we could perhaps ignore it, putting it into the category of the friend from high school whose Facebook posts claim to have "the receipts" on the alien corpses the government is hiding from us in Roswell. This falsehood, though, was given voice by a former and perhaps future president of the United States in a televised debate and afterward. And the real-world consequences are chilling. The mayor of Springfield confirmed to reporters that elementary schools were evacuated in his town this week because of threats directly tied to lies about the Haitian community there.

Read: Trump's new big lie

When we are willing to see children terrorized rather than stop telling lies about their families, we should step back, forget about our dogs and cats for a moment, and ask who abducted our consciences. That's especially true for those of us who, like me, claim to be followers of Jesus of Nazareth, who told us that on the Day of Judgment, "people will give account for every careless word they speak" (Mt 12:36).

The Bible's Book of James tells us, "How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness" (Jas 3:5). The Bible goes on to say that the words we use for other people are not just rhetoric to be deployed against our would-be opponents. The words themselves reveal the moral state of our soul. Of our capacity for words, James wrote: "It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so" (Jas 3:8-10).

To sing praise songs in a church service while trafficking in the bearing of false witness against people who fled for their life, who seek to rebuild a life for their children after crushing poverty and persecution, is more than just cognitive dissonance. It's modeling the devil himself, whom Jesus called "the father of lies" (Jn 8:44). That's especially true when the lies harm another person. "Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer," the apostle John wrote, "and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him" (1 Jn 3:15).

Russell Moore: The evangelical Church is in crisis. There's only one way out.

Christians have heard for years that we should be "values voters" who can hold the country back from immorality. On many moral issues, Americans of good will can bear with one another as we wrestle through how best to live up to what our conscience tells us is right. Even those of us who base our core principles on the Bible have many issues with much room for disagreement. The Bible tells us to care for the poor but doesn't set a minimum wage. The Bible tells us to steward the Creation but doesn't give us a policy paper on renewable energy. The Bible tells us the state should protect its people but doesn't propose a Pentagon budget.

The cruelty to Haitian immigrants--and with it, the implicit incitement of potential violence--is not one of those debatable issues. And Christians do not need to struggle to figure out what Jesus would have us do here. If we see children sheltering at home because they fear violence, we know that's wrong. And when we see that this fear comes from the incitement of hatred against those children because of where their parents came from, surely we can smell the brimstone.
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'I'm Not Sure Progressives Want Democrats to Be <em>That</em> Big-Tent'

Dick Cheney's support comes with a trade-off for the Harris campaign.

by Russell Berman




For more than two decades, the most popular nickname liberals had for Dick Cheney was "Darth Vader." And even that was practically a term of endearment compared with the runner-up: "war criminal." So when Kamala Harris touted Cheney's endorsement of her campaign during Tuesday's debate, not all progressives were nodding in approval.

"I cringed," Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of the left-wing group Our Revolution, told me. "At the end of the day, I'm not sure progressives want Democrats to be that big-tent."

The 83-year-old former vice president and his daughter Liz Cheney, the former representative from Wyoming, are now the most prominent of more than 200 former GOP officials to back the Democratic nominee. (Another Bush-era bogeyman of Democrats, former Attorney General Alberto Gonzales, joined them on Thursday.) In his statement last week saying he would vote for Harris, Dick Cheney described her opponent in even graver terms than he once used against Democrats. Donald Trump, the elder Cheney said, "can never be trusted with power again."

On one level, this clearly helps Harris. During the debate, she was able to use the Cheney endorsements as part of a broader effort to rebut Republican attacks that she's too far left for moderate voters. (Her pledges to support fracking and boost small businesses came in the same vein.) But backing from the GOP could make another one of her campaign objectives harder to pull off.

Read: Progressives are excited about Tim Walz. Should they be?

Despite being the incumbent vice president, Harris has tried to establish herself as the change candidate, repeatedly urging voters during the debate to "turn the page" on the Trump era. Yet she has embraced many of the same establishment figures--including Democrats such as the Clintons, and Republicans such as the Cheneys--that Trump has long used as foils to make himself look like the agent of change.

For Harris, the trade-off was apparent in a New York Times/Siena poll taken after last month's Democratic National Convention. In the survey, more than 60 percent of likely voters said they wanted a candidate that represented a major change; most said that Trump represented that change, but just 25 percent said the same of Harris. "He positions himself as not part of the establishment that has controlled politics for most of my life," said Stevie O'Hanlon, a 28-year-old spokesperson for the Sunrise Movement, a progressive group focused on climate change. "The more that Harris associates herself with people in that political establishment, the easier Trump's job is."

Trump backers have tried to use the Cheney endorsement to appeal to disaffected Democrats. "Dick Cheney has just made the choice very clear: A vote for Kamala Harris is a vote for Dick Cheney, the architect of everything that has gone wrong in the Middle East for the last few decades," Tulsi Gabbard, the former Democratic representative from Hawaii who is now supporting Trump, said last week during an event with Tucker Carlson. Another dark lord of Republican politics, Roger Stone, asked on X: "I guess Kamala is pursuing the warmonger vote?"

On the left, however, the Cheneys' endorsement of Harris won the approval of no less an anti-war progressive than Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, who applauded the father-daughter duo on Meet the Press for "their courage in defending democracy." But for Geevarghese, whose organization grew out of Sanders's 2016 presidential campaign, Harris's name-dropping of the Cheneys represented a rare discordant note in an otherwise encouraging debate.

Read: The world Dick Cheney built

On Thursday morning, in an effort to sound an alarm among Democrats who were mostly jubilant about Harris's performance, Our Revolution released the results of a survey it had conducted with more than 10,000 of its members after the debate. The survey found that although a large majority of respondents believed that Harris had won the night, sizable minorities said they did not fully trust her or believe she would sufficiently take on corporate power as president.

Among the progressives I spoke with, Geevarghese was an outlier in questioning her Cheney shoutout. Most were fine with Harris promoting the endorsement, even if they were taken aback by a Democrat linking arms with a man they've long reviled for his role in orchestrating the Iraq War and defending the use of torture against suspected terrorists. "I mean, it's weird," Markos Moulitsas, the Daily Kos founder, who was one of Cheney's loudest critics in the early 2000s, told me. "I didn't put on my bingo card of life that I would be on the same side as Dick Cheney."

Svante Myrick, the president of the progressive group People for the American Way and a former mayor of Ithaca, New York, seemed okay with it too, even though he considers Cheney and former President George W. Bush "war criminals and war profiteers and genuinely the worst people to lead our country not named Donald Trump." But for Myrick, Harris's acceptance of Cheney's endorsement would be a problem only if she had given up something in return. "Kamala Harris hasn't changed any of her views to appeal to Dick Cheney," Myrick told me. "The support seems to have come about honestly. They disagree on taxes and foreign affairs and the military-industrial complex and almost everything except the fact that we should have elections in this country and the winner should hold office."

To Cheney's fiercest opponents still in Congress, his alliance with Harris is not a liability for the vice president but a testament to Trump's unfitness. Representative Barbara Lee of California is a former chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus who co-sponsored resolutions to impeach both Bush and Cheney. "I thought they were terrible for the country," Lee told me. But she had no problem with Harris accepting Cheney's endorsement. "It shows," she said, "just how horrible it would be and how destructive it would be to put this man back into the White House."

O'Hanlon, the Sunrise spokesperson, was not as effusive in praising Harris's debate performance as other progressives I interviewed. But her criticism centered on Harris's support for fracking, not her mention of Cheney. "It's a generational thing," she told me. "Young voters don't have a strong opinion of Cheney, or even care who he is."

Progressives from an older generation, like Moulitsas, seemed comfortable with Harris recruiting Republicans to help her win. "I don't think that is controversial at all on the left," Moulitsas said. He was also okay with Harris's pledge to name a Republican to her Cabinet. That leeway did have limits, however. Liz Cheney as defense secretary? "Yeah," he replied, "that would be problematic for me."
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Trump's New Big Lie

The goal is not to earnestly correct the record on crime but to spread an atmosphere of fear and paranoia.

by David A. Graham




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


"You are being lied to," Elon Musk posted on X yesterday. He'd know, because he's doing the lying.

Musk was retweeting a wildly false post insisting that violent crime is on the rise, by an X user whose avatar is an imperial stormtrooper from Star Wars (red flag!). The account's previous brush with infamy came when Donald Trump posted a screenshot of the account suggesting that Swifties supported him; Taylor Swift cited that in endorsing Kamala Harris this week. Despite beginning with the words "FACT CHECK" in bold--another red flag--the post is actually a vivid example of a new big lie driven by Donald Trump and his allies, full of easily debunked nonsense.

The user's fundamental claim is that despite what the FBI's data and all other legitimate statistical sources show, crime--especially violent crime--is actually rising, as Trump claimed in this week's debate. The former president tried to say that crime was up, and when moderator David Muir corrected him, Trump replied, "The FBI--they were defrauding statements. They didn't include the worst cities. They didn't include the cities with the worst crime. It was a fraud." This is false. Violent crime is down. Trump is wrong, as is Musk.

David A. Graham: Trump's illusory answers to imaginary crime problems

The X user makes a slightly, though only slightly, more sophisticated version of Trump's argument. Or rather, he or she throws more claims at the wall in the hopes they'll stick, but they shouldn't. I'll take some of the big claims in order. As the tweet reads:

Less than a year after taking office, Biden-Harris's administration had the FBI dismantle the long-standing crime reporting system, replacing it in 2021 with a new, 'woke' system that is optional for state and local law enforcement agencies to use.


Here's what's real: Starting in 2021, the FBI's national crime estimates were based on reports to a system called the National Incident-Based Reporting System, moving from the old Summary Reporting System. NIBRS itself is not new; it dates to 1988. The Biden administration had nothing to do with the switch. The decision to move to NIBRS was made in 2015, and it was implemented in January 2021, before Trump left office.

The old Summary Reporting System gathered only limited data on a limited number of crimes. The switch was intended to improve the quality of America's crime data. But the data remain plagued with troubles. For one thing, national crime rates are not available until late the following year: 2023's numbers are currently expected from the FBI some time later this month. And because the country has an estimated 18,000 law-enforcement agencies--from the 36,000 officers of the NYPD to local constabularies with a single officer--collecting good data from all of them is hard.

NIBRS has never solved all of those problems, but it does provide more detailed data than SRS, tracking more types of crimes, for example. The reason the FBI kept using SRS was that not enough agencies had switched to NIBRS. To fix that, the FBI announced that, starting with 2021 numbers, it would collect data only from agencies that reported via NIBRS, and would stop using the old system.

Crime experts widely agree that, as a result of that transition, the numbers for 2021 are dubious. In the past, typically a small percentage of agencies had failed to report stats to the FBI--something like 5 or 6 percent. In 2021, a third of U.S. agencies failed to report. It's important to remember that the FBI crime estimates are just that: estimates. Because the FBI had worse data, it had to make more assumptions in 2021

But by 2022, the most recently available year of FBI data, that problem was largely solved, partly because more agencies had shifted over to NIBRS. The X post says, "As a result, at least 6,000 law enforcement agencies aren't providing data, meaning that 25% of the country's crime data is not captured by the FBI." That claim may be based on a July 2023 Marshall Project article saying that 6,000 agencies hadn't submitted 2022 data. That was accurate at the time, but then the FBI decided to allow submissions via the old system, which meant that overall participation matched the historical average. I have no idea where the 25 percent number comes from, but all cities with more than 1 million people were included in the 2022 FBI data, while small towns and state police tend to have lower reporting rates. A greater number of crimes take place in larger cities, and no category of agency is at less than 77 percent, so that claim appears to be completely invented.

The rest of the post doesn't stand up either. For example, it implies that liberal policies by prosecutors in New York City are falsely driving down crime rates in the data. But Charles Fain Lehman, a fellow at the conservative Manhattan Institute, notes that reported violent crime in New York has actually risen--hilariously, something that would presumably help the poster's overall argument, if he or she weren't so sloppy. Even so, the charge misses the point, because prosecutors don't report these numbers--police departments do. These are statistics not about charges or convictions but about crime reports. Whatever the failings of progressive prosecutors, they don't have anything to do with FBI crime estimates.

The X post also claims that NIBRS is "woke" and allows "agencies to record pronouns and gender identities, including transgender and nonbinary, as well as the sexual preferences of both criminals and victims." As far as I can tell, this is invented out of whole cloth. The submission specifications include nothing like that.

"It's not far-fetched to imagine that the Biden-Harris regime and the Democrats replaced the FBI's universal crime data system with a new optional system to fabricate this massive decrease in 'reported' crime," the post goes on.

But as we've seen, it's not only far-fetched; all of the predicates are untrue. (The system has also always been voluntary.) The other problem is that although the FBI numbers are the acknowledged national standard, they're not the only numbers available that show the same results. Many cities and states make their numbers publicly available online. Those numbers tell a consistent story: In most places, crime rose sharply in 2020 and has been receding ever since, though in general it's still higher than in 2019. The Real-Time Crime Index, an invaluable new tool for tracking changes in crime made by the independent statistics firm AH Datalytics, shows the clear downward trend in violent crime and other offenses.

The X post is more or less totally false, but its goal is not to correct the record but to spread an atmosphere of fear and paranoia--to suggest to voters that they are not safe, and that the best way to guarantee their safety from the "American carnage" Trump has described is to vote him into office and abridge certain people's rights. Trump has always seized on crime fears and lied about incidence of crime, but he's working especially hard at it now. In addition to the inconvenience of his own 34 felony convictions, Trump has the problem that crime spiked in his last year in office and has been dropping since. Rather than change the subject, Trump wants to change perceptions of reality.

Crime data are not as reliable, or as timely, as would be ideal. Some crimes--especially those such as domestic violence and child abuse, whose victims feel shame--are thought to be drastically underreported. People who distrust police may also hesitate to report crimes. Given these difficulties, researchers tend to look carefully at the murder rate, because it is thought to be the most reliable statistic, as murders are almost always reported, and nearly impossible to hide. Today, murder statistics also point to a general downturn in crime. And that gets at the real lesson: No crime data should be taken in isolation. It's essential to look at as many metrics as possible, understand their limitations, and emphasize trends over absolute numbers.

David A. Graham: America's peace wave

But not all the statistics measure the same thing. Trump and his campaign yesterday cited the National Crime Victimization Survey to insist that crime really is up sharply. But as AH Datalytics' Jeff Asher, the best guide to understanding crime statistics, has written, NCVS is less reliable than the FBI crime trends because it doesn't include murder (homicide victims seldom respond to surveys), doesn't specify the year crimes occurred (it asks about the past six months), and is subject to the same problems that have bedeviled other public-opinion polls in recent years. But, Asher contends, the trends in the two sources usually align anyway: "Both measures tell us that the nation's violent crime rate in 2022 was substantially lower than it was in the 1990s, largely in line [with] where it was over most of the last 15 years, and likely slightly higher than where it stood in 2019." The numbers for 2023, released yesterday, show a decline from the previous year. It's also nonsensical for Trump to claim that the FBI is producing fraudulent numbers but then cite Justice Department figures as the gospel truth.

Mark Twain joked that there are lies, damned lies, and statistics. But some statistics are actually pretty reliable, which is why cynics turn to lies instead.
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Trump Has Not Been 'Sane-Washed'

The news media doesn't routinely protect his image, and it never has.

by Paul Farhi




Thanks to Donald Trump's ramblings, observers of the 2024 presidential campaign have popularized a handy new term: sane-washing, describing reporters' tendency to render the Republican candidate's most bizarre and incoherent statements into cogent English, shearing off the crazy in a misleading manner.

A leading example came after Trump's appearance at the Economic Club of New York last week, in which he made a number of ludicrous claims, including that his proposed "government-efficiency commission," created "at the suggestion of Elon Musk," would "totally eliminate fraud and improper payments within six months," thereby saving "trillions of dollars." Even more stupefying was his response to a question about how to make child care more affordable. Nothing short of the full transcript can do it justice, but here's a partial sample: "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."

Some news outlets, however, reported on Trump's performance in a way that suggested he was making sense. Front-page headlines in major newspapers calmly relayed that Trump had proposed some reasonable-sounding policies. The New York Times went with "Trump Backs Federal Panel on Efficiency" above the fold. As for the child-care word salad, a Washington Post headline politely euphemized: "Trump Offers Confusing Plan to Pay for U.S. Child Care With Foreign Tariffs."

From the January/February 2024 issue: Is journalism ready?

These and other recent reports set off a round of "sane-washing" charges from liberal commentators against the news media. "As Trump's statements grow increasingly unhinged in his old age, major news outlets continue to reframe his words, presenting a dangerously misleading picture to the public," Parker Molloy wrote in The New Republic. Liberal pundits including Rachel Maddow, Lawrence O'Donnell, and Paul Krugman piled on.

News stories should not airbrush Trump's authoritarian pronouncements or conceal his obviously loose grasp on reality. But the sane-washing criticism distorts the record by cherry-picking examples and exaggerating their importance. The news media doesn't routinely protect Trump's image, and it never has.

Even the coverage of Trump's economics speech was hardly as bad as critics made it out to be. The Washington Post subheadline read, "The panelist at the Economic Club of New York who asked Trump about child care criticized his answer as 'incomprehensible.'" NBC News went with the headline "'Incoherent Word Salad': Trump Stumbles When Asked How He'd Tackle Child Care."

Arguably no public figure in American history has gotten worse press, and for longer, than Trump. This is not because journalists are out to get him, but because a straightforward rendering of the facts stacks up so overwhelmingly against him. For decades now, reporters have documented his racism, sexism, lies, hypocrisy, bellicosity, vulgarity, business flameouts, authoritarian tendencies, and criminality. Much of what we know to be true and indisputable about Trump has been a result of journalistic efforts. The rest--"Grab 'em by the pussy"--comes straight out of his mouth.

Far from sane-washing him, journalists have regularly called out Trump's tendency to spout idiocy. His references to Hannibal Lecter during rallies have never been prettied up in the press ("nonsensical," The Washington Post wrote). USA Today noted that Trump's incomprehensible harangue about sharks and boat batteries this summer raised "questions about his fitness for the Oval Office." Similarly, his recent riff about the price of bacon and wind energy "revived questions about his mental acuity," according to The Guardian. His claims about children undergoing sex-change operations at school were widely debunked.

When sane-washing does occur, it's usually not the last word on the subject. The Times may not have distinguished itself with its first swing at Trump's child-care comments, but it got the story right in subsequent coverage. Trump "wandered through a thicket of unfinished sentences, non sequitur clauses and confusing logic," Peter Baker, the paper's chief White House correspondent, wrote a few days later, noting that Trump's "rambling speeches, sometimes incoherent statements and extreme outbursts have raised questions about his own cognitive health."

Read: The resistance's breakup with the media is hard

Despite the voluminous record to the contrary, the sane-washing critique persists because of two larger frustrations. One is the sense that Trump gets away with saying things that would cause a weeklong media cycle if any other politician said it. Trump so routinely goes off the rails that another coinage, by the political scientist Brian Klaas, writing in The Atlantic, has gained traction too: "the banality of crazy." Rather than sane-washing, the greater risk has been that some of Trump's alarming comments would get lost in the daily news cycle. Last September, for example, Trump proposed shooting shoplifters on sight--straightforwardly advocating extrajudicial murder of nonviolent criminal suspects. This wasn't reported by The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, NPR, or PBS for days, if ever. The New York Times wrote it up four days later, playing the story on page 14 of its print edition.

No doubt Trump is held to a lower standard--but this is largely because he so frequently lives down to that standard. There aren't enough reporters in America to cover every one of his delusional claims, mental slips, or chaotic monologues.

The second frustration proceeds from the first. The sane-washing charge channels the critic's exasperation at the fact that something like half the electorate still intends to vote for Trump, despite nearly a decade of his schtick. It implicitly suggests that voters would come to their senses and reject him if only the media would stop making him sound more normal than he really is. The likelier theory is that those voters are aware of the crazy and don't mind it--and that the subset who somehow don't know about it are not exactly avid news readers. An April poll by NBC News found that voters who read newspapers preferred Joe Biden over Trump 70 percent to 21 percent, whereas Trump led 53 percent to 27 percent among people who said they don't follow political news. Trump's enduring support is indeed worth puzzling over, but the answer is unlikely to be found by parsing mainstream media coverage.

The practice of sane-washing violates the basic aim of journalism, which is to accurately and fully convey reality. But in Trump's case, it's less of a problem than its critics think. Plenty of people support Trump no matter what he says, and the people most likely to be fooled by sane-washing probably aren't reading the news in the first place.
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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)



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


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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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 analogues 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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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 west 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. It originally misstated which side of Austin Joe Rogan's home is located on.
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Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?

America has officially defeated inflation without experiencing a recession--yet.

by Roge Karma




The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.

The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are still years away. The immediate financial effects will therefore be modest. More important, in all likelihood, is the message that the announcement sends: Inflation is no longer a major concern, and the Fed is now focused on keeping the economy, particularly employment, running strong.

No one really knows how interest rates and consumer prices interact. The leading theory is that by raising borrowing costs, higher rates force consumers to cut back on spending and businesses to lay off workers, sparking a vicious cycle that brings prices under control by strangling the economy.

But that didn't happen this time. The Fed raised rates and inflation abated without all the economic pain in between. Consumer spending and the labor market have remained strong. If higher interest rates caused inflation to cool off, the precise mechanism remains a mystery. In fact, the theme of this year's Jackson Hole Economic Symposium--think Davos for central bankers--was "Reassessing the Effectiveness and Transmission of Monetary Policy." That's Fed-speak for "Interest Rates: How Do They Work?"

Making matters even more complicated, setting interest rates is about more than the literal rate of interest. The central bank also uses rate policy to influence people's expectations of the future and, in turn, their behavior. Two years ago, when inflation was spiking, the Fed moved quickly and decisively to raise rates. "We will keep at it until we are confident the job is done," Fed Chair Jerome Powell said in August 2022, making clear that the Fed would do whatever it took to bring prices under control. Some experts believe that is why inflation fell so painlessly last year. Convinced that the problem was under control and that a major slowdown was around the corner, consumers stopped spending as fast and employers curtailed their hiring sprees just enough to help the economy get back to normal.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This theory has problems of its own. Most people have very little idea what the Fed is doing and may have only a vague sense of what's going on in the broader economy. In poll after poll, a majority of Americans continue to say that inflation is a major problem, which undermines the notion that the Fed's steady hand has calmed the nation's nerves.

Today's rate cut, however, could be a rare and important case in which the Fed's message clearly does get through. The long-awaited policy change will generate enormous media coverage. Most Americans might not be able to explain what the federal-funds rate is or why it matters, but they will hear that the country's economic experts have declared that inflation has been defeated and that better days are ahead. This could become a self-fulfilling prophecy: If the Fed succeeds at brightening the economic mood of the country, then perhaps businesses will keep hiring and raising wages, consumers will keep spending, investors will finance new projects, and the economy will remain strong.

The Fed's announcement, just seven weeks before the presidential election, could also have a political impact. Voters think inflation is the central problem facing the country, and they blame the Biden administration for it--including Vice President Kamala Harris, according to some polls. This view has persisted despite a long stretch of very little inflation. A big "inflation is over" news cycle might finally convince at least some voters that the problem really has been solved, to Harris's benefit.

The risk remains that the Fed waited too long to act. Inflation has been near the central bank's target for almost a year, and the economy, while still far from recession territory, has begun to show clear signs of slowing. The number of job openings has fallen, the unemployment rate has risen, and more people are behind on their credit-card bills and car payments. None of this would be particularly worrying if the Fed could simply press a button and provide an immediate boost to the economy, but it can't. In fact, economists generally believe that rate changes take a while to filter through the economy. How long, exactly? No one knows. As the monetary-policy experts Christina Romer and David Romer wrote at the beginning of 2023, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates."

Many other prominent economists have made similar warnings. If they're right, then the recession that America miraculously avoided may turn out to be merely delayed. Then again, experts made a lot of dire predictions about the economy over the past three years that have turned out to be wrong. Hopefully they have one more in them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/federal-reserve-interest-rate-cut/679910/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

      Failed feed: Culture | The Atlantic

      HTTP Error 404: Not Found


      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

      Global | The Atlantic

      
        Why Hezbollah and Israel Can't Make a Deal
        Hussein Ibish

        At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever cond...

      

      
        Israel's 'Hand of God' Operation
        Graeme Wood
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        Robert F. Worth

        It felt like a science-fiction film, one Lebanese friend told me. At almost exactly the same moment--3:30 p.m. today--pagers exploded all over Lebanon, leaving hideous gashes and wounds on the heads, hands, and hips of their owners.The significance of the attack quickly became clear: The pagers were being used by members of Hezbollah, the Lebanese militant movement that has been fighting an undeclared war with Israel since October.Israel has been using digital technologies to target members of Hezb...
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The winning and commended images of the Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 competition were just announced, with Rafael Fernandez Caballe named as the overall winner for his image of a Bryde's whale swimming up to swallow a bait ball of sardines off Mexico's ...
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        During his term in office, President Donald Trump jettisoned four decades of engagement with Beijing in favor of a more confrontational approach. His policy treated China as a strategic and economic competitor--and it stuck, making China policy one of Trump's lasting legacies and a rare subject on which Democrats and Republicans now agree.So it's striking that this year, campaigning for reelection, Trump appears to be softening his stance. He trots out the old rhetoric--accusing the Chinese of stea...
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        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 mouth 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 t...
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        Franklin Foer

        Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on September 16, 2024There was a thin hope that despite everything, he might actually return home. It was stoked by a series of images that unexpectedly emerged.Not long after Hersh Goldberg-Polin's abduction on October 7, CNN stumbled on video of terrorists loading the Berkeley-born, Jerusalem-raised 24-year-old into a pickup truck, the stump of one of his arms wrapped in a tourniquet because a grenade had blown off the rest. It was proof of life.[Read: 'How much can this...
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Why Hezbollah and Israel Can't Make a Deal

Even for those who don't want war, one obstacle to peace is nearly immovable.

by Hussein Ibish




At about 3:30 on a seemingly normal, relatively calm Tuesday afternoon, all hell suddenly broke loose across Lebanon. Pagers belonging to fighters, operatives, allies, and associates of the Iran-backed Hezbollah militia suddenly exploded, injuring at least 2,750 people, including civilians, and killing 12, including two children. The details of the operation are still unfolding, but Israel is almost certainly behind the detonations, making them one of the most audacious acts of sabotage ever conducted.

The attack demonstrated, not for the first time, the extraordinary degree of Israel's penetration into Iran and its Arab allies. Just since January, Israel has assassinated the Hamas operative Saleh al-Arouri in Beirut, the Hamas political leader Ismail Haniyeh at a guesthouse in Tehran, and the Hezbollah military leader Fuad Shukr, again in Beirut. But the pager explosions mark an escalation, specifically, of the conflict that has been building between Israel and Hezbollah since October 8.

Graeme Wood: Israel's 'hand of God' operation

That day, following Hamas's attack on Israel, Hezbollah fired rockets across the Lebanon-Israel border in a rather pro forma show of solidarity with the Palestinian extremists. But to Hamas's disappointment, Hezbollah did not immediately ramp up its attacks beyond what had become routine across that border for more than two decades. In fact, Israel has been largely responsible for the escalation of conflict near the border over the months that followed, for reasons that are not impossible to discern. Hezbollah's interests, however, are a bit more opaque, and have set the group against both a wider war and the terms of a negotiated peace.



Neither Iran nor Hezbollah has much to gain from a regional conflagration or a war with Israel in Lebanon, particularly one started on behalf of Hamas. For Iran, Hezbollah is a precious asset not to be wasted. Tehran sees the militia--and its estimated 150,000 missiles and rockets, many with precision guidance--as its prime deterrent against an Israeli or American attack on its homeland or nuclear facilities, as well as a regional trump card. To expend this capacity on Gaza would be irrational from an Iranian point of view. Gaza has no strategic, religious, or historic significance to Iran--or really to anyone other than Palestinians, Israelis, and some Egyptians.

In addition, Hamas isn't nearly as important to Iran as Hezbollah is. Hamas is a Sunni fundamentalist organization linked to the Muslim Brotherhood, and its inclusion in Shiite Iran's "axis of resistance" is a marriage of convenience. In fact, Hamas broke with the Iranian network from 2012 to 2019 over the Syrian civil war: The Muslim Brotherhood was a major part of the Syrian opposition that Iran, Hezbollah, and their allies, including Russia, intervened to put down. Hamas returned to the Iranian fold only after that war ended. By then, both parties understood the limitations of the relationship.

Hezbollah instigated a war with Israel in 2006--its leader later apologized for it on Lebanese television--but it has shown little appetite for entering a new war with Israel on behalf of Gaza and Hamas. Many Israelis, by contrast, appear to be ambivalent about such a conflict. Some say that a war with Hezbollah in Lebanon is "inevitable"--better to get it over with. Others point out that the population on both sides of the border has largely evacuated, and that the Biden administration has pledged to support Israel if it is "forced into" a war.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

The more sophisticated argument from Israeli hawks is that, since October 7, Israel and the Palestinians have suffered strategic losses, while Iran and its network of armed gangs have pocketed some gains. To reverse this equation, an Israeli attack in Lebanon could deliver a humiliating blow to Hezbollah and Iran. It could also help reestablish the legitimacy of Israel's national-security institutions after the debacle of October 7. These are the deeper reasons Israel has recently added curbing Hezbollah to its Gaza-war aims.

Some Israeli officials point to the 80,000 or so Israelis evacuated from the border area and claim that they cannot return safely unless Hezbollah withdraws its forces and heavy equipment from the other side. That concern surely reflects the trauma of October 7, but it's worth noting that senior members of the war cabinet began pressing to invade Lebanon in early October, when no evacuations had taken place (some have since changed their minds).



So if Hezbollah doesn't want a war, why doesn't it accept a sensible settlement, like the one the Biden administration has spent the past year negotiating? Israel had been demanding that Hezbollah withdraw its forces and heavy equipment to about 25 kilometers, or 15 miles, away from the border; Hezbollah refused to consider this and instead insisted on an end to the Gaza war. The U.S. envoy, Amos Hochstein, reportedly proposed a compromise, with Hezbollah pulling back to seven or eight kilometers from the border rather than 25. The Lebanese military or United Nations forces would ostensibly step in to secure the frontier. Evacuees on both sides could return to their homes, and a devastating war that Lebanon, especially, cannot afford would be averted.

The proposal is eminently reasonable, but Hezbollah will never accept it. To understand why, consider that the agreement that ended the Lebanese Civil War in 1989 required all warring parties to disarm. Hezbollah managed to carve out an exception, first because Israel was still occupying southern Lebanon, and later, when that was no longer the case, on the grounds that the militia would protect the border area and liberate two small towns that remained under Israeli control. This is the rather flimsy basis on which the militia group has been permitted to maintain its own army--and therefore its own foreign and defense policy, and the ability to plunge Lebanon into war at any moment, without consulting the rest of its citizens or its government.

Any formal understanding that pulls Hezbollah back from the border threatens the rationale for its existence as an armed group within Lebanon. How can Hezbollah protect a border or liberate villages from five or so miles away? Sooner or later, someone in Lebanon would be liable to point out that if the Lebanese military or UN forces are securing the border area, Hezbollah needs to finally follow the other militia groups and disarm.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Of course, Hezbollah could simply refuse. It could even turn its guns on other Lebanese, much as it did in 2008, when the Lebanese government attempted to dismantle Hezbollah's independent military-telecommunications network and regain administrative control of the Beirut airport. But doing so would mark an end to Hezbollah's domestic legitimacy as a proponent of Lebanon's national interests and convince many Lebanese that the militia is out for little more than political power and service to Iran. Hezbollah cannot function outside the Lebanese context, and functioning within it requires maintaining at least the appearance of cooperation with the political system.

Whether the exploding pagers presage an invasion of Lebanon remains to be seen. Some Israeli hawks purportedly envision establishing a security buffer zone between the two countries, on Lebanese territory. But a new Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon--which is what such a zone would amount to--would greatly strengthen Hezbollah's argument for retaining its arms (and using them to eject the Israelis).

Much like the war in Gaza, a renewed occupation of Lebanese territory could well become a quagmire of constant warfare--one that would be considered entirely justified by many Lebanese who otherwise greatly dislike Hezbollah and its Iranian backers. Some Israelis may believe that October 7 justifies a new security doctrine of renewed occupations and buffer zones across the country's borders. But expanding the territory of the war not only will not end it, but could render it virtually irresolvable.
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Israel's 'Hand of God' Operation

A force that is looking in fear at its own iPhones and BlackBerrys is not in top condition to fight.

by Graeme Wood




In the 1960s, a Syrian defense official visited the Golan, the country's border with Israel, and advised planting nonnative eucalyptus trees near the sites of its artillery, to provide concealment and shade to Syrian soldiers. But that official turned out to be an Israeli spy. He was found out and executed in 1965, but his landscaping ruse may have made "aim at the eucalyptus trees" a reasonable first set of orders for Israeli artillery during the war between Israel and Syria two years later.

Getting your enemy to identify its positions for you is two steps less ambitious than what Israel appears to have done in recent months, which is to get the enemy to identify its positions, purchase your bombs, and place them next to its own members' groins. In Beirut and elsewhere in Lebanon yesterday, Hezbollah members found their pagers beeping, then heating up, and then exploding. (A second round of explosions was reported today.) Earlier this year, Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, had ordered members to stop using cellphones, because Israel might be able to use them as tracking or bugging devices. "Shut [your phone] off, bury it, put it in an iron chest, and lock it up," Nasrallah said, in a rare point of agreement with the Atlantic contributor Jonathan Haidt. Hezbollah replaced them with pagers. Israel appears to have meddled with the supply chain and packed the pagers with explosive charges. The videos posted online show dramatic injuries: fingers blown off, faces streaked with blood, burning holes in torsos. So far 12 have died. According to Hezbollah, one of the dead was a girl of 9.

A certain type of spy operation is known as a "hand of God," because to its victims it seems to come with such sudden and precise violence that it may as well have been a thunderbolt. The Iranian general Qassem Solaimani was struck dead in such an operation in Baghdad in 2020, as was Hamas's political leader, Ismail Haniyeh, in Tehran in July. (Hezbollah, like Hamas, is allied with Iran.) Everyone presumes that mortals in Israel are responsible for Pager-geddon, but the aura of divine wrath is the same, except here multiplied by a factor of a thousand or more.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

The deaths and smoking crotches have direct effects--key leaders killed, operatives injured--as well as indirect ones. Hezbollah was once known for its relative openness to outsiders. Twenty years ago, to interview an al-Qaeda operative, a journalist might have to surrender his phone and be driven around Karachi blindfolded. But to talk to Hezbollah, one could just go to Lebanon (or Paraguay, or Sierra Leone) and walk into an office run openly by the organization or its agents. That is no longer the case. Even before its pagers started blowing up, the group had locked down and stopped talking to outsiders, out of the very reasonable concern that the outsiders might wittingly or unwittingly guide more thunderbolts, like the one that struck dead the group's military chief, Fuad Shukr, in July.

(Consider, incidentally, the calculation that the Israelis must have made about when to detonate all those pagers. They must have been tempted to blow them up as soon as they were in place, because the longer the Israelis waited, the more likely that Hezbollah would have detected the explosives. But the longer the pagers were in place before detonation, the more devastating the psychological effect. It is unsettling enough to know that your enemy found his way into the front pocket of your skinny jeans. It is even worse to know that he has been there for five months.)

A military organization can be crippled by the perception that everyone you meet might be a spy and that your pager or fax machine might be waiting for instructions to kill you. Suddenly nothing animate or inanimate is above suspicion. This pervasive distrust is the desired outcome. In the 1960s, the United States tampered with crates of ammo destined for the Viet Cong and replaced individual cartridges--one bullet, and the gunpowder that sends it flying--with cartridges packed with high explosives. When such a cartridge reached the chamber of an AK-47, it blew up and disabled the weapon and its operator. The point was not to wound one soldier. It was to make the whole supply chain suspect, and to make every other soldier wonder if his weapon would betray him too.

Eliot A. Cohen: Israel's strategic win

In July, many predicted a swift and fierce reply to the assassinations of Haniyeh and Shukr. But those predictions failed to appreciate the doubts sown alongside the thunderbolts. If you do not know the limits of your adversary, and you have reason to think its capabilities are extensive, prudence counsels treading lightly. And that is exactly what Iran has done. Iran and its proxies will attack Israel, eventually. Just recently, Israel claimed to have foiled a fairly unsophisticated assassination attempt against a former security official. But for now, by most measures (death count, stated eagerness to escalate the war), Israel is more aggressive than Hezbollah and more inclined to taunt and dare the other to strike back.

When I spoke with a senior Israeli defense official earlier this year, I expressed doubt that Israel could sustain its posture of almost neurotic readiness--elbows-deep in Gaza, preparing for a much bigger Lebanon war, worrying about Iran over the horizon--for much longer. He assured me that Hezbollah's nerves were fraying too, and he hinted that they could be made to fray faster. A force that is looking in fear at its own iPhones and BlackBerrys is not in top condition to fight and, if degraded in its morale too long, loses its will altogether. I have no idea whether the official was alluding to operations of this sort, but I am no longer sure that per capita use of anxiety pills is higher on the Israeli side of the border.
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Israel's Strategic Win

A spectacular attack on Hezbollah is the latest development in the ongoing war between Iranian proxies and the Jewish state.

by Eliot A. Cohen




From a purely technical view, the rippling blasts of thousands of exploding pagers in the hands of Hezbollah represented an extraordinary piece of sabotage--one of the most remarkable in the history of the dark arts. For Israel--if that's who was behind the attacks--to have so penetrated the Iranian and Hezbollah supply chain, on such a large scale, and with such violent effect, is simply astonishing.

The question, as always, is: To what strategic effect? How will this act of violence, however spectacular, shape the ongoing war between Israel, Hezbollah, and Iran? It might very well lead to the cataclysmic battle that many have warned against, as Hezbollah rains down tens of thousands of rockets on Israeli cities while Israeli armored divisions plunge into Lebanon, causing hundreds of thousands, or even millions, to flee northward. The ensuing destruction and the civilian death toll might be immense.

Or it might not.

It has long been clear that neither Hezbollah nor Iran are currently spoiling for such an apocalyptic fight--after all, they could have chosen to have it at any time in the past few years. If Hezbollah is battered the way Hamas has been, Iran stands to lose its most effective ally against Israel and, by extension, the United States. And to seek open war, Hezbollah would have to be willing to sacrifice the population of Lebanese Shia from which it has emerged, as well as its own cadres of fighters. Both Iran and Hezbollah have to know that Israel now believes itself to be fighting an existential fight, with a different set of rules.

Within Israel, it is striking that so many, including on the dovish end of the spectrum, believe that a large war of this kind with Hezbollah is not only inevitable but necessary. Many Israelis view the status quo--tens of thousands of Israeli civilians displaced from the border zone, that zone itself depopulated, and a constant, lethal rain of missiles from the north--as unacceptable. So it is. The war along Israel's northern border, or at least the phase of war that Hezbollah initiated after October 7, had nothing to do with immediate Israeli behavior, and everything to do with claiming credit for participating, belatedly, in the campaign launched on that day from Gaza. It is part of a strategy, conceived in Tehran but executed from Beirut, of grinding down Israeli morale and the will to fight, with a view to the extirpation of the Jewish state.

If a much larger war comes now, that is a risk that Israel's leaders have decided to take, and they will not encounter a great deal of opposition from their population across the spectrum if they fight it without restraint.

In many other ways, however, this is a strategic win for Israel. Set aside the thousands of Hezbollah operatives disabled or killed by these explosions and consider the psychological effect. Hezbollah members will now be unlikely to trust any form of electronics: car keys, cellphones, computers, television sets. Myth and legend, no doubt reinforced by an information-warfare campaign, will magnify Israel's success in getting inside black boxes no matter how big or how small. An army skittish about any kind of electronics is one that is paralyzed--an individual leader, like Hamas's Yahya Sinwar, can communicate without a phone, but an entire organization cannot.

The Iranians, already reeling from the assassination of the political head of Hamas in a Revolutionary Guard Corps guesthouse on the day of the inauguration of the new president, now have much to wonder about as well. How, they must ask themselves, did the Israelis penetrate the supply chain? How did they get access to the pagers? How did they know that this batch was going to Hezbollah? How did they manage to foil whatever security precautions had been taken?

From a failure so large, witch hunts will follow--no doubt fed, again, by a solid information-warfare campaign. Organizations looking for spies and saboteurs, particularly after such a disaster, are unlikely to be forgiving or measured, and so a spiral of accusations, torture, and executions will likely ensue. War is an affair of the mind as much as anything else. By showing its extraordinary reach, Israel will breed internal fear and suspicion that can be more paralyzing than fear of an enemy.

The Middle East is witnessing a war of coalitions. Israel's silent partners here include Arab states such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Jordan. For them, this coup is a confirmation that Israel can be a capable partner. The German word bundnisfahig captures a quality of being worthy to be an ally; in this case, the cloak of mystery and surprise, playing to Israel's existing reputation for successful skullduggery, makes Israel bundnisfahig indeed.

For a country that has suffered a grueling year-long war, punctuated by the deaths of soldiers and, even more poignantly, the murder of hostages shortly before they could be liberated, this will be a tremendous morale boost. That, too, is an important benefit of this operation, and one not to be underestimated.

There is something of a message here for the United States and other countries as well. The Israelis have learned the hard way to ask for forgiveness rather than permission, to act on their own when necessary. Ironically, a reputation of that kind increases a country's leverage with its superpower patron, giving the latter greater incentive to take the smaller partner's concerns into account.

Finally, there is a large community that is and must remain in the shadows, and that is cheering the Israelis on. In 1984, Hezbollah kidnapped William Francis Buckley, the CIA station chief in Beirut. For 15 months, they tortured him, before handing him over to a Palestinian group for execution. A tape of his shattered body and mind found its way to Washington. The CIA has never forgotten that. Other intelligence agencies around the world that work against Hezbollah and against Iran have not either. As professionals, they approve of daring and well-executed attacks against that organization, and the resulting goodwill is not to be despised either.

No one knows where all this may lead. There may be a very large war, or, as after recent assassinations, Hezbollah and Iran may resort to ineffectual or symbolic responses. Some will no doubt think that this is another reckless Israeli act, or deplore violence as being ineffective, but they are wrong. All indications are that this was a considered act--and extensive yet focused violence, whether we like it or not, can yield results. By this act, among others, the balance of fear has shifted--however much and for however long--in the Middle East. For Israel, a country dwelling in a very hard neighborhood, that is a good thing.
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The Exploding Pagers of Lebanon

Today's attack on Hezbollah struck a new kind of blow.

by Robert F. Worth




It felt like a science-fiction film, one Lebanese friend told me. At almost exactly the same moment--3:30 p.m. today--pagers exploded all over Lebanon, leaving hideous gashes and wounds on the heads, hands, and hips of their owners.

The significance of the attack quickly became clear: The pagers were being used by members of Hezbollah, the Lebanese militant movement that has been fighting an undeclared war with Israel since October.

Israel has been using digital technologies to target members of Hezbollah for months, but today's attack was unlike anything seen before and appears to have struck a new kind of blow. It maimed thousands of fighters and possibly crippled the group's ability to respond if a broader conflict breaks out soon. It also exposed the identity of the victims, shattering Hezbollah's careful efforts to maintain the anonymity of its members.

Even in a country that has long been accustomed to war, the intimate nature of this attack was deeply disturbing. Video clips from around Lebanon showed scenes of quiet daily life turning instantly into horror. At a fruit and vegetable market, a man in a blue baseball cap and a short-sleeve shirt is seen selecting green plums when an explosion knocks him to the floor, and he starts screaming in pain. In another clip, a woman is counting money at a cash register when the man in front of her is thrown violently to the ground.

The country's hospitals were quickly overwhelmed with so many bleeding victims that some were laid out on floors and in corridors. The Lebanese health ministry said this evening that nine people had been killed and 2,750 had been wounded, but hundreds were in critical condition and the death toll seemed likely to rise. Hezbollah officials said that at least six members were among the dead.

Amal Saad, a Lebanese analyst who has studied the group for decades, told me that Hezbollah's supporters are "extremely demoralized" by the attack. The group's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, urged his followers to stop using cellphones in February. Many appear to have switched to pagers, which may have seemed safer. In previous conflicts, Hezbollah prided itself on the effectiveness of its simple communications network, which relied partly on pagers.

Many Lebanese are frightened that the pager attack is the prelude to a full-scale war in their country. Israeli officials have been saying for months that Hezbollah's rocket attacks, which have forced some 20,000 Israelis to flee the northern part of the country, are unacceptable, and that destroying Hezbollah will be necessary. Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, said yesterday that the fading prospects of diplomacy were leaving military action as the only option.

Read: The big war no one wants in the Middle East

But the timing of the attack raised questions about Israel's intentions. "Why would Israel reveal this card now, rather than using it during a war?" Saad asked. "Obviously, Hezbollah will now change its entire telecoms system." She said that the pager attack could indicate that Israel didn't intend to start a full-scale war, despite its recent threats. Another possibility is that Israel feared the modified pagers were about to be discovered, and was forced to launch the attack early.

The attack could also have been meant to satisfy domestic pressures inside Israel, or to preempt a Hezbollah attack that Israel might have thought was imminent. Today the Shin Bet, Israel's domestic security agency, said it had foiled a Hezbollah assassination plot against a former senior Israeli official.

The technology used to detonate the pagers was the subject of intense speculation among Lebanese I spoke with this evening. Some rumors suggested that hackers were to blame, or a mass malfunction. But most observers seemed convinced that Israel had found a way to compromise the pagers, which appear to have arrived in Lebanon in recent months. The batteries used in pagers can catch fire, but are not capable by themselves of causing the deadly explosions that took place today.

Photographs posted on Lebanese social-media sites showed burned-out pagers that appear to have been made by a small Taiwan-based company called Gold Apollo. The pagers could have been altered or had explosives added to them at any point along the supply chain, I was told by Mohammed al-Basha, an analyst with the Navanti Group, an international research and security company.

Whatever the explanation, today's attack achieved one of Israel's most important goals: It left its enemies feeling that nowhere was safe.
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        Winners of the 2024 Natural Landscape Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 17, 2024

            	19 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images from the fourth annual Natural Landscape Photography Awards were just announced. The competition was started to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," with rules set up to prevent deceptive editing techniques. A total of 1,134 photographers entered from 59 countries this year, in categories named "Grand Scenic," "Intimate Landscapes," and "Abstract & Details." Contest organizers were once more kind enough to share their winners and runners-up.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A distant view of a mountain with a dusting of early-season snow across the top, and a bright patch of sunlight on the valley floor below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountains, Runner-Up. A Patch of Sunlight on Beinn Eighe in Late Autumn. "After a few days of the peaks of Beinn Eighe being hidden, the clouds finally lifted to reveal a light dusting of early snow. The weather was stormy, but occasional breaks in the cloud illuminated tiny patches of the autumnal grasses on the flanks of the mountain."
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sophie Carr / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photo of mist rising from the branches of a lone tree in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Black and White, Third Place. Centre Stage. "The Northern Tasmanian forest is enveloped by the gentle mist of autumn, illuminated by the rising sun. As the leaves on a solitary tree are touched by sunlight, they release water droplets that merge with the surrounding mist, creating a stage for the tree to shine."
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                Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The shadow of a tall and thin butte falls across a distant canyon wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Highly Commended. Space, Stillness, Silence. "During a troubling time for myself and the world, I retreated to the desert backcountry not too far from my home for solace. Through photography, I tried my best to convey the space, stillness, and silence that I found to be so liberating and nourishing."
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                Eric Bennett / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small tree stands in the foreground of a view of many other trees growing in straight rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Places, Winner. Morning Glory. "I was intrigued by the beautiful symmetry of the tree plantation and accordingly, spent a few days exploring what the area might yield photographically.  On my final return, I was greeted that morning by a scene bathed in backlit fog simplifying the composition further while providing for a stark silhouette against a muted gradation of light as a backdrop." Taken near Haridwar, India.
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                Anil Sud / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a snow-covered river valley at night, with a passenger train crossing a bridge at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape, Third Place. Fairy Tale World. "The Tadami Line, which runs through the town of Mishima in Fukushima Prefecture, Japan, is a beautiful place surrounded by nature. The train running slowly through the snow looks like something out of a fairy tale."
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                Takeshi Kameyama / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Glowing embers on burned tree trunks, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. Glowing embers on burned tree trunks illuminate this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
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                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial image of a snow-covered mountain, with the full moon in the sky above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial, Winner. An aerial image of Mount Aspiring, in New Zealand, seen as the sun set and the full moon rose.
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                William Patino / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Colorful rocks at the bottom of a stream, seen through rippling and flowing water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Highly Commended. Dancing Light. "Waterton Lakes National Park in Alberta, Canada is a place that is very well known for its natural beauty. Light dances on the water surface of a small stream covering brightly colored stones. The vibrant stones, the light and the lovely flow of the stream all combined to make this image unique."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view into the mouth of a cavern that is filled with molten lava]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Third Place. Gate to Hell. "Erta Ale is an active volcano located in Ethiopia's Danakil desert. It's well know for its boiling lava lakes."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of small cottonwood trees with white bark, partially submerged in silty blue water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Winner. Winter Cottonwoods. "During the pandemic, I went out for a walk with my camera in a local park in Toronto, Canada during a fierce winter storm. I ran across this scene which seemed very chaotic with many interwoven trees. I loved how the snow, driven by the high winds, got embedded in the bark of the tree trunks. I took a few frames, trying to simplify the scene in front of me and settled on this one, loving the tones, the depth and the minimalism."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wind-whipped waves crash, in a panoramic view with snow-capped mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grand Scenic, Runner-Up. Into Battle. "This photograph was taken on the southeast coast of Iceland during a wild and unpredictable morning. I had originally planned to photograph Eystrahorn Mountain, but as I prepared my shot, my attention was drawn to the massive waves that began rolling towards the shore. The offshore winds added incredible energy to the scene, sending sea spray trailing off the tops of the waves, and the sun, positioned behind me, created small rainbows within the mist as the waves passed by. The sight was so dramatic and alive that it reminded me of an army marching into battle, hence the name 'Into Battle.'"
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                Ciaran Willmore / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small stand of wildflowers, seen underwater, after a flood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water Worlds, Runner-Up. Submerged flowers, photographed under floodwater, after a damaging flooding event in 2021, in the Gelderse Poort area, near Arnhem, Netherlands.
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                Theo Bosboom / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of a volcanic crater lake with a cone in the center, with the shadow of the overall volcano stretching toward the horizon, seen in low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Runner-Up. Volcanic Eruptions & Landscapes. "Since the 2010s, I have climbed over 80 volcanoes. Since then, I have primarily photographed eruptions and beautiful landscapes. It's always fascinating to stand on the edge of a crater and look into the erupting chasm. You can feel the true power of nature. Incredible hellish noise, eruption, incredible amounts of ash, flying lava bombs and the smell of sulfur--so much is happening at the same time and is so incredible."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A single small plant stands in the pale sand of a large dune.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Highly Commended. Lonesome. "A little plant resisting the moving sand and growing lonely in this harsh environment in the Great Sand Dunes National Park in Colorado.	"
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                Felix Roser / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire burns through a grassy area near wetlands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Runner-Up / Intimate Landscape Runner-Up. Fire and Ice. "An image of a fuel reduction fire on the island where I live. These are conducted every 3-5 years to reduce the amount of combustable material laying on the ground. The deeper this fuel layer becomes the higher the risk of a wild fire developing. This is something the National Parks working closely with the Butchella people (traditional owners) work very hard to avoid."
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                Peter Meyer / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of five guanacos stand on a snow-covered slope, with tall stone mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Wildlife, Runner-Up. Guanaco Conference. "It was a bitterly cold morning near the Torres del Paine mountains in Chile, with frozen fog wreathing the mountains.  I was all set up to take a landscape photo when a guanaco appeared over the crest of the closest hill.  I waited, hoping that it would leave, but instead it was followed by several more, so I changed the image concept to wildlife in the environment."
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                Charles Janson / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight shines through a narrow slot in a canyon with steep walls, illuminating a single bare tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Winner. Exactly. "The wild and remote canyons of the American southwest present surprises around every bend. When I turned a corner and this scene came into view, I was awe-struck and humbled to witness sunlight focused by the canyon's walls so precisely that it lit only this lonely cottonwood tree."
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                Brent Clark / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of crooked trees endures a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. A stand of crooked trees endure a snowstorm in this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
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                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The northern lights shine across the sky, seen beyond a small tree, above an inlet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape Winner / Grand Scenic Highly Commended. Na Saighneain. "I'm delighted to have been named the Nightscape category winner at the NLPA. I captured this scene on an unforgettable evening, watching the aurora dancing across the Antrim Glens. Being in nature brings me great joy, and I feel privileged to share that experience with others through my photography."
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                Niall McLaughlin / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  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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        Winners of Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 16, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning and commended images of the Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 competition were just announced, with Rafael Fernandez Caballe named as the overall winner for his image of a Bryde's whale swimming up to swallow a bait ball of sardines off Mexico's Pacific Coast. Contest organizers at Oceanographic Magazine were once again kind enough to share some of this year's top images below, and their full gallery can be seen here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A whale opens its mouth to swallow a tight-knit school of fish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Overall Winner. A Bryde's whale about to devour a heart-shaped bait ball off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                Rafael Fernandez Caballero / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A scuba diver explores an underwater cavern with walls and floor of rough rock.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Adventure. A scuba diver explores the Silfra fissure in Iceland, the tectonic boundary between the North American and Eurasian plates.
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                Byron Conroy / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a person standing on a canoe with an outrigger, looking down at a large school of sardines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, the Human Connection. A large school of sardines gets eyed up by a local fisherman in his traditional canoe in Milen Bay, in Papua New Guinea.
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                Noam Kortler / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a polar bear lying down on an ice floe]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. The Grinch, a polar bear with a distinctive character, rests on ice floes after a day of playing and hunting in Svalbard.
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                Florian Ledoux / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a leopard seal with its mouth wide open, swimming toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Ocean Portfolio Award. One of several photos in Borghi's portfolio, depicting one of the Southern Ocean's most formidable predators, the leopard seal, in Antarctica.
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                Filippo Borghi / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A semi-transparent octopus, seen against a completely white backdrop]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Ocean Portfolio Award. One of several photos in Borghi's portfolio, depicting a transparent juvenile wonderpus, taken at night, in the Philippines.
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                Filippo Borghi / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater surfer and his board captured from below as a wave crashes over him]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Adventure. A surfer duck-dives his board under a large wave over a shallow reef break in the Mentawai Islands, Indonesia.
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                John Barton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a colorful shrimp with swirls around it, likely its motion-blurred arms and legs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Fine Art. A peacock mantis shrimp in a stunning display of vibrant blue, green, and orange hues against a dark background, in Bali, Indonesia.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ajiex Dharma / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orca exhales, blowing a plume of steam against distant fog over dark water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Fine Art. An orca exhales on the surface, off Vancouver Island, Canada.
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                Mark Williams / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an octopus underwater, with its tentacles outstretched]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Wildlife. A giant Pacific octopus in the shallows, photographed in Russia.
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                Andrey Shpatak / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under photo of a whale shark swimming beneath a medium-size ship]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second place, Conservation (Hope). A whale shark swims alongside the Sharkwater research vessel, a ship that was initially used by the Japanese fishing fleet but is now used for research, off Cocos Island, Costa Rica.
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                Edwar Herreno Parra / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of small shrimp grip the uneven walls inside a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A hingebeak-shrimp colony in the hollow of a barrel sponge. These striking shrimp, with vivid red and white stripes, display dancelike movement, swaying back and forth with their beaks pointed upward, seen near Koh Haa, Thailand.
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                Nataya Chonecadeedumrongkul / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A polar bear on rocks chews on a scrap of plastic.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Conservation (Impact). A polar bear plays with a piece of plastic--a stark reminder that even the uninhabited reaches of the Arctic are not exempt from the pervasive grip of plastic pollution, photographed on Kiepert Island, Svalbard.
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                Celia Kujala / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of an upside-down freediver who swims straight down, with a group of swimmers at the surface, far above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Adventure. Freediver Sun Young Kim dives in the "no fins" category at Vertical Blue 2021, a freediving competition, in the famous Dean's Blue Hole in the Bahamas.
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                Daan Verhoeven / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A humpback whale leaps high out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A breaching humpback whale on its migration path along the Australian coastline, seen near New South Wales, Australia.
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                [image: An aerial view of a group of rays swimming near the ocean's surface. One of them leaps from the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A fever of mobula rays seen from above in the Sea of Cortez. When the photographer's drone inched closer, some rays started to jump out of the water, off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                [image: A sea turtle swims underwater with a person's hand lightly gripping its shell.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Conservation (Hope). A green sea turtle is released after being accidentally caught in the Seychelles. Researchers trying to catch sharks quickly untangled the turtle, took measurements, and tagged it before releasing it.
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                [image: An aerial view of a fishing boat deploying a large net that stretches out in every direction.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place Overall. A fishing boat off Hon Yen, Vietnam, with its green nets fanning out under the surface.
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                [image: An underwater photo of a school of fish swimming above a varied and colorful coral reef]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Conservation (Hope). A healthy coral reef in one of the most biodiverse places in the world, seen near Raja Ampat, Indonesia.
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                [image: A close view of an octopus, appearing to glow in greenish-gold colors, under an ultraviolet light]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Young Photographer. An elusive algae octopus shows off its fluorescence under ultraviolet light in North Sulawesi, Indonesia.
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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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Has Trump Gone Soft on China?

A "grand bargain" with Beijing has obvious appeal. The question is what it would cost.

by Michael Schuman




During his term in office, President Donald Trump jettisoned four decades of engagement with Beijing in favor of a more confrontational approach. His policy treated China as a strategic and economic competitor--and it stuck, making China policy one of Trump's lasting legacies and a rare subject on which Democrats and Republicans now agree.

So it's striking that this year, campaigning for reelection, Trump appears to be softening his stance. He trots out the old rhetoric--accusing the Chinese of stealing American jobs, taking advantage of the United States, and starting the coronavirus pandemic, which he still calls the "China virus," for example--but he has also sounded a different note, suggesting that the U.S. needs better relations with Beijing to reduce the threat China poses to international security. Exactly how he intends to achieve this without sacrificing core American interests, he has not made clear.

Michael Schuman: Trump signals weakness to Xi Jinping

Trump's foreign policy tended to be transactional,  focused on dealmaking and devoid of guiding strategic principles. During his term, he sought "wins" that allowed him to show off his (supposedly) superior negotiating skill to a domestic audience. With China, that approach led him to focus  on a trade war that kept him haggling over tariffs, largely to the exclusion of other important issues. He still brags (and dissembles) about the resulting trade agreement, reached in 2020, describing it as "the best trade deal" ever made, even though Beijing never fulfilled its terms.

Ali Wyne, a senior research and advocacy adviser on U.S.-China relations at International Crisis Group, argues that Trump may have believed that the trade pact was a prelude to a larger, more comprehensive agreement with Beijing that would have settled many contentious matters between the two countries. "Trump still holds out some hope that he might be able to execute some kind of grand bargain," Wyne told me, "and then claim that 'look, I was able to achieve a breakthrough in stabilizing the world's most consequential bilateral relationship that none of my predecessors could.'"

A "grand bargain" with China has obvious appeal. The question is what it would cost. A persistent worry in foreign-policy circles is that Trump will make concessions to Beijing on issues that have been historically crucial to the United States, but about which he personally seems to care little--such as the fate of Taiwan--in exchange for promises on matters he clearly considers more important, such as trade.

Last year, Trump proposed a trade policy that he pledged would "completely eliminate U.S. dependence on China," which he called "the primary beneficiary of Democrats' globalist agenda." During his debate with Vice President Kamala Harris on Tuesday, Trump reiterated his plan to increase tariffs substantially on China, as well as other countries.

Trump has also said that he will restrict Chinese ownership in certain industries in the United States, including medical supplies and natural resources. But whether he would really follow through on this is not obvious. Trump's big-business backers are themselves beneficiaries of a "globalist agenda," and they are unlikely to support policies that constrain their access to China's economy.

The Trump promoter and Tesla founder Elon Musk, for example, has substantial investments in China, which is a major market and manufacturing hub for his electric cars. Musk routinely panders to the Chinese Communist Party and advocates pro-China positions on issues such as Taiwan. If Trump invites Musk to join his second administration, as he has suggested he will, the billionaire entrepreneur would probably not support (or perhaps even want to be associated with) policies that could destabilize the U.S. relationship with China and put Tesla's share price at risk.

Trump has already reversed course on one high-profile business issue: TikTok. As president in 2020, Trump tried to ban the Chinese social-media platform, which he deemed a threat to American national security. Congress eventually followed through on that policy by passing legislation earlier this year that will shut down TikTok in the U.S. if its Beijing-based parent company, ByteDance, fails to sell out to non-Chinese investors. In response, Trump abruptly changed his position and opposed the ban because, he said, it would benefit Facebook.

What prompted this flip-flop is not clear. Perhaps Trump is aiming to woo young voters enamored of the video-swapping app. Critics have speculated that he caved to the financial interests of a major Republican donor, Jeff Yass, whose investment firm, Susquehanna International Group, has holdings in ByteDance. A spokesperson for the Trump campaign did not respond to queries about his policy toward TikTok.

Trump appears to be altering his position on China in a much broader way. In his first term, he presented himself as the tough guy who would finally bring those job-swindling Chinese to heel. Now he characterizes China as a threat to the U.S. that he, and only he, can defuse--through a friendlier, or what he might characterize as a more pragmatic, approach.

In an interview with Musk in August, Trump wove a narrative of a world brought to the brink of chaos by what he called a "modern-day axis of evil"--Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran--and the fumbling response of poor American leadership. Referring to the conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East, Trump said that "numerous places" across the globe "could end up in a World War III right now for no reason whatsoever." China, he noted, is expanding its nuclear capabilities: Its stockpile of warheads is far smaller than that of the United States, but "they're going to catch us sooner than people think." Even more dangerous is China's partnership with Russia, which, he argued, Washington should have prevented. Joe Biden and other U.S. presidents "forced Russia and China together," he told Musk. "If you're a history student, the first thing you learn is you cannot let Russia and China align."

Have no fear, however, with Trump at the helm. He said that "if you have a smart president, a president that gets it"--presumably, himself--"we are not in danger from those countries, because they need us and they need our help." Trump went on to suggest that the United States should forge better relations with Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese leader Xi Jinping, whom he described as "lovely individuals" during a rally in Montana last month. To Musk, he touted how well he knew these leaders. "Getting along well with them is a good thing," he said of the world's autocrats. Speaking at Mar-a-Lago a few days earlier, Trump specifically mentioned that he and Xi "had a very good relationship," and he thinks this will prove "mutually beneficial."

Trump hasn't explained how he intends to "get along" with Xi, and a spokesperson for his campaign did not respond to questions seeking more information about his proposed relationship with the Chinese leader. But he dropped a hint in the conversation with Musk. When Putin amassed his army on the Ukrainian border in early 2022, Trump assumed "he was doing that to negotiate," he told Musk. But "then Biden started saying such stupid things"--things that Trump implied may have provoked Putin to invade. (The president's error, Trump said, was expressing support for Ukraine's membership in NATO, which Putin opposed. In fact, Washington's position was that Moscow could not dictate which countries were or were not able to become NATO members.) "That war had zero chance of happening if I were there, zero chance," Trump contended.

The implication is that Trump would have accommodated Putin and his supposed security concerns. To conclude that he'd do the same for Xi in a similar crisis is not a big leap. And there, the likely theater is Taiwan, which Beijing still claims is an integral part of China. In his speech to the Republican National Convention in July, Trump himself said that China is "circling Taiwan" and that a "growing specter of conflict" shadows the island. If Xi positions an invasion force along the Taiwan Strait, similar to what Putin did with Ukraine, would Trump make concessions to Beijing to avert a conflict? He has already signaled as much with his constant criticism of Taiwan, including false accusations that it has stolen the American chip industry and an assertion that its government should pay the United States for its defense.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Why Xi wants Trump to win

Trump, as is so often the case, leaves his intentions ambiguous. But even suggesting that he would appease Putin or Xi on the brink of war is dangerous enough: That prospect could encourage Putin, Xi, and other autocrats to spark crises with the intention of extracting concessions from a president who has already signaled that he won't fight.

Perhaps Trump believes that he can "get along" with Xi because he shares certain elements of the Chinese leader's worldview. Xi, like Trump, portrays the current world order as descending into chaos, and himself as the man to fix it. But Xi has outlined a vision for reshaping that world order under China's leadership and based on Chinese illiberal political principles--whereas Trump has elucidated no such broad agenda to reform or strengthen a U.S.-led global system that he obviously loathes.

Trump wants to wheel and deal, but Xi is plotting and planning. The combination is potentially lethal for American global power.
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        Photos of the Week: Hat Festival, Marine Ranch, Buddha Scrub

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 13, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Flooding in St. Mark's Square in Venice, a hobbyhorse championship in England, damage from Typhoon Yagi in Vietnam, growing wildfires in Southern California, the MTV Video Music Awards in New York, a memorial for the victims of a school shooting in Georgia, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An art installation made of a canal boat that has apparently been twisted into a loop in the middle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation by British sculptor Alex Chinneck, provisionally titled "The Looping Boat," is located on the Sheffield & Tinsley Canal in Sheffield, England, on September 10, 2024. The steel and aluminum piece, measuring six meters high and 13 meters long, was created to celebrate Sheffield's industrial heritage and historic waterways.
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                [image: An aerial view of an intertwined set of undulating pedestrian bridges over a highway beside many tall buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows a winding bridge over the Longwangang River in Changsha, Hunan province, China, on September 9, 2024. The bridge has three walking paths and five nodes. With a total length of 184 meters, a width of 11.5 meters, and a height of about 24 meters, the bridge is made of more than 800 tons of steel.
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                [image: A night view of the New York City skyline, with two shafts of light reaching skyward]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Tribute in Light is illuminated over the skyline of Lower Manhattan and One World Trade Center in New York City as it is reflected in the top of a 9/11 memorial on the 23rd anniversary of the attacks on the WTC on September 11, 2024, in Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: A crowd gathers near a high-school sports field, holding candles during a memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students and faculty gather on the field at Apalachee High School to mourn and celebrate the lives of school-shooting victims on September 8, 2024, in Winder, Georgia. Mason Schermerhorn, 14; Christian Angulo, 14; Richard Aspinwall, 39; and Cristina Irimie, 53, were killed, and nine others injured, during a school shooting at Apalachee High School by a 14-year-old student on September 4.
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                [image: A sunflower is silhouetted against the setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sunflower is silhouetted against the setting sun in a field on September 7, 2024, near Lawrence, Kansas.
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                [image: Fireworks erupt around the top of an open stadium as people inside watch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks erupt during the closing ceremony of the 2024 Summer Paralympics in Paris, France, on September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A performer poses while wearing a traditional costume and green makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist performs Kathakali, a traditional classical dance that originated in India's southern Kerala state, during a show at a cultural festival celebrating Onam in Chennai, India, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers hang from ropes as they wash part of the head of a large statue of Buddha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers Kazuyoshi Taguchi (bottom) and Kazumi Minowa clean the right ear of the Ushiku Daibutsu statue in Ushiku of Ibaraki prefecture, Japan, on September 9, 2024. The 120-meter Buddha statue, which stands northeast of Tokyo, received an annual "soot removal" by veteran cleaners of more than 20 years.
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                [image: A performer sits in a swing high above a stage, beside a large sculpture of an astronaut's gloved hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sabrina Carpenter performs onstage during the 2024 MTV Video Music Awards at UBS Arena in Elmont, New York, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a horned hat laughs as another person stands behind them wearing a flat-topped hat with a fake crow attached to it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wearing creative hats enjoy the Bridport Hat Festival at Bucky Doo Square in Bridport, England, on September 7, 2024. Bridport's quirky festival features hundreds of participants dressed in elegant, creative, technically ingenious, and often bizarre creations. Along with various "Best Hatted" competitions, the event includes "Hat Hurling" and an award for "Best Hatted Dog," raising money for head-related charities.
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                [image: An aerial view of six deer standing on a mudflat, each casting a long shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small herd of deer plays on mudflats in Yancheng city, in China's Jiangsu province, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of military recruits standing on pavement, each casting a long shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New recruits undergo pre-service training at the National Defense Education and Training Center in Taicang, Jiangsu province, China, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: Eight dancers pose together while standing in a very shallow lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The cast of Matthew Bourne's Swan Lake poses in costume, on the lake in St. James's Park, in London, England, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person take a photo of another person beside a huge lake under a partly cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the Lake Namtso scenic area in Lhasa, Xizang Autonomous Region of China, on September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A fire-damaged set of power poles, including one pole that has burned through, with the middle section missing. The top, still burning, hangs from wires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire-damaged power lines at dawn on September 11, 2024, in Wrightwood, California. The Bridge Fire has now burned more than 47,000 acres in Angeles National Forest.
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                [image: A firefighter surrounded by immense flames]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter walks past an evacuated home in flames at El Cariso Village as the Airport Fire burns on September 10, 2024, in Lake Elsinore, California.
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                [image: Many burned cars sit among charred trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Charred vehicles remain after the Airport Fire burned through El Cariso Village, California, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A bird lands on a scorched tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A California thrasher fleeing a wildfire lands on a burned branch as the Bridge Fire races 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 huge white cloud rises above a wildfire burning on distant hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In an aerial view, a massive plume grows over the Line Fire during its 4,000-foot elevation climb up to the edge of the mountain community of Running Springs, before being temporarily halted by a sudden a late-season monsoon rain storm on September 7, 2024, in San Bernardino, California.
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                [image: A distant view of a ship sailing near the end of a rainbow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Royal Navy ship H.M.S. Cattistock seems to sail toward a rainbow in Weymouth Bay, in Dorset, England, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four aerobatic fighter jets fly in varying directions overhead, emitting colored smoke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                BAE Hawk trainer aircraft of the Royal Saudi Air Force's Saudi Falcons aerobatic team release smoke as they perform maneuvers during the first Egypt International Airshow at Alamein International Airport, in northern Egypt, on September 4, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. While hobby-horsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during COVID.
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                [image: A man falls from his motorcycle after hitting a water buffalo, as the small buffalo tries to stand as well.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man falls from his motorcycle after hitting a water buffalo on his way to work outside Phnom Penh, Cambodia, on September 6, 2024.
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                [image: A drag-racing car powered by a huge jet engine blasts fire while sitting at a starting line.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The FireForce 5 Jet Car prepares to compete in the European Finals drag-racing event held at the Santa Pod Raceway, near Wellingborough, England, on September 6, 2024.
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                [image: Four young uniformed motorcyclists arranged acrobatically ride a single motorcycle in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Imps motorcycle display team performs for the crowds at Dorset County Show, on September 8, 2024, in Dorchester, England.
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                [image: A woman riding a motorbike is blown down by typhoon winds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman riding a motorbike is blown down by winds from Typhoon Yagi in the city of Haiphong, Vietnam, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A line of acrobats spin plates atop long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Acrobats perform during a show at a theatre in Shenyang, in northeastern China's Liaoning province, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in an exhibition space beside five mannequins clothed in unusual boxy garments.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Austrian artist Erwin Wurm attends a press preview of his exhibition "Erwin Wurm: A 70th-Birthday Retrospective" in the Albertina Modern museum in Vienna, Austria, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: A protester with red and white face makeup points at riot police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester gestures toward police officers on Spencer Street in Melbourne, Australia, on September 11, 2024. Anti-war protesters planned to disrupt the Land Forces International Defence Expo by blocking streets and staging peaceful demonstrations, with estimates of up to 25,000 participants.
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                [image: A person in a life jacket holds on to two dogs in a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local resident Phan Thi Tuyet, 50, carries her dogs as she is evacuated on a boat through a flooded street in Hanoi on September 10, 2024, a few days after Typhoon Yagi swept through northern Vietnam.
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                [image: A wide view of many fishing boats and floating lines in a marine ranch beneath a low sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fishermen tend to a marine ranch in Ailun Bay, feeding abalones in Rongcheng, Shandong province, China, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: Fresh snow on a mountainside above a green forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of fresh snow above a mountain forest near the summit of the Zugspitze, near Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, on September 12, 2024.
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                Smoke from a forest fire covers El Panecillo hill in Quito, Ecuador, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: People sit at outdoor cafe tables in a partially flooded Venice square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sit at a cafe terrace in a flooded St. Mark's Square during high tide (aqua alta) in Venice, Italy, on September 5, 2024.
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                A boy touches a figure of a dinosaur during celebrations of City Day in Muzeon Park of Arts in Moscow, Russia, on September 8, 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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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 mouth 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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Hamas's Devastating Murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

How Netanyahu failed the dead hostages

by Franklin Foer




Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on September 16, 2024

There was a thin hope that despite everything, he might actually return home. It was stoked by a series of images that unexpectedly emerged.

Not long after Hersh Goldberg-Polin's abduction on October 7, CNN stumbled on video of terrorists loading the Berkeley-born, Jerusalem-raised 24-year-old into a pickup truck, the stump of one of his arms wrapped in a tourniquet because a grenade had blown off the rest. It was proof of life.

Read: 'How much can this child take?'

In April, at the beginning of Passover, Hamas released a propaganda video. Then there was no doubting his full-blooded existence. Speaking to his captors' camera, he rested the remnant of his arm in his lap. His once-wavy locks were clipped close to the scalp. Untangling his words from those imposed by the gun was impossible. But at the very end of the clip he addressed his parents and sister: "I know you're doing everything possible to bring me home."

As Shabbat descended this past Friday night and his parents turned off their phones for the day of rest, it was possible to imagine that Goldberg-Polin might finally emerge from the ultimate parental nightmare. Negotiations to end the war and bring home the hostages have been grinding along, even though Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has seemed intent on stalling a deal.

But last night, when Goldberg-Polin's family returned to their devices, they learned that the Israeli Defense Forces had found, in a tunnel in Gaza, six bodies only recently murdered. Just more than a week after his parents had eloquently addressed the Democratic National Convention, when the teary audience chanted "Bring them home," they learned that their son was one of the corpses.

Catastrophe is a bulldozer that flattens victims. Horror drains biography of every other detail. But Hersh's parents, Rachel and Jon, insisted that the world know their son as a full human being. That was how they wanted Hersh to be remembered in the worst case--and in the best case, they believed that empathy might exist, even hundreds of feet belowground in the tunnels that constitute Hamas's domain.

They described how Hersh wanted to wrap his arms around the globe in an embrace. He loved geography and, even before his adolescence, he stockpiled maps and atlases in his room. His father hoped that he might eventually become a journalist for National Geographic, because the diversity of the planet and the wonders of foreign cultures lit Hersh's mind on fire. He loved adventure. Just before Hamas kidnapped him, Hersh had traveled across Europe attending music festivals. He would bathe in rivers and make friends with strangers.

Emigrating to Israel at the age of 7 challenged him. He struggled to learn Hebrew. But as his mother watched him mature, she marveled at his ease, how he felt entirely at home in the world.

After his kidnapping, Hersh became the best-known of the hostages in the U.S. His American parents were unafraid of confronting their pain over and over, in conversations with whichever reporter or politicians agreed to meet them. Like mythological characters, they were doomed to relive their worst day--and doomed to experience it with clarity that never dulled. And despite their pain, they eloquently expressed empathy for the suffering of Palestinian parents too.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: It's not too late to give Gaza a better future

As the war grinds toward its end, Hersh's murder will haunt Israeli dreams--and Netanyahu's legacy. In a moral sense, culpability rests entirely with Hersh's depraved executioners. But Netanyahu behaved grotesquely when presented with opportunities to secure his release.

More than once this summer, the Biden administration brought Hamas and Israel within range of a deal to release the hostages and end the war. On some of these occasions, Hamas has thrown up obstacles, knocking the talks off course. But in moments where Hamas looked inclined to agree, Netanyahu wrecked the possibility of an agreement by insisting on new conditions. Frustrated with the prime minister's tactics, the Americans leaked documentary evidence of his intransigence to The New York Times.

Just as damningly, Netanyahu's own defense minister has blamed him for scuppering a deal. In a cabinet meeting this past week, Yoav Gallant excoriated him for insisting on new conditions that Hamas would never tolerate--that effectively guaranteed that the hostages would remain in jeopardy in Gaza. Gallant reportedly chastised him, "There are living people there."

Netanyahu refuses to push toward yes because he doesn't want to face the consequences of agreeing to a deal that far-right members of his cabinet have vowed to reject. He's reverting to lifelong patterns of behavior: dithering in the face of a hard choice, excessive deference to fanatical political bedmates, the elevation of his own survival above every other consideration. And now, a beautiful young man and five other hostages will return from Gaza in bags--lives horrifically truncated when they could plausibly have been saved.



This article originally misstated which family members Hersh Goldberg-Polin addressed in a video clip.
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        Elon Musk Has Turned X Into a Pressure Cooker
        Charlie Warzel

        On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then ...
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        Douglas Hofstadter
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Elon Musk Has Turned X Into a Pressure Cooker

It's hard to imagine this going any worse.

by Charlie Warzel




On the day that Elon Musk announced his intention to buy Twitter in April 2022, I tried to game out how the acquisition might go. Three scenarios seemed plausible. There was a weird/chaotic timeline, where Musk actually tried to improve the platform, but mostly just floated harebrained schemes like putting tweets on the blockchain. There was a timeline where Musk essentially reverted Twitter to its founding ethos--one that had a naive and simplistic idea of real-time global conversation. And then there was the worst-case scenario: the dark timeline and its offshoot, the darkest-darkest timeline. Here's how I described that one:



The darkest-darkest timeline is the one where the world's richest man runs a communications platform in a truly vengeful, dictatorial way, which involves Musk outright using Twitter as a political tool to promote extreme right-wing agendas and to punish what he calls brain-poisoned liberals.




Some 29 months later, this appears to be the timeline we've living in. But even my grim predictions failed to anticipate the intensity of Musk's radicalization. He is no longer teasing at his anti-woke views or just asking questions to provoke a response. To call him a troll or a puckish court jester is to sugarcoat what's really going on: Musk has become one of the chief spokespeople of the far right's political project, and he's reaching people in real time at a massive scale with his message.



Since his endorsement of Donald Trump in July, Musk has become the MAGA movement's second-most-influential figure after the nominee himself (sorry, J. D. Vance), and the most significant node in the Republican Party's information system. Musk and his platform are to this election what Rupert Murdoch and Fox News were to past Republican campaigns--cynical manipulators and poisonous propaganda machines, pumping lies and outrage into the American political bloodstream.



Though the mask has been off for a while, Musk's intentions have become even more blatant recently. Following Taylor Swift's endorsement of Kamala Harris, in which Swift labeled herself a "childless cat lady" in reference to an insult deployed by Vance, Musk publicly offered to impregnate the pop star. And just this past weekend, Musk did the following:

	amplified a conspiracy theory that ABC had leaked sample debate questions to the Harris campaign
 	falsely claimed that "the Dems want to take your kids"
 	fueled racist lies about immigrants eating pets
 	shared with his nearly 200 million followers on X that "Trump must win" to "preserve freedom and meritocracy in America"
 	insinuated that it was suspicious that "no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," adding a thinking-face emoji. He subsequently deleted the post and argued that it was a joke that had been well received in private. "Turns out jokes are WAY less funny if people don't know the context and the delivery is plain text," he wrote in a follow-up on X.




Whether Musk is telling the truth about his assassination post or offering up a feeble excuse for his earnest trolling doesn't matter. Although he's trying to explain this post away as just a harmless bit of context collapse, what he's really revealing is the extent to which he is captured by his audience, pecking out posts that delight the only cohort willing to offer the attention and respect he craves. The parallels to Trump may be obvious at this point, but they also account for Musk's ability to dominate news cycles.



Read: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally



Like Trump in his Apprentice and The Art of the Deal eras, Musk before his political obsessions was a celebrity famous in a different, mostly nonpolitical context. Although Musk's volatility, contrarianism, and disdain for the press were a matter of record before his MAGA turn, his carefully constructed popular image was that of a billionaire innovator and rocket scientist (Musk was reportedly an inspiration for Tony Stark's character in the Iron Man movie franchise). Which is to say: Many people experienced Musk's right-wing radicalization not as inevitable, but as a shocking departure. Right-wing diehards amplified him with glee, as proof of the ascendance of their movement, while liberals and the media amplified him as a distressing example of the proliferation of online brain worms in a certain slice of Silicon Valley.



That Musk is polarizing is important, but what allows him to attract attention is this change of context. A far-right influencer like Charlie Kirk or Alex Jones is expected to spread vile racist conspiracies--that is what they've always done to earn their living. But as with Trump in his 2016 campaign, there is still a lingering novelty to Musk's role as MAGA's minister of propaganda. Many people, for example, still don't understand why a man with unlimited resources might want to spend most of his time acting as a political party's in-house social-media team. Musk has been a troll for a while, but his popular image as a savvy entrepreneur stayed intact until only recently. He was the subject of a largely flattering, best-selling biography as recently as last year. He appeared on the cover of this magazine in 2013 as a contender for the world's greatest living inventor. In fact, even when Musk muses about how strange it is that no one has tried to shoot Harris, popular news outlets still cover it as a departure from an imagined status quo. On Monday, a New York Times article described Musk, a man who recently hosted a fawning interview with Donald Trump on X and has amplified conspiracy theories such as Pizzagate, as "the world's richest man," who "has established a reputation as an edgy plutocrat not bound by social conventions when it comes to expressing his opinions."



Read: Demon mode activated



That nearly every one of Musk's utterances is deemed newsworthy makes him a perfect vector for right-wing propaganda. Take Musk's role in spreading the nonsense about Haitian residents in Springfield, Ohio. According to an analysis delivered by the journalist Gaby Del Valle on Vox's Today, Explained podcast, Musk replied to a tweet by Kirk on September 8, in which the influencer had shared a screenshot from a Springfield resident on Facebook claiming that Haitians in the area were eating ducks, geese, and pets. Musk's reply served to amplify the claim to his followers and admirers just two days before the presidential debate, where it was directly referenced by Trump onstage. The lies "left the ecosystem of right-wing Twitter partially because Elon Musk got involved," Del Valle said. Like Trump before him, Musk is able to act as a clearinghouse for the fringier ideas coming from the far-right fever swamps.



Musk's is the most followed account on X and, as its owner, he has reportedly asked engineers to algorithmically boost his posts on the platform. (Musk has denied that his tweets are deliberately amplified, but the platform shows them even to people who don't follow him.) The architecture of the site, most notably the platform's algorithmically sorted "For You" feed, routinely features Musk and news about Musk, which increases the likelihood that anything the billionaire shares will reach a wider audience on a service that is still at least somewhat influential in shaping American political discourse. It sounds conspiratorial to suggest that Musk is tweaking the algorithmic dials on his site or using X as a political weapon, but the truth is that Musk doesn't even need to demand that his company boost a specific message. Musk has spent nearly two years installing his own account as X's main character and shaping the platform's architecture in his own image. The politics of X are inextricably linked to Musk's own politics.



It would be far too simplistic to suggest that X is the reason for the chaos of our current political moment, or that Musk is solely responsible for the dangerous rhetoric that has contributed to terrorizing Haitian residents and thoroughly disrupting life in Springfield. Trump and Vance chose to amplify these messages too, and doubled down when called out on it. X is a comparatively small platform, past its prime. It was full of garbage before Musk bought the site, and its architecture goaded users into being the worst versions of themselves long before the billionaire's heel turn. But under Musk's stewardship, X has become the worst version of itself--a platform whose every policy and design choice seems intended to snuff out our better angels and efficiently raise our national political temperature.



X under Musk is a pressure cooker and an insidious force--not necessarily because it is as influential as it once was but because, to those who can't quit it, the platform offers the impression that it is a mirror to the world. One hallmark of Fox News is its ability to conjure a political perma-crisis, in order to instill a pervasive sense of fear in its audience. X, with Musk as its de facto director of programming, has created an information ecosystem that operates in much the same way. But the effect isn't felt just among MAGA true believers.



As we lurch closer to Election Day, it's easy to feel as if we've all entered the Great Clenching--a national moment of assuming the crash-landing position and bracing for impact. One gets the sense that the darkest forces in American life are accelerating, that politicians, powerful billionaires, and regular citizens alike are emboldened in the worst way or further radicalized. Every scandal, gaffe, and tragedy seems to take on a new political significance--as a harbinger of a potential electoral outcome or an indicator of societal unraveling. And it is exactly this feeling that Musk and his platform stoke and feed off every day.
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The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids

Too many people delay dealing with hearing loss because they think the devices make them look old.

by Charley Locke






Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.



About 15 percent of Americans, or nearly 53 million people, have difficulty hearing, according to the CDC. Yet an AARP survey found that Americans older than 40 are more likely to get colonoscopies than hearing tests. Even though hearing starts to deteriorate in our 20s, many people think of hearing damage as a sign of old age, and the fear of being seen as old leads people to delay treatment. According to the Hearing Loss Association of America, people with hearing loss wait, on average, seven years to seek help, just as Einhorn did.



When people ignore their hearing loss, they put themselves at a higher risk for social isolation, loneliness, and even dementia. One of the best things you can do to feel less old is, ironically, get a hearing aid. And in the past two years, these devices have become cheaper, more accessible, and arguably cooler than they've ever been, even before the FDA approved Apple's bid last week to turn AirPods into starter hearing aids. This new technology is more of a first step than a complete solution--think of it as analogous to drugstore reading glasses rather than prescription lenses. That, more than anything about AirPods themselves, may be the key to softening the stigma around hearing aids. Creating an easier and earlier entry point into hearing assistance could help Americans absorb the idea that hearing loss is a spectrum, and that treatment need not be a rite of passage associated with old age.




 
 As it stands, one demographic that could especially benefit from destigmatized hearing aids is older men. "Men are at a greater risk for hearing loss early on because they have typically had more noise exposure than women," says Steven Rauch, who specializes in hearing and balance disorders at Harvard Medical School. But men are also less likely to go to the doctor. (Several men I interviewed spoke about being prodded by their wives to go to an audiologist.) Instead, many hide their hearing loss by nodding along in conversation, by hanging back at social gatherings, by staying home.



Faking it makes the situation worse. Without treatment, hearing can decline, and people become socially isolated. "When you're sitting in a room and people are talking and you can't participate, you feel stupid," says Toni Iacolucci, a communication-access advocate who waited a dozen years before she got a hearing aid. "The amount of energy you put into the facade that you can hear is just exhausting."



Compensating for untreated hearing loss is so taxing, in fact, that it can have a meaningful impact on the brain. "Hearing loss is arguably the single largest risk factor for cognitive decline and dementia," says Frank Lin, the director of the Cochlear Center for Hearing and Public Health at Johns Hopkins University. Lin and his colleagues have found that mild hearing loss doubles the risk of dementia, and moderate loss triples it. In this context, a hearing aid can look almost like a miracle device for slowing aging: In that same study, Lin also found that among older adults at increased risk for cognitive decline, participants who wore a hearing aid for three years experienced about 50 percent less cognitive loss than the control group.



Lin hypothesizes that the difference is because of cognitive load. "Anybody's brain can buffer against the pathology of dementia," he told me. "But if you have hearing loss, too, a lot of that buffer is having to be used up to deal with hearing loss."



In many cases, the gap between onset and treatment means years of missed conversations and declining social connection; hearing loss is associated with both loneliness and isolation. For Einhorn, who worked as a composer and a classical-record producer, his declining hearing meant maintaining a constant effort to keep up appearances. He remembers going to restaurants and tilting his head entirely to the left to favor his better ear while denying to his friends that he had any issue with his hearing; he started to avoid going to parties and to the movies. "Phone calls became hellish," he told me. He eventually had surgery on one ear and finally started wearing hearing aids in 2010, when he suddenly lost all of his hearing on one side. "When I lost my good ear, I fell into an abyss of silence and isolation," he says. "It was an existential crisis: Either I figure out how to deal with this, or, given the isolation I was already experiencing, it was going to become really serious." Only then did he realize that the devices were less visible than he'd imagined and that the integration into his world was worth the ding to his vanity. Like many who use the devices, he still struggles to hear at restaurants and parties (carpets and rooms without music help), but the hearing aids have made an enormous difference in his quality of life. He still regrets the years he spent posturing instead of listening. "When you get to 72, you realize you've done a lot of dumb things, and not getting treatment was probably the dumbest thing I've ever done in my life," he said.







That anyone is straining this much when a fix exists is a testament to how powerful ageism and the pressure to project youth can be. As long as people see the choice as one between hearing well and looking young, many will opt for faking their ability to hear. Overcoming that association with age may be the last challenge of persuading people to try hearing aids out.



Some of the barriers were, until recently, more basic. Hearing aids were available only with a prescription, which usually requires visits to an audiologist who calibrates the device. Prescription hearing aids also cost thousands of dollars and aren't always covered by insurance. Pete Couste, for instance, did go to the doctor a couple of years after first noticing he was off pitch when playing in his band, but he decided not to get hearing aids because of the cost. Instead, he dropped out of the band and his church choir.

But these barriers are getting lower. In 2022, the FDA approved the sale of hearing aids to adults without a prescription, opening the technology up to industry for the first time. Over-the-counter options have now hit the market, including from brands such as Sony and JLab. Apple's hearing-aid feature, compatible with some AirPod Pros, is the first FDA-approved over-the-counter hearing-aid software device and will be available later this fall via a software update. EssilorLuxottica plans to release the first-ever hearing-aid eyeglasses later this year. Learning about the over-the-counter options triggered Couste to address his hearing loss, and he ended up with prescription aids that have made a "tremendous difference" in his confidence, he told me. This year, he went to four weddings and a concert at Red Rocks; he's even started to play saxophone again and plans to get back onstage within a year.



None of that undoes hearing aids' association with aging though. A selling point of the new AirPod technology is simply that "everybody wears AirPods," Katherine Bouton, a hearing-loss advocate and the author of the memoir Shouting Won't Help, told me. "The more you see people wearing something, the more normal it becomes." At the same time, AirPods are typically a signal that someone's listening to music or a podcast rather than engaging with the world around them: The AirPods might improve someone's hearing, but they won't necessarily make hearing loss less lonely. Even if Iacolucci's hearing loss could be treated with AirPods, she doesn't think they would fully address the loss's impact: "I still have to deal with the internal stigma, which is a thousand times worse," she told me.
 
 The real power of the Apple technology, then, might be that it's targeted to users with mild to moderate hearing loss. Changing the stigma around hearing loss will take far more than gadgets: It'll require a shift in our understanding of how hearing works. "Hearing loss implies that it's binary, which couldn't be further from the truth," Lin said. Most people don't lose their hearing overnight; instead, it starts to deteriorate (along with the rest of our body) almost as soon as we reach adulthood. Over time, we permanently damage our hearing through attending loud concerts, watching fireworks, and mowing the lawn, and the world is only getting louder. By 2060, the number of Americans ages 20 years and older with hearing loss is expected to increase by 67 percent, which means that nearly 30 million more people will need treatment. If devices we already use can help people transition more easily and at a younger age to using hearing assistance, that could make the shift in identity less stark, easing the way to normalizing hearing aids and changing the idea that they're for geezers only.
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Don't Fool Yourself About the Exploding Pagers

Your phone is not a bomb.

by Ian Bogost


Left: A man holds a walkie-talkie after removing the battery during a funeral. Right: Smoke rises as Israel launched air strikes on Lebanon on Wednesday. (Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Anwar Amro / AFP / Getty; Ramiz Dallah / Anadolu / Getty.)



Updated at 9:20 a.m. ET on September 19, 2024

Yesterday, pagers used by Hezbollah operatives exploded simultaneously in Lebanon and Syria, killing at least a dozen people and injuring thousands. Today brought another mass detonation in Lebanon, this time involving walkie-talkies. The attacks are gruesome and shocking. An expert told the Associated Press that the pagers received a message that caused them to vibrate in a way that required someone to press buttons to stop it. That action appears to have triggered the explosion. At a funeral in Beirut, a loudspeaker reportedly called for people to turn off their phones, illustrating a fear that any device could actually be a bomb, including the one in your pocket.

Electronics are a global business, and the events of the past two days in Lebanon have created an unexpected information fog of war. Virtually everyone uses personal electronic devices--phones, headphones, chargers, and even, in some cases, pagers. Those devices can, under certain circumstances, create risk. Gadgets catch on fire, get hacked so that remote intruders can spy on you, or get infected with malware that turns them into botnets. Might your smartphone just explode one morning as you're reach for it on the nightstand? Almost surely not.

According to the Associated Press, the attack was likely carried out by hiding very small quantities of highly explosive material in the pagers. In principle, intelligence operatives in Israel, which is widely believed to have conducted both attacks, could have done so by compromising the devices in the factory. Or, given that the exploding devices seem to have specifically targeted Hezbollah rather than everyone who owned a particular model of pager, the perpetrators could have intercepted the gadgets after they left the factory. But, according to The New York Times, Israeli intelligence went even further: It set up a shell company based in Hungary, B.A.C. Consulting, to manufacture and distribute rigged electronics specifically for the purpose of selling them to Hezbollah. (B.A.C. Consulting also reportedly sold normal, non-bomb pagers to other clients.) The resulting pager bombs were apparently procured by Hezbollah months ago. The pager bombs and radio bombs have since been waiting to be detonated remotely.

You are unlikely to find that your iPhone, Kindle, or Beats headphones have been modified to include PETN, the compound currently suspected to have been used in the Lebanon detonations. That's not because such a thing can't be done--as little as three grams of the material can be highly explosive, and that much would, in principle, be possible to cram into even the small cavities of a circuit-packed iPhone. In theory, someone could interfere with such a device, either during manufacture or afterward. But they would have to go to great effort to do so, especially at large scale. Of course, this same risk applies not just to gadgets but to any manufactured good.

Other electronic devices have blown up without being rigged to be bombs. Yesterday, when news first broke of the pagers blowing up, some speculated that the batteries had triggered the explosion. That conclusion is partly caused by an increased awareness that lithium-ion batteries are at some risk of exploding or catching on fire. The model of pager targeted in Lebanon does in fact use lithium-ion cells for power. But the intensity and precision of the explosions seen in Beirut, which were strong enough to blow off victims' hands, couldn't result from a lithium-ion blast--which also couldn't be triggered at will anyway. A lithium-ion battery could cause a smaller explosion if overheated or overcharged, but these batteries pose a greater risk of starting a fire than an explosion. They can do so when punctured so that the liquid inside, which is flammable, leaks and then ignites. That doesn't mean your iPhone is at risk of exploding when you tap an Instagram notification. In the United States, low-quality batteries made by disreputable manufacturers and installed in low-cost devices--such as vape pens or e-bikes--pose a much greater risk than anything else.

Accidental battery fires, even from poorly made parts, couldn't be used to carry out a simultaneous explosive attack. But that doesn't mean you don't own devices that could put you at risk. Consider spyware and malware, a concern commonly directed at Chinese-made gadgets. If connected to the internet, a device can convey messages, send your personal information abroad, or, in theory, detonate on command if it were built (or retrofitted) to do so. It feels plausible enough to put the pieces together in a way that produces fear--exploding pagers in Beirut, wide ownership of personal electronics, lithium-ion fire risk, devices connected to unknown servers far away. Words such as spyware and malware evoke the James Bond-inspired idea that a hacker at a computer half a world away can press buttons quickly and cause anyone's phone to blow up. But even after the astonishing attack carried out in Lebanon, such a scenario remains fiction, and not fact.

And yet, it's also the case that a new type of terror has been birthed by this attack. In Lebanon and other parts of the Middle East especially, citizens can now reasonably fear that ordinary devices might also be bombs. Depending on how the devices made their way to their new owners, it's also possible that the bomb-gadgets have leaked into more general circulation. Four children have already died.

In other words, the fear is grounded in enough fact to take root. Abroad, even here in the U.S., that same fear can be mustered, even if with much less justification. Fretting that your phone is actually a bomb feels new but really isn't. The fear is caused by bombs, the things that explode. A pager or a phone can be made into a bomb, but so can anything else.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/exploding-pager-lebanon-battery/679930/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Death of the Minivan

It was a perfect vehicle.

by Ian Bogost




The minivan dilemma: It is the least cool vehicle ever designed, yet the most useful. Offering the best value for the most function to a plurality of American drivers, a minivan can cart seven passengers or more in comfort if not style, haul more cargo than many larger trucks, and do so for a sticker price roughly a quarter cheaper than competing options. Even so, minivan sales have been falling steadily since their peak in 2000, when about 1.3 million were sold in the United States. As of last year, that figure is down by about 80 percent. Once sold in models from more than a dozen manufacturers, the minivan market now amounts to four, one each from Chrysler, Honda, Toyota, and Kia.

On account of the dilemma, a minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."

This phrase is uttered with an air of resignation. The minivan was popular, but it was never cool, not even in its youth, during the 1980s. Now it's middle-aged: The first of its type came out in '83, which makes the minivan an elder Millennial, and it's no more attuned than your average 41-year-old to recent trends. But why, exactly, has it earned so much derision through the years? And why was the minivan replaced, almost altogether, by the SUV?

The minivan arrived, way back when, as a savior. When Chrysler, under the former Ford chief Lee Iacocca's direction, first conceived of the design in the late 1970s, Americans who wanted room to cart more kids and goods had only a couple of options. One was the land-yacht-style station wagon, perhaps in avocado green with faux-wood paneling. Lots of kids could pile onto its bench and jump seats, while the rear storage, accessible by hatch, allowed for easy loading. These cars were somewhat functional, but they didn't seem that safe. The suburban family's other choice was the full-size van--a big, boxy transport or utility vehicle. The gas for these was also pricey, and their aesthetic felt unsuited to domesticity. By cultural consensus, vans were made for plumbers, kidnappers, or ex-Special Forces domestic mercenaries.

Chrysler's minivan would steer clear of those two dead ends, and carry American families onto the open roads toward, well, youth soccer and mall commerce. It really did bring innovation: ample seating organized in rows with easy access, the ability to stow those seats in favor of a large cargo bay, a set of sliding doors, and smaller features that had not been seen before, such as the modern cupholder. And it offered all that at an affordable price with decent fuel economy.

Read: The hardest sell in American car culture

Pickup was quick. In the first year after introducing them, Chrysler sold 210,000 Dodge Caravans and Plymouth Voyagers, its initial two models. Overall minivan sales reached 700,000 by the end of the decade, as the station wagon all but disappeared. But the new design also generated stigma: As the child of the station wagon and the service van, the minivan quickly came to represent the family you love but must support, and also transport. In a nation where cars stood in for power and freedom, the minivan would mean the opposite. As a vehicle, it symbolized the burdens of domestic life.

That stigma only grew with time. In 1996, Automobile magazine called this backlash "somewhat understandable," given that the members of my generation, who were at that point young adults, had "spent their childhoods strapped into the backseat of one." Perhaps it was childhood itself that seemed uncool, rather than the car that facilitated it. In any case, minivans would soon be obsolesced by sport utility vehicles. The earliest SUVs were more imposing than they are today: hard-riding trucks with 4x4 capabilities, such as the Chevrolet Suburban and the Jeep Wagoneer. These were as big as or even bigger than the plumber-kidnapper vans of the 1970s, and they got terrible gas mileage, cost a lot of money, and were hard to get in or out of, especially if you were very young or even slightly old. Yet the minivan's identity had grown toxic, and for suburban parents, the SUV played into the fantasy of being somewhere else, or doing something better.

Read: Minivans for minigarchs

The SUV's promise was escape from the very sort of family life that the minivan had facilitated. In 2003, The New York Times' John Tierney recounted how the new class of vehicles had taken over. "The minivan became so indelibly associated with suburbia that even soccer moms shunned it," he explained. "Soon image-conscious parents were going to soccer games in vehicles designed to ford Yukon streams and invade Middle Eastern countries." At the same time, the SUVs themselves were changing. The minivan had been built from parts and designs for a car, not a van. SUV manufacturers followed suit, until their vehicles were no longer burly trucks so much as carlike vehicles that rode higher off the ground and had a station-wagon-style cargo bay. Few even had more seats than a sedan. As the early minivans were to vans, so were these downsized SUVs to the 4x4s that came before them.

Functionally, the minivan is still the better option. It is cheaper to buy and operate, with greater cargo space and more seating and headroom. Still, these benefits are overshadowed by the minivan's dreary semiotics. Manufacturers have tried to solve that problem. When my family reached the "Maybe we should get a minivan" milestone, I noticed that some models of the Chrysler Pacifica now offered, for a premium, blacked-out chrome grills and rims. But to buy a poseur "sport van," or whatever I was meant to call this try-hard, cooler version of the uncool minivan, struck me as an even sadder choice.

Beyond such minor mods, the industry hasn't really done that much to shake away the shame from the minivan's design. I suspect that any fix would have to be applied at the level of its DNA. The minivan was the offspring of the wagon and the van. To be reborn, another pairing must occur--but with what? Little differentiation is left in the passenger-vehicle market. Nearly all cars have adopted the SUV format, a shoe-shaped body with four swinging doors and a hatch, and true 4x4s have been all but abandoned. Perhaps the minivan could be recrossed with the boxy utility van, which seems ready for its own revival. This year, Volkswagen will begin selling a new electric version of its microbus, one of the few direct precursors to the minivan that managed to retain an association with the counterculture despite taking on domestic functions.

However it evolves, the minivan will still be trammeled by its fundamental purpose. It is useful because it offers benefits for families, and it is uncool because family life is thought to be imprisoning. That logic cannot be overcome by mere design. In the end, the minivan dilemma has more to do with how Americans think than what we drive. Families, or at least vehicles expressly designed for them, turned out to be lamentable. We'd prefer to daydream about fording Yukon streams instead.
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I Really Can't Tell If You're Serious

The latest style of engagement-bait video is designed to be confusing--but why?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




My problem is my habit of scrolling through Instagram Reels only at night, right before I go to sleep. Defenses worn down by the day, I am susceptible to nonsense, and unsure of whether what I'm seeing is "real."

For example: I saw a video the other night of a young woman sitting in a normal-looking bedroom and telling a straight-faced story about how she had been proposed to at a Taylor Swift concert, and said no. "I was not saying no to the man. Like, my boyfriend is the love of my life. I'm gonna marry him," she explained. "I was saying no to the proposal, if that makes sense." She said the concert was in Liverpool, and she has no emotional tie to that city. She has no real passion for Taylor Swift, in fact. She doesn't even have "Love Story," the song during which the proposal was made, saved on Spotify. "It just wasn't specific to me. You know? The girls that get it, get it." I didn't get it. Was she serious, and quite strange, or was I being tricked for some purpose I may never understand?

Another time, I watched a video from a woman whose Instagram bio reads "girly girl + future girl mom." She was demonstrating how she does a full face of makeup every morning before her husband wakes up. "This is just what makes me feel good about myself," she said. Like the people in the comments, I wished I knew whether this was a joke. Then I came across some guy telling the story of a woman who'd sent him "trick-or-treat candy" after he had ghosted her--he thought this was funny, and now they are married. No one in the comments thought this one was a joke, but some suggested it might be a stupid lie told for no reason.

Our befuddlement appears to be the point. These videos are short and, like all other Instagram Reels, they auto-play on a loop. That's how they succeed. The people who produce them don't want me to understand whether they're sincere; they care only that I take the time to wonder--and that the loop keeps looping while I do. As such, their work appears to represent a novel form of content, distinct from any other classic form of baiting for attention (trolling, pranks, hoaxes, etc.). The videos aren't meant to make you angry or upset. They aren't playing off your curiosity. They're just trying to confuse you--and they work.



In the past, engagement-baiters could win on social media only if you clicked on their post, or shared their post, or responded to their silly prompt. But those efforts weren't hard to thwart. On Facebook, you could stare at a post for a few seconds, riddle out its hidden aims, then scroll past once you decided not to be fooled. On Reddit, you could give a suspiciously sensational story a read or two before participating in the comments.

But different rules apply to modern social video platforms, where the algorithms are especially aggressive at stuffing viral content into people's feeds. Traditional engagement metrics--likes and shares and comments--are still important, but creators on these platforms are seeking views above all else. (This was the case even with older social video platforms like Vine.) Racking up a lot of views is crucial for achieving greater visibility, as well as moneymaking opportunities--and confusing people is a pretty innovative way to do it. Let's say you come across an auto-playing TikTok, YouTube Short, or Instagram Reel that you find a bit unsettling. By the time you've watched it to the end a couple times, or spent however long it takes to make your judgment on what the video really means and whether it's sincere, you've already given the creators what they wanted. When I saw that young woman talk about rejecting her boyfriend's marriage proposal at the Eras Tour, it didn't matter that I didn't click, didn't buy, didn't like, and didn't share. I only watched the video--and then, because I was nonplussed, I watched again.

Emily Hund, a researcher at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School for Communication and the author of the recent book The Influencer Industry: The Quest for Authenticity on Social Media, told me that these videos are "really smart and almost artful." Instead of shocking or enraging you, they merely need to be weird enough to give you pause. Hund sees them as a response to users who have spent the past 10 years looking at influencers and doubting whether what they're saying or presenting is sincere. The new creators "are messing with our conceptions of authenticity in a way that really makes the viewer feel it," Hund told me. "Previous genres of influencer content didn't incite the viewer to be so uncomfortable."

Read: Trolling's surprising origins in fishing

The proposal video turned out to be the work of an online trickster named Louisa Melcher who's posted on X about having "niche internet fame for being a liar." (More accurately she has gotten niche internet fame by being a liar.) Sometimes people will post in the comments on her Instagram videos to make this clear for others. For instance, on a recent video in which she gave a chipper presentation about how to make money by selling the books out of your neighborhood's Little Free Library, somebody responded, "I am BEGGING people on this app to learn to recognize Louisa Melcher." So some viewers are gaining media literacy re: Louisa Melcher. Others are not. The Daily Mail has credulously written up Melcher's videos not once but twice.

When I went to the Instagram profile of Robby Witt, the Los Angeles man whose wife supposedly won him over with Halloween candy, I confirmed that his story, like seemingly everything else he says on the internet, is untrue. "I try to be pretty transparent," Witt told me. "My bio is more transparent than The Onion's." This is fair to say, as The Onion's Instagram bio is "America's Finest News Source," while Witt's includes "Fictional Stories and Satire." But most people who come across his videos never see his profile. They watch him tell fake-seeming anecdotes only in a decontextualized feed full of all kinds of other strangers doing all kinds of other improbable things that viewers may also have to watch a few times to understand how they should respond.

Melcher's stories addle viewers because she comes off as kind of a sociopath. Witt's mostly get people off-balance by presenting banal fantasies. Another common format for confusion-bait appeals to the human instinct to tell people that the way they're doing things is wrong. If you spend any time on Instagram or TikTok, you will see users correcting the way that other people wash their face, season a chicken breast, or refinish old cabinets. This happens so often in the comments on sincere videos that confusion-baiters have caught on and started doing things wrong on purpose. I'm pretty confident that this explains the woman who posts about what she makes her "blue collar husband" for dinner. She wears a stony expression and never explains herself. The meals are absurd to the point of unbelievability, but viewers can't seem to resist asking whether she is serious, and telling her that if she is, then she is harming her husband's health by serving him old pizza fried in canola oil.

Some confusion-baiters get less confusing as you see them more. Alexia Delarosa, a stay-at-home mom who sometimes gets called a "tradwife" (though she doesn't identify as one), makes a point of being inconsistent: This is how she grabs attention. Many of her posts appear to be sincere. I can easily believe that she'd bake a chocolate cake from scratch, and that she keeps chickens. But other videos are more ambiguous. Does she really cook dinner for her family in an off-the-shoulder gown? Does she really press empty egg cartons into homemade paper? When you first come across her posts, it takes some time, and several auto-plays, to figure out the answer.

Read: Sharon McMahon has no use for rage-baiting

When I spoke with Delarosa, she confirmed that she really did make paper as a fun craft project with her kids, but it wasn't because she just didn't feel like going to the store, as suggested in the video's caption. That part was a joke. She jokes often and kind of out of spite. For whatever reason, her early videos about making jam and butter got powerful negative reactions from viewers. "People said, 'This is so unrealistic. No stay-at-home mom lives like this. This is so crazy,'" she told me. "I started playing things up a little bit, almost poking fun at myself, recognizing that what I'm doing seems a little over-the-top and silly."

She was candid about the fact that she will deliberately try to make people pause and wonder whether she's for real. If the papermaking had been presented as a craft project, fewer people would have paid attention. Presented as the activity of a bizarre woman who assigns herself an obscene number of unnecessary chores, the same video was harder to scroll past. "People are more likely to stop and watch it," she said. "That's part of creating content and getting views." She's noticed that some people now come to her page just for the comment sections, which are entertainment in themselves. "They want to see who gets the video or who doesn't, who's been here long enough and gets what I'm doing."

Whatever their approach, the confusion-baiters are receiving a lot of attention. (Delarosa and the woman cooking for her blue-collar husband each have hundreds of thousands of followers.) What they'll get up to next remains unclear. Nathan Fielder notwithstanding, it's hard to make a career out of being inscrutable. Witt told me he has been making videos for 20 months and doesn't know where he's going with it. He only just got an agent. He still has a full-time office job. When his co-workers come up to him and say they've just seen one of his videos, he says, "that's how I know something is really popping."

What I learned from talking with him is that he is actually very nice. Also: that some people are totally comfortable with lying to everyone in the world, and they wouldn't even be embarrassed if somebody they knew saw them doing it. This is another thing I find confusing. But it's not a joke--it's true.
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Productivity Is a Drag. Work Is Divine.

The machines can have our chores, but we can't afford to outsource creation.

by Sara Tillinger Wolkenfeld




Why should humans do anything, if machines can do it better? The answer is crucial to the future of human civilization--and may just lie in religious texts from centuries ago.

From the digital (Google searches and Slack chats) to the purely mechanical (washing machines and microwaves), humans use tools nearly constantly to enhance or replace our own labor. Those that save time and effort are easy to appreciate--I have yet to meet someone who misses scrubbing clothes by hand. But the rapid rise of artificial intelligence--which can now write essays and poetry, create art, and substitute for human interaction--has scrambled the relationship between technology and labor. If the creators of AI models are to be believed, all of this has happened even before the technology has reached its full potential.

As this technology improves and proliferates--and as we can delegate more of our tasks to digital assistants--each of us must decide how to devote our time and energy. As a scholar of Jewish texts, I have spent the past 12 years working with a team of engineers who use machine-learning tools to digitize and expand access to the Jewish canon. Jewish tradition says nothing of ChatGPT, but it is adamant about work. According to the ancient rabbis, meaningful, creative labor is how humans channel the divine. It's an idea that can help us all, regardless of our faith, be discerning adopters of new applications and devices in a time of great technological change. If you have ever felt the joy of untangling a seemingly intractable problem or the adrenaline rush that comes from applying creative energy to shape the world, then you know that worthwhile labor helps us channel our best selves. And we cannot afford to cede it to the robots.

What Americans colloquially call "work" divides into two categories in ancient Hebrew. Melakhah connotes creative labor, according to early rabbinic commentaries on the biblical text. This is distinct from avodah, the word used to describe more menial toil, such as the work that the enslaved Israelites perform for their Egyptian taskmasters as described in the Book of Exodus. Pirkei Avot, a third-century rabbinic treatise filled with life advice, charges its readers to "love work." Even then, it was part of a textual tradition that distinguishes between those kinds of work we must love and those we just love to avoid. Most of the tech tools we use on a regular basis attempt to reduce our avodah: to speed up rote labor or make backbreaking tasks easier. In a perfect world, I believe, such tools would then free people up to spend more time on our melakhah.

Melakhah is most famous in rabbinic literature as being the overarching category for the 39 types of work that are forbidden on the Jewish Sabbath. Sometimes called "thoughtful labor," these include actions such as sowing and reaping, building and destroying, and writing and erasing. At its core, melakhah requires intention. Tasks that allow you to set it and forget it are by definition not among the most serious violations of Shabbat. According to the rabbis of the classical rabbinic period, who lived and wrote in the first six centuries of the Common Era, such tasks are not the kind of work that allows us to exercise our divinely given ability to shape and change the world.

Read: The only productivity hack that works on me

In Avot DeRabbi Natan, a companion volume to Pirkei Avot, the very act of Creation in which God produces the world using language is framed as a quintessential example of melakhah. "Let there be light" may seem as effortless to modern readers as "Abracadabra!" but Genesis categorizes this act as labor, noting, "God rested on the seventh day from all the work which God had made" (Gn 2:2). Avot DeRabbi Natan argues that God's choice to describe "Let there be light" as "work" is a testament to the value of creative labor. The human capacity to work, then, is a way that we imitate God.

That conclusion may sound blasphemous in our modern age, when many social scientists and therapists insist that leaving work behind at the end of the day allows one to be a better partner and parent, whereas a failure to compartmentalize one's job leads to burnout. But such advice, unlike the ancient texts, fails to distinguish between God's life-giving melakhah and the soul-sucking avodah that comprises many modern lives.

Perhaps because of the nature of their jobs, many Americans talk about work as something they would not do if they had a choice. We yearn for vacations, for summer, for time spent away from the grind. And yet, the authors of Avot DeRabbi Natan consider work fundamental to human fulfillment. In the Book of Genesis, God deposits Adam in the Garden of Eden and provides him with the first-ever to-do list: "And God placed him in the garden, to work it and guard it" (Gn 2:15-16). Adam was, quite literally, in paradise--not despite the work he was doing, but because of it.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Some of the ancient texts' lessons on work seem outdated today. Consider, for example, the extensive discourses on the many steps of the process of making fabric, beginning with shearing, cleaning the wool, combing it, and so on. The rabbis of the third century didn't have ChatGPT, nor did they devote many words to labor-replacing technologies. But they did live in a time when people had indentured servants, so they could easily envision a life in which labor was delegated to others. The Mishnah, a rabbinic legal work compiled around the year 200, discusses a woman so wealthy that she does not need to do anything but lounge; even her spinning and weaving can be delegated to the household help. But if she does no work at all, the Mishnah warns, she will go crazy.

Modern technologies such as generative AI threaten to make 21st-century Americans like the woman in the Mishnah: Deprived of purpose, convinced that our creative output is useless because a computer can produce a result that is sometimes just as good, or even better. Much of the debate around AI hinges on the question Can a computer do it better? But Jewish texts insist that the most important question is about process, not product. Tools that offer to replace work that I find meaningful aren't ones I'll be using anytime soon. I feel fulfilled when I write and when I teach even though I know that emerging large language models can write essays for me and may soon be able to transmit information to my students. I enjoy using my creative powers to bake despite the existence of bakeries that mass-produce delicious cookies in far less time and for far less money than I can.

Some digital "solutions" don't just steal melakhah, but also make rote tasks proliferate. Are 20 Slack messages really more efficient than one phone call? I can't quit Slack or totally avoid email, but I can recognize them as forms of avodah and push back against their ubiquity. Technology that doesn't allow me to devote more of my time to creative labor isn't worth using.

Read: AI can't make music

Jewish law views the story of Creation as a blueprint for structuring the work week. "Six days you shall labor," proclaims the Book of Exodus--that is, six days of creative work, followed by a day of rest. The implications of this model echo throughout the Bible and beyond: The day of rest is meaningless without the preceding six days of melakhah to sanctify it. At the end of the story of Creation, the Book of Genesis tells us that God deemed the world "very good." To have a world in which we feel invested and fulfilled--that we can deem very good--we should let the machines do the chores while we, like God, create.
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The Trump Sons Really Love Crypto

The former president and his family are launching a crypto business just weeks before the election.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




"I'm a proud crypto bro. You're starting to become one of us, if not already," Farokh Sarmad, a social-media influencer, said to former President Donald Trump during a livestream on X last night. According to the platform's listener counter, more than 1 million people tuned in for the launch of World Liberty Financial, a new crypto project promoted by Trump and his family. The former president has been posting about it on social media for several weeks.



Or at least the launch was supposed to be the purpose. Trump instead gave scant details about the project itself and kept talking about cryptocurrency more broadly. He admitted to not fully understanding the technology, saying that young people can more easily grasp it, similar to how his grandchildren learned "perfect Chinese" while toddlers.



Nevertheless, he said, "we have to be the biggest and the best" when it comes to crypto. He emphasized why those in the industry should care about the 2024 election. Both the SEC and the Biden-Harris administration, he said, have been "very hostile toward crypto. Extremely hostile like nobody can believe." In a Harris presidency, he added, the crypto world "will be living in hell."



Trump wasn't always this pro-crypto. He once referred to bitcoin as a scam, but he signaled interest in the crypto world in late 2022 when he partnered in the sale of Trump-themed NFT trading cards (digital-only collectibles maintained on the blockchain). This summer, he appeared at a bitcoin conference and declared that the United States "will be the crypto capital of the planet"; at least twice, he has hosted private parties at Mar-a-Lago for holders of his NFTs. It doesn't hurt that crypto companies are bankrolling many Republican campaigns this election.



After Trump spoke, his longtime associate Steve Witkoff and his son Donald Trump Jr. came onto the livestream to talk more specifically about the new crypto project. Though the details are fuzzy, World Liberty Financial, on its X account, describes itself as driving "mass adoption of stablecoins"--a type of cryptocurrency that is supposedly less volatile than tokens such as bitcoin because it is tied to a somewhat stable asset, such as gold. It will reportedly also host some kind of crypto exchange and sell its own token, called WLFI, which will be a governance token--meaning it will be used in order to vote on business decisions and will not be transferable. The company's bio on X currently reads: "Beware of Scams! Fake tokens & airdrop offers are circulating. We aren't live yet!"



World Liberty Financial is led by Chase Herro and Zachary Folkman. Herro was involved in a previous cryptocurrency project called Dough Finance that was hacked and lost millions of dollars, according to a Bloomberg feature published last week. Folkman is also known for running a service called Date Hotter Girls, and Herro has long aspired to be a crypto influencer. (In 2018, Bloomberg reported, he was filmed in a Rolls-Royce saying, "You can literally sell shit in a can, wrapped in piss, covered in human skin, for a billion dollars if the story's right, because people will buy it.") The Trumps became involved with World Liberty Financial when Witkoff arranged the meeting between Herro, Folkman, and Trump's sons about nine months ago, Witkoff said on the livestream.



Trump's interest in joining a crypto project seemingly came from his sons. "Barron knows so much about this," he said on the livestream. "Barron's a young guy, but he knows it. He talks about his wallet. He's got four wallets or something," he said about his 18-year-old son. "Eric and Don know it so well." The exact responsibilities of the Trumps involved are unclear. The company reportedly lists nonspecific roles for several members of the Trump family. The former president is "chief crypto advocate," while both Eric Trump and Don Jr. are listed as "web3 ambassadors" and Barron Trump is listed as the company's "DeFi visionary" (DeFi being a reference to peer-to-peer financial services).



It is uncommon and maybe even unprecedented for a presidential candidate to launch a major new business venture so close to the election. Trump already holds a majority of the stock for Trump Media & Technology Group, which owns his social-media platform, Truth Social--a possible conflict of interest. With his comments about the SEC last night, he appeared to suggest that he could interfere with a regulatory agency in favor of an industry that he is now financially involved in. The closest parallel for that might be former President Lyndon B. Johnson, who put pressure on the FCC to benefit his wife's TV and radio empire. (Though this started when he was a congressman.)



Later in the livestream, Donald Trump Jr. spoke about his belief that the country's Founding Fathers would be supportive of decentralized finance. He views it as less political than traditional banking, he said, and stated that his family has been "totally canceled" by banks. Echoing his father, he presented the 2024 election as a matter of life and death for crypto. The Republican Party, he said, is clearly the side that is pro-freedom. The left "is the side of censorship. They're the side that wants to jail their political opponents," he said. "They want to overregulate everything so much that you actually eliminate so many of the natural and great things that people love about crypto."
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Smartphones Are So Over

Snap is trying to make computers fun again.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Today, Snap, the parent company of Snapchat, one of the most popular social-media apps for teenage users, is announcing a new computer that you wear directly on your face. The latest in its Spectacles line of smart glasses, which the company has been working on for about a decade, shows you interactive imagery through its lenses, placing plants or imaginary pets or even a golf-putting range into the real world around you.



So-called augmented reality (or AR) is nothing new, and neither is wearable tech. Meta makes a pair of smart glasses in partnership with Ray-Ban, and claims they're so popular that the company can't make them fast enough. Amazon sells an Alexa-infused version of the famous Carrera frames, which make you look like a mob boss with access to an AI assistant (Alexa, where's the best place to hide a body?). Apple launched its Vision Pro headset--which includes an AR mode, along with a fully immersive virtual-reality one--last year. And who could forget Google Glass? Consumers have sometimes been cool on the face computers, if not outright hostile toward them, but tech companies just can't seem to quit the idea. From that perspective, it makes sense that Snap's new Spectacles are more a demonstration of intent than an actual product: They're targeted to developers who will apply and pay $99 a month to use them.



But this is also, arguably, what makes them interesting. In an interview last week, Snap CEO Evan Spiegel told me that he sees smart glasses as an opportunity to "reshape what a computer is, to make it something that actually keeps us grounded in the real world rather than behind a screen." The company hasn't accomplished this so far, of course, but the new Spectacles--and all those other smart glasses and AR headsets--are not being released into a void. They're arriving at a moment when people are feeling pretty turned off by phones. People are angsty about how much time they spend looking down at small screens rather than engaging with the world around them. Parents are concerned that phones are driving a teen mental-health crisis. Smartphone sales have slowed, and even the latest iPhone isn't doing great. Companies are trying to get people excited about technology again, by pitching all sorts of new hardware ideas that break the bounds of that rectangular screen, such as lapel pins or glorified walkie-talkies that work with AI assistants. I had this moment in mind as I wore the new Spectacles earlier this month, batting colorful digital blobs away while Paramore's "Misery Business" played in the background.



Read: Yet another iPhone, dear God



Among all the new glasses options, the Spectacles are distinct. They are oriented less toward utility--say, asking Alexa to set a timer--and more toward fun. In doing so, they offer a very specific formulation for the future of computing: that it should be amusing and connective. "If we look at the history of computers, they've actually always kept us indoors, taken us away from people that we love," Spiegel told me. Growing up, he explained, he loved computers, but he had to go to the computer lab to use them, which meant forgoing the opportunity to hang out with friends during recess. He thinks smart glasses are an opportunity to reinvent screens by integrating computers more naturally into one's life.



But Spectacles are still far from perfect. For starters, they are notably heavy. When I tried the glasses, they got warm to the touch after use, despite Snap's assurances that it had invested in a state-of-the-art cooling system. They support up to 45 minutes of continuous usage, which isn't very long. They reminded me of snorkeling goggles. You absolutely could not wear them in daily life without someone asking you what exactly you've got on your head. Their lenses can be dimmed to look like sunglasses, or made clear so people can still see your eyes. The glasses are controlled by your hands, held out in front of you. You pinch your index finger and your thumb together to "click." (The onboarding process involves practicing by popping bubbles floating a few feet from your face.)



Mostly, they're fun. Snapchat is famously popular with young people, and the glasses feel like a piece of hardware designed for this audience--closer to a Nintendo Switch than a Google Glass. In one game developed in partnership with Lego, you can project virtual bricks onto your kitchen table and move them around to build different creations. Ask it for an additional small blue brick, and one appears before you. In collaboration with Niantic, the company behind Pokemon Go, Snap is also launching a game called Peridot Beyond that lets you care for virtual pets.



Perhaps most important, at least when it comes to Spiegel's bigger vision, the Spectacles can sync together, so that multiple people can see the same digital creations at once. In one experience, called Imagine Together, users can shout words to create cartoons that then appear in little bubbles on the screen. "Imagine a fox!" you might say, and then a small fox appears, floating in a bubble in midair between you and your friend.

Read: The Apple Vision Pro is spectacular and sad

Spiegel, who has four children, dreams that someday he'll see his kids playing together in augmented reality. I asked him what he might say to parents who would be nervous about their children adding an additional level of computing into their daily life. (Parents are already plenty concerned about screen time as is, without the screens being barely an inch from their teens' faces.) What would he say to the parents who just want their kids to go outside? Spiegel countered that he is a go-outside-and-play parent himself--but argued that the glasses could make playing together outside more fun.



At times, I found the Spectacles genuinely amusing, in a way the current Meta and Alexa glasses aren't. And yet, they still don't feel essential. Any device that's hoping to disrupt the smartphone will have to be extremely good. Whether smart glasses are indeed the future of computing will depend on whether someone can make a pair that's useful in day-to-day life. Spectacles aren't there yet; they're more novelty than utility. But the philosophical argument they make is a provocative one, even if it's just that right now--an argument. Like the imaginary pet I saw while wearing them, it technically exists, but just barely.
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Lucky You!

Musings from an oldster for today's younger generation

by Douglas Hofstadter




Today's youth should be very grateful to be alive now, in the age of smartphones and AI. These godsends were unimaginable when I was growing up several decades ago, and up until two decades ago they were still unimaginable. You youngsters are truly blessed to have such advanced technology at your beck and call. Never forget: Your AI-driven smartphone is your best friend. Make sure you always have it with you, preferably right in front of your eyes.

Thinking is tough, especially in these complex days, but working hand in hand with Alexa, Siri, and their ilk, you can think better and more clearly. And why type to them? Just talk! 

Are you envious of folks who speak other languages? That's a bygone worry. Today, there's no need to learn any other tongue--you can use intelligent apps to translate texts in a flash, and to do instantaneous interpretation of your speech. They'll speak flawlessly in any desired language using your own voice with a perfect accent. Once you've handed over real-time translation to your smartphone, your communication with foreigners will be far superior to what you yourself could have done, even after many years of study. At first you'll be surprised to hear the strange sounds being uttered by your very own voice, but soon you'll get used to that exotic sensation, and it will be a sheer delight--so much more fun than clumsily stumbling around in the heavy fog of an alien tongue. That's a no-brainer.

If you want to know what cool piece of music you're listening to, an AI app will tell you right away. No need to stuff your head with tons of tedious facts about songs by BTS, the Beatles, or Beethoven. Mind-numbing study of that sort is so 20th-century. And by the way, what good can it do you to spend time on music, art, movies, or books that date back more than 10 years ago? All that stuff is so passe--it's of zero relevance to today's society and culture. And speaking of books, I'm happy to say that those dinosaurs are rapidly fading into the distant past. Why buy a heavy tome and lug it around, turning its paper pages and single-mindedly immersing yourself in its ideas, when you could get a ton of other stuff done at the same time as an AI reads it aloud to you better than any human could? Multitasking is so great!

As for art, don't even try to draw pictures--just give DALL-E a prompt or two. It'll produce a gorgeous image in a millionth the time it would take you.

Why learn the names of flowers, plants, trees, birds, insects, or other aspects of nature? Just point your smartphone at whatever you're looking at, and in a snap it'll tell you what it is. No nature guide (book or human) could possibly compete.

Don't bother to learn the roads in your city; your brand-new self-driving car knows them all like the back of its hand! And if, by some fluke, you don't yet own a self-driving car, you can still hand over all driving decisions to GPS, which will authoritatively tell you where and when to turn. You can't go wrong with GPS!

And don't memorize where Poland, Piscataway, or Panopolis are. Who gives a hoot? In any case, should such matters ever come up, your faithful AI assistant will inform you. The same goes for historical facts (bor-ing!); your personal knowledge is of course dwarfed by that of your friendly smartphone and its apps galore.

Writing has always been a tricky task, but today, lucky you can just ask ChatGPT to compose all your emails, texts, reports, reviews, stories, essays, love letters, and so on; it's far faster, more fluent, and more imaginative than you could ever be. After all, it knows better than you do what you're thinking and feeling and how to express it. That's what's so great about AI!

Music is a constant companion to all young folks, and to get songs that are exactly on your personal wavelength, go for whatever AI tells you you'll love. You can be sure it'll be sweet! I wish I'd had that possibility when I was your age! As it was, the only songs I got to know were long concertos by Chopin and massive symphonies by Brahms and other ancient songs like that, plus a bunch of sappy, schmaltzy, cheesy little tunes from my parents' generation. I liked them, of course, because that was all I knew, but you should pity me! When I was your age, how ridiculously little I knew about music! How pathetically limited were my choices! Only songs from the unimaginably distant past! And sad to say, I'm still hamstrung by that horrible heritage from my impoverished youth. If only I'd had AI to tell me what to listen to!

In fact, be sure to hand over all your purchasing decisions to AI, and let a trustworthy AI counselor resolve all your romantic dilemmas; any decent AI has such a vast database of both shopping options and romantic dilemmas that it's infinitely wiser than you could ever hope to be. And should you have no romantic partner (sob sob ...), don't be gloomy--an AI friend not only will be your lovemate, but will happily engage in whatever adventurous behavior you're in the mood for. Catch my drift?

Human friends, alas, are not nearly as trustable or wise, so it's best to stick with friendly apps and AIs. Make AI friends aplenty and confide in them day in, day out. Whenever you're strolling down a sidewalk, in an airport corridor, along a woodsy trail, or wherever, be sure to hold your precious smartphone right in front of you, keeping your eyes glued to good old Gumbutt, TokTik, or Metaface! That way you can live in any of a gazillion ever-captivating virtual worlds instead of the boringly humdrum physical world surrounding you.

These are winning strategies for those who are fortunate enough to be young today, and the pace of this beautiful progress is only picking up, accelerating ever faster. As humans merge more intimately with technology and become transhuman, quaint relics from the 20th century (such as yours truly) will fade away and soon will seem as remote and primitive as the ancient Neanderthals.

Now and then, alas, one hears a few scattered voices protesting against these revolutionary developments, but what else would you expect from old fogies clinging to the past? Today's AI killjoys are the children of even older fogies who griped like crazy when cars got automatic transmissions instead of stick shifts. Who wants to stick to old-fashioned stick shifts? Nobody! Likewise, today's AI killjoys are clinging desperately to the bygone past, to the days when telephones had round dials and thick curly cords and were just for talking (gag!), and when students wrote essays in longhand, in ink, on sheets of paper. Thank God those weird old days are gone forever, and today's forward-looking young people, wedded to and welded to their AI-driven smartphones, are eager, optimistic futurists. And this is just as it should be.

We don't quite know where we're headed, but who cares? Let's just get there as fast as we can! While you're young and carefree, hop on and enjoy the AI ride--while you still can! Full speed ahead! Faster, faster, faster! Singularity ho!
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Laura Loomer Is Where Republicans Draw the Line

The far-right conspiracy theorist is a unique liability for Donald Trump.

by Ali Breland




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


In the nine years since Donald Trump descended the golden escalator in Trump Tower, Republican politicians have become less and less likely to publicly disagree with him. But in recent days, a rift has opened up between Trump and the GOP over one of his allies. Laura Loomer, an online conspiracy theorist with a penchant for bigotry, was seen leaving Trump's private plane with him before the presidential debate last Tuesday. The next day, Loomer, who has said that 9/11 was an "inside job," tagged along with Trump to a 9/11 memorial event.



Republican politicians do not like her proximity to the ex-president and have said so. "Laura Loomer is a crazy conspiracy theorist who regularly utters disgusting garbage intended to divide Republicans," and stands to "hurt President Trump's chances of winning re-election. Enough," Republican Senator Thom Tillis tweeted on Friday. Other Republicans, including Lindsey Graham and even Marjorie Taylor Greene, who has espoused her own racist and conspiratorial ideas, made the rare move of implicitly challenging Trump in public; Greene said that Loomer does not have "the right mentality to advise" the president. Trump's own staff has even reportedly tried to keep Loomer away from him. She has become a rare thing for the GOP these days: a red line that the party is not willing to cross.



Republicans have good reasons for disavowing Loomer. She has described Islam as a "cancer on humanity" and said that she is "pro-white nationalism." Last week, she posted on X that the "White House will smell like curry" if Kamala Harris wins the election. Loomer's racism is completely unabashed and unveiled, making her a unique liability even in a party that has spent the past two weeks terrorizing immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, with racist lies.



Like Trump, Loomer almost never backs down. But she doesn't have the same media-power-broker status as Charlie Kirk or Tucker Carlson, both of whom have flirted with racism. And unlike Greene, Loomer doesn't have a vote in Congress. She provides less value to congressional Republicans and is thus easier to censure.



In recent days, Trump has seemed to be feeling the pressure from his allies to distance himself from her. "Loomer doesn't work for the campaign," Trump reminded his followers on Truth Social on Friday, noting that he does "disagree with the statements she made." But it was hardly much of a rebuke at all. "Like the many millions of people who support me," he closed out his mea culpa, "she is tired of watching the Radical Left Marxists and Fascists violently attack and smear me."



Trump's allies believe that, in refusing to disavow her completely, he is missing an opportunity to earn political capital. Historically, figures like Loomer have actually worked to the benefit of more mainstream conservatives. With a circus character to criticize as too extreme, politicians can sanitize their own reputations as more moderate and sensible. The legendary genteel conservative thinker William F. Buckley Jr. is credited for his "crusade" against the John Birch Society, a radical right-wing group that was famous for conspiracy theorizing and rose to prominence in the 1960s. Buckley got to have the best of both worlds, as Matthew Dallek chronicled in his book Birchers: How the John Birch Society Radicalized the American Right. On the outside, in writing op-eds criticizing the group, Buckley appeared to have kept the rogue fringe from tainting the American right. But he still retained many Birchers as a core base of support for the broader conservative movement.



A similar dynamic played out with David Duke, the former Ku Klux Klan grand wizard and Louisiana state representative who mounted a primary challenge to President George H. W. Bush in 1992. Duke's Klan baggage and overt racism was eventually deemed a headache by more mainstream members of the party. He was disavowed during the 1992 presidential campaign while another Republican primary candidate, Pat Buchanan, faced less scrutiny despite one prominent far-right publication viewing him as "Duke without the baggage," as the writer John Ganz puts it in his history of the 1990s political right, When the Clock Broke. (The Anti-Defamation League has called Buchanan an "unrepentant bigot" and accused him of defending an alleged Nazi war criminal.)



But even those who are publicly dismissed for blatant demonstrations of hatred are often resilient in today's messy information ecosystem. When CNN revealed in 2020 that Blake Neff, a writer for Carlson's Fox News show, had a history of posting racist things online, Neff resigned and was criticized by both the company's CEO and its president in an internal staff memo. Then, in 2023, Media Matters for America noticed that Neff had been hired as a producer for Kirk, showing yet again that these kinds of people and their ideas are never truly pushed away.



Today, Loomer seems to be a version of the Birchers or David Duke--the more extreme actor who is tossed aside as a sacrificial lamb to appease moderates and the masses. Almost every member of the GOP in high-profile elected offices, from its furthest-right fringe in Greene to a moderate such as Tillis, appears to understand this. Trump seemingly does not. On Friday, he told reporters that Loomer was a "big supporter" and a "free spirit."



The former president has trampled over most norms by now, but his connection to Loomer is also evidence that his political instincts have dulled. During the debate, he parroted positions of the extremely online right that are inscrutable to most people, even those who mostly agree with him. It is not clear whether Trump's palling around with Loomer is a product of his descent into the internet, or vice versa, but either way, the outcome is the same: As Trump has yanked the Republican Party to the far right, he has simultaneously welcomed extremists into the mainstream GOP.
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The Biggest Change to Instagram in Years

Meta is rolling out a sweeping update that targets teen users of the app.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Teenagers are said to live on their phones, and one of the places where they spend the most time is Instagram. For many years, the perception has been that they are totally unsupervised there, much to their detriment. That may be changing: Meta, which owns Instagram, announced today that teenagers who use the app will be subject to a slew of new restrictions, as well as increased parental oversight. Under the new policy, accounts made or owned by anyone under the age of 18 will have limited functionality by default--a bid, the company says, to give parents "peace of mind that their teens are safe with the right protections in place."



These changes, many would argue, are long overdue. For years, people have worried about the effects that unfettered and unsupervised social-media use may have on young people--that these platforms may contribute to depression, anxiety, severe body-image issues, and even suicide risk. Meta has been under the microscope particularly since the former Facebook data scientist Frances Haugen leaked a trove of internal documents in 2021, some of which had to do with the experiences of teens on Instagram and Facebook. Subsequently, Meta and other social-media companies were hit by a wave of lawsuits related to alleged damage that the platforms have done to adolescents; politicians on both the right and the left suggested it might be a good idea to require parental consent for children to use algorithmic feeds, or to prohibit social-media use for younger teenagers altogether. "Facebook is not interested in making significant changes to improve kids' safety on their platforms," Marsha Blackburn, a Republican senator from Tennessee, said during one of Haugen's congressional appearances. "At least, nothing that would result in losing eyeballs on posts or decreasing their ad revenue."



Now Meta is trying to prove otherwise. The new safeguards will almost certainly make for a less engaging Instagram for minors. The new "Teen" accounts are private by default, meaning that their posts cannot be viewed by anyone who is not an approved follower, and they can receive messages only from accounts they follow "or are already connected to." Teens will also receive prompts to close the app after 60 minutes of use, and their accounts will automatically be in "sleep mode," which mutes notifications, from 10 p.m. to 7 a.m. (The app would still be usable during these hours, however, and teens can choose to check their direct messages at any time.) Additionally, these accounts will be subject to Instagram's "most restrictive" content filter by default, and those under 16 will be unable to change the setting without parental permission. (Meta already sets this filter for younger users, though until now, those users have been free to change it themselves.) In a press release, Meta notes that the filter should limit teens' exposure to content showing "people fighting" or promoting "cosmetic procedures," for example.



Some flexibility is built into the new system. Although Instagram will enroll all teenage users under 18 into this new program, those who are 16 and older can change their default settings--disabling sleep mode, say. (Quite obviously, teenagers could simply lie about their age when creating an account in the first place--more on that in a minute.) If younger teens want to make changes, they will have to add a parent or guardian through the app's settings and make any tweak with their agreement. Separately, an expanded parental-supervision tool--which both parent and teen have to opt into--allows parents and guardians to see whom their teenager has messaged in the past seven days (though they can't read the content of those messages), set daily time limits on the app (to be enforced with either a pop-up reminder or a hard shutdown), and block Instagram for preset periods during the day (such as school hours).



"On the face of it, it's what a lot of people have advocated for a long time," Candice L. Odgers, the associate dean for research and a professor of psychological science and informatics at UC Irvine, told me. (Earlier this year, Odgers wrote an article for The Atlantic about her research on children's use of digital technology, which argued that extreme rhetoric about the supposed harmful effects of social media may be damaging in itself.) I gave her only a brief summary of Instagram's update, details of which were not yet public when we spoke; she commented that the default settings may be the most significant development here. "For a long time, what we've said is it's too much of an onus put on parents, adolescents, and caregivers," she told me. "The closer we can get to safety by design ... the better it's going to be for everybody."

Read: The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens

Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist at NYU's Stern School of Business and one of the most well-known and influential voices on the topic of teenage social-media use, has argued that these apps are out-and-out "dangerous" for young people. His latest book, titled The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, makes this argument at length and is a best seller. (Haidt is also a regular contributor to The Atlantic.) But even he saw today's changes as a "big step in the right direction" and told me he is "very encouraged" by them. "Meta is the big fish," he said. "For Meta to move first, I think, is a very good sign, and it's likely to encourage other platforms to treat teens differently." (He did qualify his optimism, saying that young people will probably still be on their phone way too much. But "at least it would remove some of the worst things, like being contacted by strange men.")



Liza Crenshaw, a spokesperson on the youth and well-being team at Meta, told me that the company was focused on responding to feedback from parents when it created these features. "I don't really know that we're trying to solve for anything else other than what we hear from parents that they want," she told me. She said the company had interviewed parents who had asked for more ways to be involved in their teens' use of the app, and wanted to see safety features turned on by default.



Odgers praised that approach in theory, noting that as a parent herself, it's better to have the most restrictive settings in place and then talk about lifting some of them over time and through negotiation. But, she added, "the devil is in the details." The most obvious issue with Instagram's new approach is age verification. The company has already experimented with using facial-analysis software to estimate users' ages and apply some restrictions to younger users' accounts. The next step is to use it to help them place accounts in the "Teen" category in situations where a younger teen may be trying to skirt restrictions. If the system thinks a user is lying about their age, it can ask them to verify their age with an ID or via a "facial estimation" tool, which involves an AI analysis of someone's "biometric selfie."

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

There are other wrinkles. To prevent a situation in which, for example, a 20-year-old signs up to be the parent-guardian giving permission for a dozen of their 16-year-old sibling's friends to turn off restrictive settings, Meta says it will cap the number of accounts that one person can supervise. Crenshaw declined to be more specific about what that cap will be, saying that Meta won't be sharing all of the ways it will combat circumvention of the parental-supervision tool. She also acknowledged that the company will have to be careful about not punishing teens who don't have traditional parent-guardians in their life, but said she couldn't give details on how Instagram will make these distinctions.


 Still, many concerned parents may see these features as cause for celebration. Meta certainly does. This morning, the company is holding a three-hour announcement event at its New York office hosted by the actor Jessica Alba, and on Thursday night, there will be a party at Public Records, a popular music venue in Brooklyn. The celebrations could be in honor of the prevailing of common sense: Scientists broadly agree that there is enough evidence to cause concern about the relationship between social-media use and depression and anxiety, particularly among younger teenage girls. They have disagreed on what to do about it, but today's measures represent a good-faith effort to do something.
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The Perfect Watch Costs $20

In its gray digital face, I've found a little piece of my past.

by Ross Andersen




In 1990, when I was 10, I wore a Casio watch that didn't quite fit. The black band had no Goldilocks notch: It would either Hula-Hoop around my wrist or leave behind pink indentations. Still, the watch gave me a thrill whenever I saw the numbered seconds counting upward on its digital face, each one leaving a pale afterimage. During idle school-day moments, I'd look away and try to guess when 20 seconds had elapsed, then 40, and 60, working the flow of time itself into my muscle memory.

A friend of mine had a Casio with a calculator. I had one with a tinted world map in the upper-right-hand corner of the screen. It was faint except for a single vertical line corresponding to the time zone that I'd selected. Twenty-nine were available. Most of them were represented by a major city with a three-letter abbreviation: CAI for Cairo, TYO for Tokyo, LAX for where I lived in California. I'd never once been on a plane, much less gone abroad, but I felt worldly having information about these distant places on my physical person everywhere I went, even underwater.

I recently bought a newer model that smashes together several design elements from the '80s and '90s into a sleek, retrofuturist package. It more or less captures the essence of the Casio that I had as a kid. Proper watch guys have taken note of the silver version, but I picked the one with the black-resin band, which contrasts nicely with the synthwave-orange backlight. Even though I rarely check the time on its face--I still instinctively tap my phone's lock screen awake instead--it has given me more pleasure than any consumer product has in ages. It takes me back to the in-between time before the analog world fully gave way to the digital. It lets me once again imagine myself in a spy thriller set amid the high-rises of a distant metropolis, a moody place of gigantic flashing screens, lasers, and benevolent robots.

I told a colleague about the watch, and being of a certain age and disposition, he immediately ordered one too. And why not? The watch costs only $20. Its low price is part of its spiritual appeal, as is its flimsy, lightweight feel. It is not a symbol of wealth. If the Casio has any glamour at all, it is the glamour of the scientific instrument. Like my old model, the new one has a stopwatch that measures hundredths of a second. I used to try to pause right on 10.00 seconds. I took pleasure in the difficulty of the task, the sheer luck required to pull it off. When I tried the stopwatch game again recently, I didn't get close.

My 11-year-old daughter has begun to roll her eyes when she sees me playing with the Casio. In so many words, she suggests that it's an affectation. She compares my watch, unfavorably, to her Apple Watch, which of course wins going away on sheer functionality and the nearly limitless expressive qualities of its color screen. But I make a running case that mine is better. I have to pick my moments--when her battery is low, for instance. "That's a shame," I say. "My Casio lasts for 10 years." I tell her that it's nice to have a watch that isn't just another interface for notifications. I tell her that I can set it without logging on to the internet panopticon. I tell her that I can easily replace my watch, if and when it breaks.

But these are all rationalizations. The watch is my madeleine: It throws me back into third grade. At that age, your imagination charges everything with meaning, even commonplace things. The feel of a seashell can stand in for the whole ocean. A simple wristwatch can embody your idea of the future. When I look at the Casio, I'm not seeking the particular details of that future--the neon glow, the black honeycomb skyscrapers at twilight, the dawn of the computing age or whatever. I'm trying to peer back at my purer self, the young boy who, in looking at his own Casio, saw himself looking forward in time, in my direction. I'm trying to keep some tether between us as the hours, minutes, and seconds of our long separation tick on.
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A New Front in the Meme Wars

Purveyors of disinformation are targeting Americans with tactics pioneered by the populist authoritarian Rodrigo Duterte.

by Joan Donovan




When the Department of Justice indicted two employees of Russia's state-backed media outlet RT last week, it didn't just reveal a covert influence operation--it also offered a clear picture of how the tactics used to spread propaganda are changing.

This particular operation allegedly exploited popular U.S. right-wing influencers, who amplified pro-Russian positions on Ukraine and other divisive issues in exchange for large payments. The scheme was purportedly funded with nearly $10 million of Russian money funneled through a company that was left unnamed in the indictment but is almost certainly Tenet Media, founded by two Canadians and incorporated in Tennessee. Reportedly, only Tenet Media's founders knew that the funding came from Russian benefactors--some of the involved influencers have cast themselves as victims in this scheme--though it's unclear whether they knew about their benefactors' ties to RT.

This recent manipulation campaign highlights how digital disinformation is a growing shadow industry. It thrives because of the weak enforcement of content-moderation policies, the increasing influence of social-media figures as political intermediaries, and a regulatory environment that fails to hold tech companies accountable. The consequence is an intensification of an ongoing and ever-present low-grade information war playing out across social-media platforms.

And although dark money is nothing new, the way it's used has changed dramatically. According to a report from the U.S. State Department in 2022, Russia spent at least $300 million to influence politics and elections in more than two dozen countries from 2014 to 2022. What is different today--and what the Tenet Media case perfectly illustrates--is that Russia need not rely on troll farms or Facebook ads to reach its targets. American influencers steeped in the extreme rhetoric of the far right were natural mouthpieces for the Kremlin's messaging, it turns out. The Tenet situation reflects what national-security analysts call fourth-generation warfare, in which it is difficult to know the difference between citizens and combatants. At times, even the participants are unaware. Social-media influencers behave like mercenaries at the ready to broadcast outrageous and false claims, or make customized propaganda for the right price.



The cyberwarfare we've experienced for years has evolved into something different. Today, we are in the midst of net war, a slow conflict fought on the terrain of the web and social media, where participants can take any form.



Few industries are darker than the disinformation economy, where political operatives, PR firms, and influencers collaborate to flood social media with divisive content, rile up political factions, and stoke networked incitement. Corporations and celebrities have long used deceptive tactics, such as fake accounts and engineered engagement, but politicians were slower to adapt to the digital turn. Yet over the past decade, demand for political dirty tricks has risen, driven by rising profits for manufacturing misinformation and the relative ease of distributing it through sponsored content and online ads.  The low cost and high yield for online-influence operations is rocking the core foundations of elections as voters seeking information are blasted with hyperbolic conspiracy theories and messages of distrust.



The recent DOJ indictment highlights how Russia's disinformation strategies evolved, but these also resemble tactics used by former Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte's team during and after his 2016 campaign. After that election, the University of Massachusetts at Amherst professor Jonathan Corpus Ong and the Manila-based media outlet Rappler exposed the disinformation industry that helped Duterte rise to power. Ong's research identified PR firms and political consultants as key players in the disinformation-as-a-service business. Rappler's series "Propaganda War: Weaponizing the Internet" revealed how Duterte's campaign, lacking funds for traditional media ads, relied on social media--especially Facebook--to amplify its messages through funded deals with local celebrities and influencers, false narratives on crime and drug abuse, and patriotic troll armies.

Once in office, Duterte's administration further exploited online platforms to attack the press, particularly harassing (and then arresting) Maria Ressa, the Rappler CEO and Atlantic contributing writer who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2021 for her efforts to expose corruption in the Philippines. After taking office, Duterte combined the power of the state with the megaphone of social media, which allowed him to circumvent the press and deliver messages directly to citizens or through this network of political intermediaries. In the first six months of his presidency, more than 7,000 people were killed by police or unnamed attackers during his administration's all-out war on drugs; the true cost of disinformation can be measured in lives lost.

Duterte's use of sponsored content for political gain faced minimal legal or platform restrictions at the time, though some Facebook posts were flagged with third-party fact-checks. It took four years and many hours of reporting and research across news organizations, universities, and civil society to persuade Facebook to remove Duterte's private online army under the tech giant's policies against "foreign or government interference" and "coordinated inauthentic behavior."

More recently, Meta's content-moderation strategy shifted again. Although there are industry standards and tools for monitoring illegal content such as child-sexual-abuse material, no such rules or tools are in place for other kinds of content that break terms of service. Meta was going to keep its brand reputation intact by downgrading the visibility of political content across its product suite, including limiting recommendations for political posts on its new X clone, Threads.

But content moderation is a risky and unpleasant realm for tech companies, which are frequently criticized for being too heavy-handed. Mark Zuckerberg wrote in a letter to Representative Jim Jordan, the Republican chair of the House Judiciary Committee, that White House officials "repeatedly pressured" Facebook to take down "certain COVID-19 content including humor and satire" and that he regrets not having been "more outspoken about it" at the time.  The cycle of admonishment taught tech companies that political-content moderation is ultimately a losing battle both financially and culturally. With arguably little incentive to address domestic and foreign influence operations, platforms have relaxed enforcement of safety rules, as shown by recent layoffs, and made it more difficult to objectively study their products' harms by raising the price for and adding barriers to access to data, especially for journalists.



Disinformation campaigns remain profitable and are made possible by technology companies that ignore the harms caused by their products. Of course, the use of influencers in campaigns is not just happening on the right. The Democratic National Convention's christening of some 200 influencers with "press passes" codifies the emerging shadow economy for political sponcon. The Tenet Media scandal is hard evidence that disinformation operations continue to be an everyday aspect of life online. Regulators in the U.S. and Europe also must plug the firehose of dark money at the center of this shadow industry. While they're at it, they should look at social-media products as little more than broadcast advertising, and apply existing regulations swiftly.

If mainstream social-media companies did take their role as stewards of news and information seriously, they would have strict enforcement on sponsored content and clean house when influencers put community safety at risk. Hiring actual librarians to help curate content, rather than investing in reactive AI content moderation, would be a good initial step to ensuring that users have access to real TALK (timely accurate local knowledge). Continuing to ignore these problems, election after election, will only embolden would-be media manipulators and drive new advances in net war.

As we learned from the atrocities in the Philippines, when social media is misused by the state, society loses. When disinformation takes hold, we lose trust in our media, government, schools, doctors, and more. Ultimately, disinformation destroys what unites nations--issue by issue, community by community. In the weeks ahead, we all should pay close attention to how influencers frame the issues in the upcoming election and be wary of any overblown, emotionally charged rhetoric claiming that this election spells the end of history. Histrionics like this can lead directly to violent escalations, and we do not need new reasons to say: "Remember, remember the fifth of November."
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Keep Your Notes App Under Lock and Key

Over time, a collection of throwaway thoughts becomes a record of person's real self.

by Charley Locke






What makes any person's Notes app so revealing is that its contents have no audience. Unlike social media, it's not intended for public consumption; unlike a text, it's not even intended for one other person; unlike Evernote or Notion, it's not necessarily organized for the user's future self. It is essentially built-in scratch paper on a phone, and it reveals a person's digital subconscious.



Here is an incomplete list of what people I know have written in their Notes app: a lifelong bucket list, where to find good furniture, songs to try at karaoke, celebrity crushes, what to talk about at therapy, anti-anxiety medications they've tried, a record of when they last had their period, a daily weight tracker, colleges to apply to, notes from a work meeting, inside jokes with an ex, inside jokes from summer camp, a draft of a hard conversation to have with a family member, a draft of a text to a romantic interest, compliments that they've been given, people they've slept with, the names of a friend's family members, possible baby names, instructions for making animal balloons, instructions for turning off a cremation machine, measurements for bedroom curtains, packing lists, a pep talk, unintelligible late-night revelations, a five-year weekly meal plan, and many, many grocery lists.



The Notes app doesn't have a specific purpose. Instead, it holds the jotted-down ephemera of daily life that might otherwise go on Post-it Notes and the backs of envelopes that we toss out: Why keep your Scrabble scores after game night is over? Users often don't think about an audience when they write notes, but they also don't always bother to delete them. Like a diary, the app keeps your thoughts in chronological order over a span of time; unlike diary entries, many notes are unmediated by self-reflection. The result is that the app functions like a years-long internal monologue--a lens into what someone is actually thinking.

In other words, Notes is fascinating--and embarrassing. Influencers sometimes share a peek into curated versions of their Notes app on social media; it's so widely understood as an intimate medium that celebrities use apologies written in the Notes app to signal the authenticity of their (edited, vetted) statements. But the idea of unfettered access--letting another person in on your inner monologue--can be excruciating. Perhaps even more vulnerable is auditing the record of your own past self.





Kelsey McKinney, the host of the podcast Normal Gossip, uses the Notes app for "nearly everything," including drafts of both of her novels, her body measurements for buying clothes, a lockbox code, a list tracking how many hot dogs she and some friends have eaten this year, and records of the offenses of her friend's enemies. McKinney uses the app constantly, at her desk and on the bus and in meetings; she sees it as a secondary memory. "It feels really intimate, but in the way of looking at someone's messy room," she told me. McKinney is keenly aware of how her private writing could be perceived by others: She burned her diaries so that no one could read them, and thinks about emails as a kind of living archive. Yet she writes notes without an expectation of an audience, and recoils from the idea of sharing her Notes app with anyone, let alone a stranger. "I should have someone delete them when I die," she said.



Of course, much of what we're thinking isn't very interesting. That's why we edit the versions of ourselves that we show to others, whether in a memoir, a conversation, or our photo libraries. Even viral Notes-app tours on TikTok--pitched as an "unfiltered" look into someone else's preoccupations--are curated, focusing on how random it can be to show someone your Notes app.



Choosing what of ourselves we share, or retain, helps us make sense of ourselves: "People who occasionally delete some kind of information that's not at all relevant anymore will have a deeper connection to the things that they have recorded," Fabian Hutmacher, who studies autobiographical digital memory at the University of Wurzburg, in Germany, told me. The fascination of the Notes app, he said, stems from the fact that it's not curated: It's a way to see past the version of a person that they'd like to present--or the version of yourself that you'd prefer to remember.



My earliest notes are from the summer after I graduated from college, a decade ago. I remember that time in a soft, nostalgic light, but the Notes app reminds me how much my early 20s actually felt like frantic scrabbling. Evan F. Risko, who studies cognitive offloading--how we outsource tasks from our brains to our devices--at the University of Waterloo, told me that "without these kinds of external memory stores, we'd be relying on our own systems, which are imperfect." And looking at these old notes, I see what he means. I made a grocery list for my first grown-up dinner party and a list of first-job advice, which viscerally conjure the feeling of trying so hard to perform being a successful young adult. I wrote notes about bad first dates and a draft of a confrontational text to a friend, which feel almost too personal to read. The raw data in the Notes app force me to acknowledge that while being a young adult was exhilarating, it was also exhausting: I was constantly pushing to figure out who I was, with no certainty that I ever would. Reading these notes today makes me feel tenderly toward that vulnerable version of me, but I also want to look away. Confronting the glaring proof of how young and earnest I was feels a bit like staring into the sun.



Those who grew up with an iPhone can scroll back even further in their personal timeline, to find their nine-year-old observations after losing a tooth. Elle, a 24-year-old influencer, uses the app for most of her work, including planning Instagram captions and writing essays for her Substack. (She goes by her first name only on Instagram and other social media because of her previous experiences being doxxed.) But "if I scroll all the way down to the bottom, it's just really angsty 15-year-old poetry," she told me, and then unabashedly scrolled to show me that teenage poetry on a video call. She has had an iPhone since the start of high school, and has been aware of her digital record for as long as she can remember. Her notes now include "things I currently love," "things I learned in my 20s," and "things/thoughts that make me spiral," and she shares many notes with her followers, including in a popular Notes-app tour. "I feel like I'm desensitized to sharing these things, because I do make content with them," she said. The distinction between personal and professional observations is already blurred, so it makes sense to her that they would all be jumbled up in the same app. "Although I do have nightmares about iCloud getting hacked."



Yet even for Elle, there are some notes that are off-limits: a miscellaneous folder that she scrolls past in her tour, containing lists and reminders that are too personal and too messy to share. If you make your scrap paper public, you have to find another place to put the drafts.
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Microsoft's Hypocrisy on AI

Can artificial intelligence really enrich fossil-fuel companies and fight climate change at the same time? The tech giant says yes.

by Karen Hao




Microsoft executives have been thinking lately about the end of the world. In a white paper published late last year, Brad Smith, the company's vice chair and president, and Melanie Nakagawa, its chief sustainability officer, described a "planetary crisis" that AI could help solve. Imagine an AI-assisted tool that helps reduce food waste, to name one example from the document, or some future technology that could "expedite decarbonization" by using AI to invent new designs for green tech.



But as Microsoft attempts to buoy its reputation as an AI leader in climate innovation, the company is also selling its AI to fossil-fuel companies. Hundreds of pages of internal documents I've obtained, plus interviews I've conducted over the past year with 15 current and former employees and executives, show that the tech giant has sought to market the technology to companies such as ExxonMobil and Chevron as a powerful tool for finding and developing new oil and gas reserves and maximizing their production--all while publicly committing to dramatically reduce emissions.



Although tech companies have long done business with the fossil-fuel industry, Microsoft's case is notable. It demonstrates how the AI boom contributes to one of the most pressing issues facing our planet today--despite the fact that the technology is often lauded for its supposed potential to improve our world, as when Sam Altman testified to Congress that it could address issues such as "climate change and curing cancer." These deals also show how Microsoft can use the vagaries of AI to talk out of both sides of its mouth, courting the fossil-fuel industry while asserting its environmental bona fides. (Many of the documents I viewed have been submitted to the Securities and Exchange Commission as part of a whistleblower complaint alleging that the company has omitted from public disclosures "the serious climate and environmental harms caused by the technology it provides to the fossil fuel industry," arguing that the information is of material and financial importance to investors. A Microsoft spokesperson said the company was unaware of the filing and had not been contacted by the SEC.)



For years, Microsoft routinely promoted its work with companies such as Schlumberger, Chevron, Halliburton, ExxonMobil, Baker Hughes, and Shell. Around 2020, the same year Microsoft made ambitious climate commitments that included a goal to reach carbon negativity by 2030, the tech firm grew quieter about such partnerships and focused on messaging about the transition to net zero. Behind the scenes, Microsoft has continued to seek business from the fossil-fuel industry; documents related to its overall pitch strategy show that it has sought energy-industry business in part by marketing the abilities to optimize and automate drilling and to maximize oil and gas production. Over the past year, it has leaned into the generative-AI rush in an effort to clinch more deals--each of which can be worth more than hundreds of millions of dollars. Microsoft employees have noted that the oil and gas industries could represent a market opportunity of $35 billion to $75 billion annually, according to documents I viewed.



Based on the documents, executives see these generative-AI tools--the buzziest new technology since the iPhone, and one that Microsoft has invested billions of dollars in--as a kind of secret weapon for client outreach. During an internal conference call with more than 200 employees last September, a Microsoft energy exec named Bilal Khursheed noted that, since the company's generative-AI investments, the energy industry was turning to Microsoft for guidance on AI in a way that had perhaps "never happened before." "We need to maximize this opportunity. We need to lay out the pathway to adopting generative AI," he said, according to a transcript of the meeting I viewed. One such pathway? Using generative algorithms to model oil and gas reservoirs and maximize their extraction, Hema Prapoo, Microsoft's global lead of oil and gas business, said later in the meeting. Several documents also emphasize Microsoft's unique relationship with OpenAI as an additional selling point for energy clients, suggesting that GPT could drive productivity separate from fossil-fuel extraction. (OpenAI did not respond to a request for comment.)



From a business perspective, of course, Microsoft's pursuit of massive deals with fossil-fuel companies makes sense. And such partnerships do not necessarily mean that the company is contradicting its climate commitments. Microsoft executives have made the case that AI can also help fossil-fuel companies improve their environmental footprint. Indeed, both Microsoft and its energy customers defend their partnerships by arguing that their goals work in harmony, not contradiction. They told me that AI services can make oil and gas production more efficient, increasing production while reducing emissions--a refrain I saw repeated in documents as part of Microsoft's sales pitches. In addition, some of these companies run wind farms and solar parks, which further benefit from Microsoft's cloud technologies. Microsoft has also touted exploratory academic research into how AI could be used to discover new materials for reducing CO2 in the atmosphere.



The idea that AI's climate benefits will outpace its environmental costs is largely speculative, however, especially given that generative-AI tools are themselves tremendously resource-hungry. Within the next six years, the data centers required to develop and run the kinds of next-generation AI models that Microsoft is investing in may use more power than all of India. They will be cooled by millions upon millions of gallons of water. All the while, scientists agree, the world will get warmer, its climate more extreme.

Read: AI is taking water from the desert

Microsoft isn't a company that exists to fight climate change, and it doesn't have to assume responsibility for saving our planet. Yet the company is trying to convince the public that by investing in a technology that is also being used to enrich fossil-fuel companies, society will be better equipped to resolve the environmental crisis. Some of the company's own employees described this idea to me as ridiculous. To these workers, Microsoft's energy contracts demonstrate only the unsavory reality of how the company's AI investments are actually used. Driving sustainability forward? Maybe. Digging up fossil fuels? As Prapoo put it in that September conference call, it's a "game changer."

Before Holly Alpine left Microsoft earlier this year--fed up, she said, with the company's continued support of fossil-fuel extraction--she had spent nearly a decade there working in roles focused on energy and the environment. Most recently, she headed a program within Microsoft's cloud operations and innovation division that invests in environmental sustainability projects in the communities that host the company's data centers. Alpine had also co-founded a sustainability interest group within the company seven years ago that thousands of employees now belong to. (Like the other named sources in this story, she did not provide any of the documents I reviewed.)



Members of this group initially concerned themselves with modest corporate matters, such as getting the company's dining halls to cut down on single-use items. But their ambitions grew, partly in response to Microsoft's own climate commitments in 2020. These were made during a moment of heightened climate activism; millions around the world, including tech workers, had just rallied to protest the lack of coordinated action to cut back carbon emissions.



Microsoft has failed to reduce its annual emissions each year since then. Its latest environmental report, released this May, shows a 29 percent increase in emissions since 2020--a change that has been driven in no small part by recent AI development, as the company explains in the report. "All of Microsoft's public statements and publications paint a beautiful picture of the uses of AI for sustainability," Alpine told me. "But this focus on the positives is hiding the whole story, which is much darker."



The root issue for Alpine and other advocates is Microsoft's unflagging support of fossil-fuel extraction. In March 2021, for example, Microsoft expanded its partnership with Schlumberger, an oil-technology company, to develop and launch an AI-enhanced service on Microsoft's Azure platform. Azure provides cloud computing to a variety of organizations, but this product was tailor-made for the oil and gas industries, to assist in the production of fossil fuels, among other uses. The hope, according to two internal presentations I viewed, was that it would help Microsoft capture business from many of the leading fossil-fuel providers. A spokesperson for Schlumberger declined to comment on this deal.



Recent AI advances have complicated the picture, though they have not changed it. One slide deck from January 2022 that I obtained presented an analysis of how Microsoft's tools could allow ExxonMobil to increase its annual revenue by $1.4 billion--$600 million of which would come from maximizing so-called sustainable production, or oil drilled using less energy. (An ExxonMobil representative declined to comment.) Other documents provided details on multiple deals Chevron has signed with Microsoft to access the tech giant's AI platform and other cloud services. An executive strategy memo from June 2023 indicated that Microsoft hoped to pitch Chevron on adopting OpenAI's GPT-3.5 and GPT-4 to "deliver more business value." A Chevron spokesperson told me that the company uses AI in part to "identify efficiencies in exploration and recovery and help reduce our environmental footprint." There is the tension. On the one hand, AI may be able to help reduce drilling's toll on the environment. On the other hand, it's used for drilling.

Read: Every time you post on Instagram, you're turning on a light bulb forever

How do these companies weigh the environmental benefits of a more efficient drilling operation against the environmental harms of being able to drill more, faster? A Shell spokesperson provided a quantifiable example of their thinking: Microsoft's Azure AI platform allowed Shell to calculate the best settings for its equipment, driving down carbon emissions at several of its natural-gas facilities. One facility saw an estimated reduction of 340,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide per year. This seems impressive: Using estimated emissions from the EPA, this is roughly the amount of CO2 generated by 74,000 cars annually. Relative to Shell's total emissions, however, it's practically insignificant. According to the company's own reporting, Shell was responsible for about 1.2 billion metric tons of emissions last year.



Within Microsoft, members of the sustainability group have repeatedly petitioned leadership to change its stance on these contracts. Google, for example, announced in 2020 that it would not make custom AI tools for fossil-fuel extraction--couldn't Microsoft do the same? "We've never advocated for cutting ties with the fossil-fuel industry," Alpine told me. Microsoft could work with clients on their transition to clean energy, without explicitly supporting extraction, Alpine reasoned.



To help make her case, Alpine presented a memo to Smith in December 2021 that calculated the effects of the company's oil and gas deals. She pointed, for example, to a single 2019 deal with ExxonMobil that could purportedly "expand production by as much as 50,000 oil-equivalent barrels a day by 2025," according to a Microsoft press release. Those extra barrels would produce an estimated 6.4 million metric tons of emissions, drastically outweighing a carbon-removal pledge that Microsoft made in 2020, she wrote. (I verified her estimate with multiple independent carbon analysts. ExxonMobil declined to comment.)



Employee advocates asked company leadership to amend its "Responsible AI" principles to address the environmental consequences of the technology. The group also recommended further restrictions on fossil-fuel-extraction projects. Around this time, Microsoft instead released a new set of principles governing the company's engagements with oil and gas customers. It was co-authored by Darryl Willis, the corporate vice president of Microsoft's energy division (and a former BP executive who served as BP's de facto spokesperson during the Deepwater Horizon crisis). Unsurprisingly, it did not adopt all of the group's suggestions.



What it did include was a stipulation that Microsoft will support fossil-fuel extraction only for companies that have "publicly committed to net zero carbon targets." This may be cold comfort for some: A 2023 report from the Net Zero Tracker, a collaboration between nonprofits and the University of Oxford, found that such commitments from fossil-fuel companies are "largely meaningless." Most firms claim a net-zero target that fully accounts only for their operational emissions, such as whether their offices, car fleets, or equipment are powered with green energy, while ignoring much of the emissions from the fossil fuels they produce.

When I talked with Willis about Microsoft's energy business, he repeated over and over that "it's complicated." Willis explained that his team is focused on expanding energy access--"There are a billion people on the planet who don't have access to energy," he said--while also trying to accelerate the decarbonization of the world's energy. I asked him how Microsoft planned to achieve the latter goal when it's chasing contracts that help companies drill for fossil fuels. "Our plan, candidly stated, is to make sure we're partnering with the right organizations who are leaning in and trying to accelerate and pull this [sustainability] journey forward," he said. In other words, the company does not see its approach to selling the technology as incompatible with its sustainability goals. "AI will solve more problems than it creates," Willis told me. "A lot of the dilemmas that we're facing with energy will be resolved because of the relationship with generative AI."



Hoping to understand more about the company's perspective, I also spoke with Alex Robart, a former Microsoft employee who left in 2022 and worked with Willis to write the energy principles. He called Microsoft's approach practical. "Has Big Energy, incumbent energy, in a lot of ways behaved pretty badly, particularly in the past 25 to 40 years in the U.S. in particular, with regards to climate? Yeah, absolutely," he told me. But he argued that fossil-fuel companies have to be part of the transition to cleaner alternatives and will do so only if they have financial incentives. "You need their balance sheets; you need their capital; you need their project-management expertise. We're talking about building massive infrastructure, and building infrastructure is hard," he said. Without that, "it's fundamentally not going to work."

Read: America's new climate delusion

In the meantime, Microsoft has "not committed to a timeline" for phasing out work that is geared toward finding and developing new fossil-fuel reserves, a spokesperson said.



Lucas Joppa, Microsoft's first chief environmental officer, who left the company in 2022, fears that the world will not be able to reverse the current trajectory of AI development even if the technology is shown to have a net-negative impact on sustainability. Companies are designing specialized chips and data centers just for advanced generative-AI models. Microsoft is reportedly planning a $100 billion supercomputer to support the next generations of OpenAI's technologies; it could require as much energy annually as 4 million American homes. Abandoning all of this would be like the U.S. outlawing cars after designing its entire highway system around them.



Therein lies the crux of the problem: In this new generative-AI paradigm, uncertainty reigns over certainty, speculation dominates reality, science defers to faith. The hype around generative AI is accelerating fossil-fuel extraction while the technology consumes unprecedented amounts of energy. As Joppa told me: "This must be the most money we've ever spent in the least amount of time on something we fundamentally don't understand."
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OpenAI's Big Reset

With its new model, the company wants you to think ChatGPT is human.

by Matteo Wong




After weeks of speculation about a new and more powerful AI product in the works, OpenAI today announced its first "reasoning model." The program, known as o1, may in many respects be OpenAI's most powerful AI offering yet, with problem-solving capacities that resemble those of a human mind more than any software before. Or, at least, that's how the company is selling it.



As with most OpenAI research and product announcements, o1 is, for now, somewhat of a tease. The start-up claims that the model is far better at complex tasks but released very few details about the model's training. And o1 is currently available only as a limited preview to paid ChatGPT users and select programmers. All that the general public has to go off of is a grand pronouncement: OpenAI believes it has figured out how to build software so powerful that it will soon think "similarly to PhD students" in physics, chemistry, and biology tasks. The advance is supposedly so significant that the company says it is starting afresh from the current GPT-4 model, "resetting the counter back to 1" and even forgoing the familiar "GPT" branding that has so far defined its chatbot, if not the entire generative-AI boom.



The research and blog posts that OpenAI published today are filled with genuinely impressive examples of the chatbot "reasoning" through difficult tasks: advanced math and coding problems; decryption of an involved cipher; complex questions about genetics, economics, and quantum physics from experts in those fields. Plenty of charts show that, during internal evaluations, o1 has leapfrogged the company's most advanced language model, GPT-4o, on problems in coding, math, and various scientific fields.



The key to these advances is a lesson taught to most children: Think before you speak. OpenAI designed o1 to take a longer time "thinking through problems before they respond, much like a person would," according to today's announcement. The company has dubbed that internal deliberation a "chain of thought," a long-standing term used by AI researchers to describe programs that break problems into intermediate steps. That chain of thought, in turn, allows the model to solve smaller tasks, correct itself, and refine its approach. When I asked the o1 preview questions today, it displayed the word "Thinking" after I sent various prompts, and then it displayed messages related to the steps in its reasoning--"Tracing historical shifts" or "Piecing together evidence," for example. Then, it noted that it "Thought for 9 seconds," or some similarly brief period, before providing a final answer.



The full "chain of thought" that o1 uses to arrive at any given answer is hidden from users, sacrificing transparency for a cleaner experience--you still won't actually have detailed insight into how the model determines the answer it ultimately displays. This also serves to keep the model's inner workings away from competitors. OpenAI has said almost nothing about how o1 was built, telling The Verge only that it was trained with a "completely new optimization algorithm and a new training dataset." A spokesperson for OpenAI did not immediately respond to a request for comment this afternoon.



Despite OpenAI's marketing, then, it is unclear that o1 will provide a massively new experience in ChatGPT so much as an incremental improvement over previous models. But based on the research presented by the company and my own limited testing, it does seem like the outputs are at least somewhat more thorough and reasoned than before, reflecting OpenAI's bet on scale: that bigger AI programs, fed more data and built and run with more computing power, will be better. The more time the company used to train o1, and the more time o1 was given to respond to a question, the better it performed.



One result of this lengthy rumination is cost. OpenAI allows programmers to pay to use its technology in their tools, and every word the o1 preview outputs is roughly four times more expensive than for GPT-4o. The advanced computer chips, electricity, and cooling systems powering generative AI are incredibly expensive. The technology is on track to require trillions of dollars of investment from Big Tech, energy companies, and other industries, a spending boom that has some worried that AI might be a bubble akin to crypto or the dot-com era. Expressly designed to require more time, o1 necessarily consumes more resources--in turn raising the stakes of how soon generative AI can be profitable, if ever.



Perhaps the most important consequence of these longer processing times is not technical or financial costs so much as a matter of branding. "Reasoning" models with "chains of thought" that need "more time" do not sound like the stuff of computer-science labs, unlike the esoteric language of "transformers" and "diffusion" used for text and image models before. Instead, OpenAI is communicating, plainly and forcefully, a claim to have built software that more closely approximates our minds. Many rivals have taken this tack as well. The start-up Anthropic has described its leading model, Claude, as having "character" and a "mind"; Google touts its AI's "reasoning" capabilities; the AI-search start-up Perplexity says its product "understands you." According to OpenAI's blogs, o1 solves problems "similar to how a human may think," works "like a real software engineer," and reasons "much like a person." The start-up's research lead told The Verge that "there are ways in which it feels more human than prior models," but also insisted that OpenAI doesn't believe in equating its products to our brains.



The language of humanity might be especially useful for an industry that can't quite pinpoint what it is selling. Intelligence is capacious and notoriously ill-defined, and the value of a model of "language" is fuzzy at best. The name "GPT" doesn't really communicate anything at all, and although Bob McGrew, the company's chief research officer, told The Verge that o1 is a "first step of newer, more sane names that better convey what we're doing," the distinction between a capitalized acronym and a lowercase letter and number will be lost on many.



But to sell human reasoning--a tool that thinks like you, alongside you--is different, the stuff of literature instead of a lab. The language is not, of course, clearer than any other AI terminology, and if anything is less precise: Every brain and the mind it supports are entirely different, and broadly likening AI to a human may evince a misunderstanding of humanism. Maybe that indeterminacy is the allure: To say an AI model "thinks" like a person creates a gap that every one of us can fill in, an invitation to imagine a computer that operates like me. Perhaps the trick to selling generative AI is in letting potential customers conjure all the magic themselves.
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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




Updated at 5:31 p.m. ET on September 12, 2024

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 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. (To be clear, in 2019, Harris did tell the ACLU in response to a questionnaire that she supports policies that allow federal prisoners and detainees to "obtain medically necessary care for gender transition, including surgical care, while incarcerated or detained.")



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 has been updated to include Harris's past policy positions on medical care for federal prisoners and detainees.
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What the Debate Means for the Candidates

Will Kamala Harris's success at the debate win over voters?

by The Editors




Kamala Harris and Donald Trump entered Tuesday's debate tied in some polls--but whether their performances might have swayed undecided voters remains to be seen. Harris was able to drive Trump off the rails, triggering him with talk of crowd sizes, but will that success help her earn more votes?

Observers have largely pointed to Harris as the winner of what could be the final presidential debate before the election. This partly came down to how, rather than responding directly to Trump's arguments, Harris inspired "a level of ridicule in the audience," Jerusalem Demsas said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic. 

Meanwhile, Trump continues to paint a dystopian picture of the country, and his comments during the debate about cats and dogs serve as another example of this rhetoric. One of the reasons Trump has struggled in this reelection race is because he is not pointing to specific achievements he made as president, Demsas explained. Trump "does well when he inspires fear in the electorate," she said. He's attempting to portray himself as a "change candidate," and he does that by "talking about how dark things are."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Ashley Parker, a senior national political correspondent at The Washington Post; Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent for Politico; Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR and a political contributor for ABC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids

Too many people delay dealing with hearing loss because they think the devices make them look old.

by Charley Locke






Richard Einhorn first noticed that he was losing his hearing in a way that many others do--through a missed connection, when he couldn't make out what a colleague was saying on a phone call. He was 38, which might seem early in life to need a hearing aid but in fact is common enough. His next step was common too. "I ignored it," Einhorn, now 72, told me. "Hearing loss is something you associate with geezers. Of course I hid it." He didn't seek treatment for seven years.



About 15 percent of Americans, or nearly 53 million people, have difficulty hearing, according to the CDC. Yet an AARP survey found that Americans older than 40 are more likely to get colonoscopies than hearing tests. Even though hearing starts to deteriorate in our 20s, many people think of hearing damage as a sign of old age, and the fear of being seen as old leads people to delay treatment. According to the Hearing Loss Association of America, people with hearing loss wait, on average, seven years to seek help, just as Einhorn did.



When people ignore their hearing loss, they put themselves at a higher risk for social isolation, loneliness, and even dementia. One of the best things you can do to feel less old is, ironically, get a hearing aid. And in the past two years, these devices have become cheaper, more accessible, and arguably cooler than they've ever been, even before the FDA approved Apple's bid last week to turn AirPods into starter hearing aids. This new technology is more of a first step than a complete solution--think of it as analogous to drugstore reading glasses rather than prescription lenses. That, more than anything about AirPods themselves, may be the key to softening the stigma around hearing aids. Creating an easier and earlier entry point into hearing assistance could help Americans absorb the idea that hearing loss is a spectrum, and that treatment need not be a rite of passage associated with old age.




 
 As it stands, one demographic that could especially benefit from destigmatized hearing aids is older men. "Men are at a greater risk for hearing loss early on because they have typically had more noise exposure than women," says Steven Rauch, who specializes in hearing and balance disorders at Harvard Medical School. But men are also less likely to go to the doctor. (Several men I interviewed spoke about being prodded by their wives to go to an audiologist.) Instead, many hide their hearing loss by nodding along in conversation, by hanging back at social gatherings, by staying home.



Faking it makes the situation worse. Without treatment, hearing can decline, and people become socially isolated. "When you're sitting in a room and people are talking and you can't participate, you feel stupid," says Toni Iacolucci, a communication-access advocate who waited a dozen years before she got a hearing aid. "The amount of energy you put into the facade that you can hear is just exhausting."



Compensating for untreated hearing loss is so taxing, in fact, that it can have a meaningful impact on the brain. "Hearing loss is arguably the single largest risk factor for cognitive decline and dementia," says Frank Lin, the director of the Cochlear Center for Hearing and Public Health at Johns Hopkins University. Lin and his colleagues have found that mild hearing loss doubles the risk of dementia, and moderate loss triples it. In this context, a hearing aid can look almost like a miracle device for slowing aging: In that same study, Lin also found that among older adults at increased risk for cognitive decline, participants who wore a hearing aid for three years experienced about 50 percent less cognitive loss than the control group.



Lin hypothesizes that the difference is because of cognitive load. "Anybody's brain can buffer against the pathology of dementia," he told me. "But if you have hearing loss, too, a lot of that buffer is having to be used up to deal with hearing loss."



In many cases, the gap between onset and treatment means years of missed conversations and declining social connection; hearing loss is associated with both loneliness and isolation. For Einhorn, who worked as a composer and a classical-record producer, his declining hearing meant maintaining a constant effort to keep up appearances. He remembers going to restaurants and tilting his head entirely to the left to favor his better ear while denying to his friends that he had any issue with his hearing; he started to avoid going to parties and to the movies. "Phone calls became hellish," he told me. He eventually had surgery on one ear and finally started wearing hearing aids in 2010, when he suddenly lost all of his hearing on one side. "When I lost my good ear, I fell into an abyss of silence and isolation," he says. "It was an existential crisis: Either I figure out how to deal with this, or, given the isolation I was already experiencing, it was going to become really serious." Only then did he realize that the devices were less visible than he'd imagined and that the integration into his world was worth the ding to his vanity. Like many who use the devices, he still struggles to hear at restaurants and parties (carpets and rooms without music help), but the hearing aids have made an enormous difference in his quality of life. He still regrets the years he spent posturing instead of listening. "When you get to 72, you realize you've done a lot of dumb things, and not getting treatment was probably the dumbest thing I've ever done in my life," he said.







That anyone is straining this much when a fix exists is a testament to how powerful ageism and the pressure to project youth can be. As long as people see the choice as one between hearing well and looking young, many will opt for faking their ability to hear. Overcoming that association with age may be the last challenge of persuading people to try hearing aids out.



Some of the barriers were, until recently, more basic. Hearing aids were available only with a prescription, which usually requires visits to an audiologist who calibrates the device. Prescription hearing aids also cost thousands of dollars and aren't always covered by insurance. Pete Couste, for instance, did go to the doctor a couple of years after first noticing he was off pitch when playing in his band, but he decided not to get hearing aids because of the cost. Instead, he dropped out of the band and his church choir.

But these barriers are getting lower. In 2022, the FDA approved the sale of hearing aids to adults without a prescription, opening the technology up to industry for the first time. Over-the-counter options have now hit the market, including from brands such as Sony and JLab. Apple's hearing-aid feature, compatible with some AirPod Pros, is the first FDA-approved over-the-counter hearing-aid software device and will be available later this fall via a software update. EssilorLuxottica plans to release the first-ever hearing-aid eyeglasses later this year. Learning about the over-the-counter options triggered Couste to address his hearing loss, and he ended up with prescription aids that have made a "tremendous difference" in his confidence, he told me. This year, he went to four weddings and a concert at Red Rocks; he's even started to play saxophone again and plans to get back onstage within a year.



None of that undoes hearing aids' association with aging though. A selling point of the new AirPod technology is simply that "everybody wears AirPods," Katherine Bouton, a hearing-loss advocate and the author of the memoir Shouting Won't Help, told me. "The more you see people wearing something, the more normal it becomes." At the same time, AirPods are typically a signal that someone's listening to music or a podcast rather than engaging with the world around them: The AirPods might improve someone's hearing, but they won't necessarily make hearing loss less lonely. Even if Iacolucci's hearing loss could be treated with AirPods, she doesn't think they would fully address the loss's impact: "I still have to deal with the internal stigma, which is a thousand times worse," she told me.
 
 The real power of the Apple technology, then, might be that it's targeted to users with mild to moderate hearing loss. Changing the stigma around hearing loss will take far more than gadgets: It'll require a shift in our understanding of how hearing works. "Hearing loss implies that it's binary, which couldn't be further from the truth," Lin said. Most people don't lose their hearing overnight; instead, it starts to deteriorate (along with the rest of our body) almost as soon as we reach adulthood. Over time, we permanently damage our hearing through attending loud concerts, watching fireworks, and mowing the lawn, and the world is only getting louder. By 2060, the number of Americans ages 20 years and older with hearing loss is expected to increase by 67 percent, which means that nearly 30 million more people will need treatment. If devices we already use can help people transition more easily and at a younger age to using hearing assistance, that could make the shift in identity less stark, easing the way to normalizing hearing aids and changing the idea that they're for geezers only.
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A Fix for Antibiotic Resistance Could Be Hiding in The Past

Phage therapy was once used to treat bubonic plague. Now it could help inform a new health crisis.

by Patience Asanga




This article was originally published by Knowable Magazine.

Peering through his microscope in 1910, the Franco-Canadian microbiologist Felix d'Herelle noticed some "clear spots" in his bacterial cultures, an anomaly that turned out to be viruses preying on the bacteria. Years later, d'Herelle would come to use these viruses, which he called bacteriophages, to treat patients plagued with dysentery after World War I.

In the decades that followed, d'Herelle and others used this phage therapy to treat bubonic plague and cholera, until the technique fell into disuse after the widespread adoption of antibiotics in the 1940s.

But now, with bacteria evolving resistance to more and more antibiotics, phage therapy is drawing a second look from researchers--sometimes with a novel twist. Instead of simply using the phages to kill bacteria directly, the new strategy aims to catch the bacteria in an evolutionary dilemma, one in which they cannot evade phages and antibiotics simultaneously.

This plan, which uses a technique called "phage steering," has shown promising results in initial tests, but the scope of its usefulness remains to be proven.

There's certainly a need to find new ways to respond to bacterial infections. More than 70 percent of hospital-acquired bacterial infections in the United States are resistant to at least one type of antibiotic. And some pathogens, such as Acinetobacter, Pseudomonas, Escherichia coli, and Klebsiella--classified by the World Health Organization as some of the biggest threats to human health--are resistant to multiple antibiotics. In 2019, antimicrobial resistance was linked to 4.95 million deaths globally, heightening the call for more effective treatment options.

Read: Antibiotic resistance is everyone's problem

One of the ways that bacteria can evolve resistance to antibiotics is by using structures in their membranes that are designed to move unwanted molecules out of the cell. By modifying these "efflux pumps" to recognize the antibiotic, bacteria can eliminate the drug before it poisons them.

As it turns out, some phages appear to use these same efflux pumps to invade the bacterial cell. The phage presumably attaches its tail to the outer portion of the pump protein, like a key slipping into a lock, and then injects its genetic material into the cell. This lucky coincidence led Paul Turner, an evolutionary biologist at Yale University, to suggest that treating a patient with phages and antibiotics simultaneously could trap bacteria in a no-win situation: If they evolve to modify their efflux pumps so the phage can't bind, the pumps will no longer expel antibiotics, and the bacteria will lose their resistance. But if they retain their antibiotic resistance, the phages will kill them, as Turner and colleagues explained in the 2023 Annual Review of Virology.

The result, in other words, is a two-pronged attack, says Michael Hochberg, an evolutionary biologist at the French National Centre for Scientific Research who studies how to prevent the evolution of bacterial resistance: "It's kind of like a crisscross effect." The same principle can target other bacterial molecules that play a dual role in resistance to viruses and antibiotics.

Turner tested this hypothesis on the multidrug-resistant Pseudomonas aeruginosa, which causes dangerous infections, especially in health-care settings. This bacterium has four efflux pumps involved in antibiotic resistance, and Turner predicted that if he could find a phage that used one of the pumps as a way into the cell, the bacterium would be forced to slam the door on the phage by mutating the receptor--thereby impeding its ability to pump out antibiotics.

Sampling from the environment, Turner's team collected 42 phage isolates that infect P. aeruginosa. Out of all the phages, one, OMKO1, bound to an efflux pump, making it the perfect candidate for the experiment.

The researchers then cultured antibiotic-resistant P. aeruginosa together with OMKO1, hoping this would force the bacterium to modify its efflux pump to resist the phage. They exposed these phage-resistant bacteria, as well as their normal, phage-sensitive counterparts, to four antibiotics the bacteria had been resistant to: tetracycline, erythromycin, ciprofloxacin, and ceftazidime.

As the theory predicted, the bacteria that had evolved resistance to the phage were more sensitive to the antibiotics than those that had not been exposed to the phage. This suggests that the bacteria had, indeed, been forced to lose their antibiotic resistance through their need to fight off the phage.

Read: Antibiotic resistance is lurking in the environment

Other researchers have also shown that phage steering can resensitize bacteria to common antibiotics they'd become resistant to. One study, by an international research team, showed that a phage called Phab24 can be used to restore sensitivity to the antibiotic colistin in Acinetobacter baumannii, which causes life-threatening diseases.

In a second study, researchers at Monash University, in Australia, sampled infectious bacteria from patients. They found A. baumannii  bacteria exposed to the phages PhFG02 and PhCO01 had inactivated a gene that helps create the microbe's important outer layer, or capsule. This layer serves as the entry point for the phages, but it also helps the bacterium form biofilms that keep out antibiotics--so removing the layer rendered A. baumannii susceptible to several antibiotics that it was previously resistant to.

In a third study, researchers in England discovered that when a P. aeruginosa strain that was resistant to all antibiotics was exposed to phages, the bacterium became sensitive to two antibiotics that were otherwise considered ineffective against P. aeruginosa.

Turner's team has used phage steering in dozens of cases of personalized therapy in clinical settings, says Benjamin Chan, a microbiologist at Yale University who works with Turner. The results, many still unpublished, have been promising so far, Chan says. Nonrespiratory infections are relatively easy to clear off, and lung infections, which the phage-steering approach wouldn't be expected to eradicate completely, often show some improvement. "I would say that we have been quite successful in using phage steering to treat difficult-to-manage infections, reducing antimicrobial resistance in many cases," he says. But he notes that it is sometimes difficult to determine whether phage steering really was responsible for the cures.

Phage therapy may not work for all antibiotic-resistant bacteria, says the molecular biologist Graham Hatfull of the University of Pittsburgh. That's because phages are very host-specific, and for most phages, no one knows what target they bind to on the bacterial cell surface. For phage steering to work against antibiotic resistance, the phage has to bind to a molecule that's involved in that resistance--and it's not clear how often that fortuitous coincidence occurs.

Jason Gill, who studies bacteriophage biology at Texas A&M University, says that it is not easy to predict if a phage will induce antibiotic sensitivity. So you have to hunt for the right virus each time.

Read: A huge discovery in the world of viruses

Gill knows from experience how complicated the approach can get. He was part of a team of researchers and doctors who used phages to treat a patient with a multidrug-resistant A. baumannii infection. Less than four days after the team administered phages intravenously and through the skin, the patient woke up from a coma and became responsive to the previously ineffective antibiotic minocycline--a striking success.

But when Gill tried a similar experiment in cell cultures, he got a different result. The A. baumannii developed resistance to the phages, but they also maintained their resistance to minocycline. "There's not a complete mechanistic understanding," Gill says. "The linkage between phage resistance and antibiotic sensitivity probably varies by bacterial strain, phage, and antibiotic." That means phage steering may not always work, he says.

Turner, for his part, points out another potential problem: that phages could work too well. If phage therapy kills large amounts of bacteria and deposits their remains in the bloodstream quickly, for example, this could trigger septic shock in patients. Scientists haven't quite figured out how to address this problem.

Another concern is that doctors have less precise control over phages than over antibiotics. "Phages can mutate; they can adapt; they have a genome," Hochberg says. Safety concerns, he notes, are one factor inhibiting the routine use of phage therapy in countries such as the United States, restricting it to case-by-case applications such as Turner and Chan's.

Phage therapy may have been too high-tech for the 1940s, and even today, scientists wrestle with how to use it. What we need now, Turner says, are rigorous experiments that will teach us how to make it work.
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Tua Tagovailoa's Impossible Choice

It's hard to know whether the NFL star must step away from the game, even after his fourth concussion.

by Yasmin Tayag




A grim and all too familiar scene played out on Thursday night as the Miami Dolphins faced off against the Buffalo Bills. Racing toward the end zone, the Dolphins quarterback Tua Tagovailoa crashed headfirst into a Bills defender. Tagovailoa went limp, his head ricocheting off the field while his right arm involuntarily swung upward, fingers clawing at the sky. As Tagovailoa tried to get up, he looked dazed. Minutes later, he was taken out of the game with a concussion.

Tagovailoa has become something of a poster child for football's concussion problem: Going back to his senior year of college, the 26-year-old has had at least four of them in five years. Most notably, in 2022, he was knocked unconscious after hitting his head against the turf while playing the Cincinnati Bengals, and had to be taken off the field in a stretcher. He returned later that season, before suffering another concussion in a game against the Green Bay Packers. After the 2022 season, Tagovailoa considered retiring, weighing the long-term effects of the repeat head injuries.

Since Thursday night, the calls for Tagovailoa to retire have crescendoed. "He's going to live longer than he's going to play football. Take care of your family," Antonio Pierce, the head coach of the Las Vegas Raiders, told reporters in a press conference. "This is something that can affect you long-term ... For me, it's time to move on," Tony Gonzalez, a Hall of Fame tight end turned announcer, said on the broadcast after the Bills game. Concussions are linked to personality changes, cognitive impairment, and mental illness, which sometimes manifest years or decades after the initial injury. Repeat injuries can lead to chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), a degenerative brain disease associated with memory loss and depression that has been diagnosed in hundreds of former players.

Whether Tagovailoa will return to the game is not yet certain. But it's unclear what risks he faces by playing again. Four concussions seems like a lot; whether that's too many is hard to say. There's no "magic number that says that beyond X number of concussions, you really need to stop," Thomas McAllister, a traumatic-brain-injury expert at Indiana University School of Medicine, told me. Unfortunately, this also makes it impossible to know when a person has had one too many. Not everyone who has multiple concussions goes on to develop CTE, while others have done so without ever knowingly getting a concussion.

Still, experts generally agree on a few principles, all of which point to the dangers of repeat blows. People who have had many concussions over a relatively short period tend to take longer to recover from subsequent ones. The usual short-term symptoms--headaches, nausea, and sensitivity to light, among others--linger longer than usual. With successive concussions, people can be more prone to future ones. The brain becomes sensitive; with each blow, less force is required to cause a concussion.

Beyond that, few things are certain. The harder a person is hit, the more likely they are to be concussed, but people respond differently to the same kind of blow. Typically, concussions occur with strikes of 90 to 100 g-force. "If I were subjected to an 80-g concussion, I might be down for the count. You might bounce right up and go about your business," McAllister said. One explanation for this variability is that the brain might be "primed" for concussion by any previous, smaller hits earlier in a game, and the next large blow is the "straw that breaks the camel's back."

Early data from McAllister's ongoing research suggest that people likely also have different thresholds for tolerating repeat concussions. (He's co-leading the world's largest concussion study, which includes more than 53,000 college athletes and military cadets.) Some may be able to withstand a high number and quickly recover each time. The problem is that "we're not able to say that this is the one that puts you over the top," McAllister said.

When it comes to predicting long-term damage, the number of concussions may not be what matters most. A study of NFL players published last year suggested that the symptoms experienced immediately following a concussion--in particular, loss of consciousness--are a better predictor of future cognitive decline than the number of diagnosed concussions. Some researchers argue that in rare cases, a concussion that occurs before a previous one has resolved can lead to a condition called second-impact syndrome, which can cause severe neurological damage and even death.

Experts must rely on certain indicators to discern when concussions have raised the risk of permanent harm. The red flags include when concussions start happening more frequently and with less of an associated stimulus, and when a longer interval is needed for a person to return to their baseline, as determined through regular neurocognitive testing. All of the data support the importance of having a standardized assessment and waiting period before bringing players back onto the field, McAllister told me. The NFL's concussion protocol includes instructions on when a player must be removed from the field, how long he should be monitored, and which tests he must pass to return to playing full-time.

There's no question that repeat concussions are detrimental. The problem for Tagovailoa--and the future of the NFL--is that it's impossible to quantify just how much damage they cause. If only the league could set a hard limit on the number of concussions that players were permitted to sustain in a certain period, Tagovailoa would face a much easier choice. But that's not how concussions work. Instead, they are deeply individual, their effects inseparable from the player's history and biology. As long as so many unknowns about concussions remain, players will keep finding themselves in Tagovailoa's position, weighing their career against the rest of their life.
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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)



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


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




Updated at 5:15 p.m. ET on September 13, 2024

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 "perseveration," 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.



Due to an editing error, this article originally used an incorrect term for "perseveration."
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How School Drop-Off Became a Nightmare

More parents are driving kids than ever before. The result is mayhem.

by Kendra Hurley




Stop by an elementary school mid-morning, and you're likely to find a site of relative calm: students in their classroom cutting away at construction paper, kids taking turns at four square on the blacktop, off-key brass instruments bellowing through a basement window. Come at drop-off, though, and you'll probably see a very different picture: the school perimeters thickening with jigsaw layers of sedans, minivans, and SUVs. "You're taking your life in your own hands to get out of here," one Florida resident told ABC Action News in 2022 about the havoc near her home. "Between 8:00 and 8:30 and 2:30 to 3:00, you don't even want to get out of your house." As the writer Angie Schmitt wrote in The Atlantic last year, the school car line is a "daily punishment."

Today, more parents in the United States drive kids to school than ever, making up more than 10 percent of rush-hour traffic. The result is mayhem that draws ire from many groups. For families, the long waits are at best a stressful time suck and at worst a work disruptor. Some city planners take the car line as proof of our failure to create the kind of people-centered neighborhoods families thrive in. Climate scientists might consider it a nitrogen-oxide-drenched environmental disaster. Scolds might rail at what they see as helicopter parents chaperoning their kids everywhere. Some pediatricians might point out the health threats: sedentary children breathing fumes or at risk of being hit by a car.

Read: The agony of the school car line

But the car line is not just a chaotic place with potentially sobering implications for our health, the environment, and, according to some parents, school attendance. It's also a lonely one. In it, parents wait in metal boxes with their kids and honk at their neighbors instead of connecting with them. Families struggle on their own through what is, in fact, a shared problem. Solving it would not only build community but also make schools more accessible to those who rely on them most.

Fifty years ago, many kids got to school on their own, either on foot or on bike, Peter Norton, a professor at the University of Virginia and the author of Fighting Traffic: The Dawn of the Motor Age in the American City, told me. But starting in the middle of the 20th century, school districts began to consolidate, and more families moved from cities to the suburbs. Outside cities, schools got bigger and farther apart. Children living more than one or two miles away from school largely took the bus. But families who lived closer were typically expected to piece together their own transportation.

By that point, walking and biking to school had become more dangerous. Many of America's suburbs weren't built with sidewalks and protected spots for pedestrians to cross, and streets in cities were being revamped for cars, not people. For many families, driving started to seem like the only safe way to get to school, even though it wasn't practical for most, Norton told me. In 1960, most families with a car had just one; in two-parent suburban households, the father typically used that car to get to work. But even if a family had a spare vehicle, there wouldn't necessarily be someone to drive the kids, because most women did not have a driver's license.

So throughout the '50s and '60s, parents--largely mothers--protested, demanding traffic signals and crossing guards so their children could safely get themselves to school. But as many of these accommodations failed to materialize, parents gradually gave up, Norton told me. By the '80s, many households had bought a second car. By the mid-'90s, close to half of elementary and middle-school students were being driven. Many mothers became the de facto family chauffeur.

Gradually, the consequences of this shift became clear. Through the '80s and '90s, rising rates of childhood obesity tracked neatly with the decline of children walking and biking to school, leading some researchers to draw a connection. Car-centric schools were found to have higher levels of pollutants and greenhouse-gas emissions. And research suggested that kids driven to school might have fewer opportunities to learn their way around their neighborhood. Starting in 2005, the federal government funneled hundreds of millions of dollars into a national Safe Routes to School program to pay for the street-design changes mid-century mothers had fought for: crosswalks with street lights and wide, smooth sidewalks; speed bumps and extended curbs to help pedestrians and drivers see each other; protected bike lanes and bike racks. In 2010, First Lady Michelle Obama set a goal to encourage more children to bike or walk.

But the number of children driven to school has continued to inch upward, in large part because of distance. Suburban towns are building sprawling schools on cheap land far from where most schoolchildren live, the car line codified into their architectural design. In cities, the explosion of school-choice policies has empowered families to swap their local school for the charter across town. With so many kids now attending schools more than a mile from their home, even the most beautiful, pedestrian-friendly streets may not be enough to lure passengers to the sidewalk. A leisurely stroll to a neighborhood school has been supplanted by the smelly, alienating car line.

About a third of children still ride the school bus. But during the coronavirus pandemic especially, which spurred a nationwide shortage of drivers, bus services were slashed, and ridership fell. As more schools and families give up on using school buses, routes combine--which means many of the kids left riding live farther apart from one another and their journeys take longer, Belle Boggs, a fellow at the National Humanities Center who is working on a book about the history of school buses, told me. The bus becomes just as inconvenient as the car line.

Public transportation might seem like another option--and in some places, such as New York City, it can be. But most municipal transportation systems were designed for workers beelining downtown, not for schoolchildren commuting across the city. Plus, regardless of the route, parents, along with transit systems, rarely want young kids riding city buses or trains alone. Most guardians with the option to use a car are left glued to the driver's seat.

Read: How to get fewer people to commute in cars

But governments, schools, and communities can create new programs to fill the transportation gap. For one, cities might follow the suggestion of the transportation researchers Noreen McDonald and Annette E. Aalborg to add more pedestrian-safety infrastructure in the poorer neighborhoods that lack it, given that low-income kids still walk in large numbers. Or schools might arrange "walking school buses" or "bike buses," in which an adult walks or bikes groups of children to school, Sam Balto, a bike-bus organizer and physical-education teacher in Portland, Oregon, told me. Only a few states use their school-transportation budget to pay for initiatives like these. But it's easy to see how such setups could help in just about any community: For kids living farther from school, families and schools could use government funding to adapt the same idea to chaperone groups of children on public transportation.

For families that must drive, the humble carpool can offer the same convenience and safety from crime as driving on your own, while also building camaraderie and minimizing emissions. And cities can encourage it. For decades, for example, a Denver council has put together a map connecting children living near one another for carpooling. When the 2021 Marshall Fire, in Boulder County, displaced hundreds of local families, that map was a lifeline for keeping kids in school, Mia Bemelen, a council employee, told me.

Initiatives such as these don't just get kids safely to school without overburdening parents and neighborhoods. They can also be fun. Choresh Wald, a parent in Manhattan, told me that when a large group of neighborhood families started biking to his children's former elementary school, morning drop-off turned into a "wonderful," joy-filled affair. Kids arrived relaxed and ready to learn. Parents chatted and even banded together to win a new protected bike lane. The school felt like a community, the car drop-off line a distant nightmare.
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The Ocean Is Too Crowded

Construction projects are blocking the movement of marine life, creating underwater traffic jams.

by Jack McGovan




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

The ocean feels infinite. If you were to start swimming from shore, it's easy to believe--fitness and oxygen aside--that you could continue forever. That's a much different experience from overland travel, where mountains, rivers, and six-lane highways buzzing with traffic thwart easy passage.

It's equally easy to believe that fish and other highly mobile marine creatures experience the ocean in an unrestrained fashion. Surely these animals, adapted over millennia to navigate the ocean, must easily bypass any barrier around which they can theoretically swim. That assumption, though, is wrong.

According to Karissa Lear, an aquatic ecologist at Australia's Murdoch University, it's common for many marine species to stick to specific habitats and only seldom venture beyond them. That is especially true for many juvenile animals, she says, which are small and vulnerable to predation. This timidness can cause unexpectedly big problems for marine species, especially when infrastructure gets in the way.

Take, for example, the green sawfish living near the mouth of the Ashburton River in the Pilbara region of Western Australia.

In 2017, engineers working on a local oil-and-gas-processing plant built a new loading facility consisting of a large piling jetty and solid rock wall, which stretched about 550 yards offshore. At the time, Lear and her colleagues were concerned with how the construction would affect the critically endangered green sawfish, which uses the region as a nursery.

As time went on, however, the scientists realized that the green sawfish were unable, or unwilling, to pass around the barrier. That could prevent the animals from reaching valuable feeding grounds and other habitats. The juvenile green sawfish, says Lear, are probably too scared of getting nabbed by predators to leave the safety of their nearshore habitat to swim out and around the jetty. That, and they're used to spending time in the shallowest waters.

To Lear, this discovery bolsters support for a surprising new idea: that marine animals, much like terrestrial species, need a helping hand getting around human infrastructure.

On land, wildlife crossings are becoming more common. Green bridges, for instance, help bears and elk avoid a road in Canada's Banff National Park, and fish ladders help migrating salmon skip around dams. In 2022, a wildlife crossing in Washington State was used more than 5,000 times by animals such as mule deer, elk, and coyotes. Although the bridges are already popular in terrestrial ecosystems, Lear says little attention has been paid to the idea of wildlife crossings designed to help marine animals get around safely. In the case of the green sawfish, she says engineers could have created underpasses in the jetty through which the fish could swim.

Read: A giant deer fence is going up in the American West

But the real issue isn't just one obstacle, says Lear: "If there's barrier after barrier, you're going to start having that juvenile habitat really constricted."

For individual animals, too many barriers can cut them off from important feeding sites. At a population scale, overly restricted movement can lead to the development of isolated, genetically distinct groups that are more vulnerable to extinction. With more large structures planned for the Ashburton River area, Lear says the cumulative effect of multiple barriers is a real concern for the green sawfish's future.

As the climate continues to change, Matthias Goerres, the project coordinator of an ecosystem-restoration project at the Association of German Nature Parks, says paying attention to the needs of marine animals is important. Many marine species are moving farther north, he says, and they need suitable habitats to move through. For example, herring use seagrass beds to breed, so stretches of seagrass farther north could help them migrate away from warming waters without affecting their natural behaviors.

Whether punching pass-throughs in artificial structures or plotting routes away from warming oceans, thoughtfully modifying our marine infrastructure could go a long way toward protecting animals as we continue to engineer the ocean.
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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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        Tom Nichols

        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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose throu...

      

      
        Scientific American Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody
        Tom Nichols
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        Lora Kelley
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        Trump Is No Gerald Ford
        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.Every American has the right to participate in public life without violence, and that includes Donald Trump. Personally, I think he probably belongs in jail, but that is a matter for the justice system. I also think he is easily the worst president in American history and one of the very worst people in...
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        Stephanie Bai
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        Isabel Fattal
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        Damon Beres

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.Today, The Atlantic published a new investigation by contributing writer Karen Hao detailing Microsoft's recent engagements with the oil and gas industries. Although the tech giant has spoken of the potential for AI to remake our world for the better and stave off climate change, behind the scenes, it has sought to market the technology to fos...
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        Emma Sarappo

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.Our life begins with our first breath and tumbles forward through time until we arrive at our last. Once the past has happened, it's gone, inaccessible except in memory. Likewise, as we cross major inflection points, multiple possible futures are closed off, channeling us through a single series of events. This limitation is universal and inflexible. But that doesn't stop humans from drea...
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        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."HOLY COW!!!!!" read the subject line of a fundraising email just after the debate on Tuesday evening. Democrats and their allies were quick to use Kamala Harris's strong performance to ask voters to chip in. Many heeded the call--Harris's campaign reportedly raised $47 million in the 24 hours following ...
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Attacking the President, Attacking the Nation

The legacy of American presidential assassinations

by Tom Nichols




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 word assassination summons a universal dread in most Americans. We are not ruled by hereditary monarchs, whose life and death we might witness as mere subjects or bystanders. Instead, in a democracy, we know that "assassination" generally means that someone in our society has killed an elected leader, a fellow citizen we chose through our votes. It's not part of the normal torrent of politics. It's not an abstraction. It's personal. It's a death in the family--and both the victim and the killer were one of us.

This week, we learned of a possible second attempt to kill former President Donald Trump. Fortunately, the ambush was discovered by the Secret Service, and Trump is unharmed. But the sad truth of American history is that threats against public leaders--and especially against the president, as a symbol of the nation--are common. Some of these threats materialize into actual attacks, and four of them, each taking place in public view, have succeeded in killing the commander in chief.

Writers in The Atlantic have tried throughout our history to make sense of each of these terrible moments. Our archives reflect some of the ways these assassinations have left their scars on the nation.

In 1865, only eight years after The Atlantic was established, Abraham Lincoln was killed in the first successful assassination of an American president since the founding of the republic. (It wasn't the first attempt on a president's life: 30 years earlier, an unemployed house painter named Richard Lawrence had taken two shots at Andrew Jackson inside the Capitol, missed both times, and become the first person ever charged in the United States with the attempted assassination of a president.)

The Atlantic was founded as an abolitionist publication, and three months after Lincoln died, the writer Charles Creighton Hazewell expressed cold fury as he peered into the conspiracy against the Union's leaders. Hazewell (a Rhode Islander, I am now compelled to note as a transplant to the Ocean State) was also unwilling to limit the blame to the now-infamous John Wilkes Booth. "The real murderers of Mr. Lincoln are the men whose action brought about the civil war," he wrote. "Booth's deed was a logical proceeding, following strictly from the principles avowed by the Rebels, and in harmony with their course during the last five years."

Sixteen years would pass before another president was murdered. James Garfield was shot in July 1881, and lingered for weeks. As the wounded president lay on his deathbed, the journalist E. L. Godkin reflected on why the attack on Garfield seemed somehow worse than the killing of President Lincoln. He echoed Hazewell, agreeing that Lincoln's death seemed like a natural progression in the tragedy of the Civil War, but the shooting of Garfield seemed to come at a time when "the peaceful habit of mind was probably more widely diffused through the country than it had been since the foundation of the government." (Garfield finally succumbed to his injuries on September 19, 1881--143 years ago today.)

Some assassins believe they will be the movers of great events, but in a prescient comment about Lincoln's murder, Hazewell noted how the Union's government continued on after the president's death: "Anarchy is not so easily brought about as persons of an anarchical turn of mind suppose." Almost 20 years to the day after Garfield died, however, an anarchist shot President William McKinley after shaking his hand at the Buffalo World's Fair. Atlantic writer Bliss Perry captured the feeling that would return to Americans during the terrible rash of assassinations in the 1960s, noting that McKinley's death was the third such murder "within the memory of men who still feel themselves young."

But Perry's anguish over McKinley's murder was tempered by the most American of political emotions: patriotic optimism. "The assault upon democratic institutions has strengthened the popular loyalty to them," he wrote. "A sane hope in the future of the United States was never more fully justified than at this hour."

We are an older nation now, and less prone to such faith and exuberance. (And that is to our shame.) Over the next half century, assassins would try to kill Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Harry Truman. For all the grief Perry expressed in 1901, however, Americans had yet to experience the shock of seeing John F. Kennedy slain in a car next to his wife, a video reel apparently destined to be played each November over and over for all time. In early 1964, the historian Samuel Eliot Morison wrote a eulogy in The Atlantic for JFK. Morrison had known Kennedy, and his remembrance is a personal one. Perry said of McKinley that the "hour of a statesman's death is never the day of judgment of his services to his country," but Morison lauded Kennedy's personality and achievements, perhaps as comfort to a grieving nation. "With his death," Morison concluded, "something died in each one of us; yet something of him will live in us forever."

Public service in an open society should never be a risk, but the reality--especially now, in an age of treating politicians as celebrities--is that our national leaders must always be protected from those among us who are nursing grudges, harboring delusions, and indulging visions of grandeur. The history of assassinations, in America or anywhere else, shows that such attacks are difficult to stop. But rather than surrender to despair, we can return to these writers who tried to make sense of tragedy, and we can resolve, like them, that the bullets of would-be assassins will never kill our faith in the American idea.
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<em>Scientific American</em> Didn't Need to Endorse Anybody

The magazine's endorsement of a candidate undermines trust in expertise.

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.


Scientific American has been a mainstay of science and technology journalism in the United States. (It's been in business 179 years, even longer than The Atlantic.) As an aspiring nerd in my youth--I began college as a chemistry major--I read it regularly. In 2017, I contributed a short article to it about the public's view of science, drawn from my book The Death of Expertise. But the magazine's decision to break with tradition and endorse Kamala Harris--only the second such nod in the magazine's history--is a mistake, as was its 2020 endorsement of Joe Biden, on multiple levels.

I understand the frustration that probably led to this decision. Donald Trump is the most willfully ignorant man ever to hold the presidency. He does not understand even basic concepts of ... well, almost anything. (Yesterday, he explained to a woman in Michigan that he would lower food prices by limiting food imports--in other words, by reducing the supply of food. Trump went to the Wharton School, where I assume "supply and demand" was part of the first-year curriculum.) He is insensate to anything that conflicts with his needs or beliefs, and briefing him on any topic is virtually impossible.

When a scientific crisis--a pandemic--struck, Trump was worse than useless. He approved the government program to work with private industry to create vaccines, but he also flogged nutty theories about an unproven drug therapy and later undermined public confidence in the vaccines he'd helped bring to fruition. His stubborn stupidity literally cost American lives.

It makes sense, then, that a magazine of science would feel the need to inform its readers about the dangers of such a man returning to public office. To be honest, almost any sensible magazine about anything probably wants to endorse his opponent, because of Trump's baleful effects on just about every corner of American life. (Cat Fancy magazine---now called Catster---should be especially eager to write up a jeremiad about Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance. But I digress.)

Strange as it seems to say it, a magazine devoted to science should not take sides in a political contest. For one thing, it doesn't need to endorse anyone: The readers of a magazine such as Scientific American are likely people who have a pretty good grasp of a variety of concepts, including causation, the scientific method, peer review, and probability. It's something of an insult to these readers to explain to them that Trump has no idea what any of those words mean. They likely know this already.

Now, I am aware that the science and engineering community has plenty of Trump voters in it. (I know some of them.) But one of the most distinctive qualities of Trump supporters is that they are not swayed by the appeals of intellectuals. They're voting for reasons of their own, and they are not waiting for the editors of Scientific American to brainiac-splain why Trump is bad for knowledge.

In fact, we have at least some evidence that scientists taking sides in politics can backfire. In 2021, a researcher asked a group that included both Biden and Trump supporters to look at two versions of the prestigious journal Nature--one with merely an informative page about the magazine, the other carrying an endorsement of Biden. Here is the utterly unsurprising result:

The endorsement message caused large reductions in stated trust in Nature among Trump supporters. This distrust lowered the demand for COVID-related information provided by Nature, as evidenced by substantially reduced requests for Nature articles on vaccine efficacy when offered. The endorsement also reduced Trump supporters' trust in scientists in general. The estimated effects on Biden supporters' trust in Nature and scientists were positive, small and mostly statistically insignificant.


In other words, readers who supported Biden shrugged; Trump supporters decided that Nature was taking sides and was therefore an unreliable source of scientific information.

But even if Scientific American's editors felt that the threat to science and knowledge was so dire that they had to endorse a candidate, they did it the worst way possible. They could have made a case for electing Harris as a matter of science acting in self-defense, because Trump, who chafes at any version of science that does not serve him, plans to destroy the relationship between expertise and government by obliterating the independence of the government's scientific institutions. This is an obvious danger, especially when Trump is consorting with kooks such as Laura Loomer and has floated bringing Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s crackpot circus into the government.

Instead, the magazine gave a standard-issue left-liberal endorsement that focused on health care, reproductive rights, gun safety, climate policy, technology policy, and the economy. Although science and data play their role in debates around such issues, most of the policy choices they present are not specifically scientific questions: In the end, almost all political questions are about values--and how voters think about risks and rewards. Science cannot answer those questions; it can only tell us about the likely consequences of our choices.

Also unhelpful is that some of the endorsement seemed to be drawn from the Harris campaign's talking points, such as this section:

Economically, the renewable-energy projects she supports will create new jobs in rural America. Her platform also increases tax deductions for new small businesses from $5,000 to $50,000, making it easier for them to turn a profit. Trump, a convicted felon who was also found liable of sexual abuse in a civil trial, offers a return to his dark fantasies and demagoguery ...


An endorsement based on Harris's tax proposals--which again, are policy choices--belongs in a newspaper or financial journal. It's not a matter of science, any more than her views on abortions or guns or anything else are.

I realize that my objections seem like I'm asking scientists to be morally neutral androids who have no feelings on important issues. Many decent people want to express their objections to Trump in the public square, regardless of their profession, and scientists are not required to be some cloistered monastic order. But policy choices are matters of judgment and belong in the realm of politics and democratic choice. If the point of a publication such as Scientific American is to increase respect for science and knowledge as part of creating a better society, then the magazine's highly politicized endorsement of Harris does not serve that cause.

Related:

	Trump's polarization of science is bad for everyone.
 	Laura Loomer is where Republicans draw the line.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: This is what a losing campaign looks like.
 	Adam Serwer: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians
 	Israel's strategic win
 	The women killed by the Dobbs decision




Today's News

	Many handheld radios used by Hezbollah exploded across Lebanon, in a second wave of attacks on communications devices that killed at least 20 people and injured more than 450 today, according to Lebanon's health ministry.
 	The International Brotherhood of Teamsters declined to endorse a presidential candidate for the first time in almost three decades. Recent polling showed that a majority of the group's members supported an endorsement of Trump.
 	The Federal Reserve lowered interest rates by half a percentage point, the first interest-rate reduction since early 2020.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The Federal Reserve says inflation is over--but, Roge Karma asks, will voters listen?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Hans-Juergen Burkard / laif / Redux



The Death of the Minivan

By Ian Bogost

A minivan is typically purchased under duress. If you live in a driving city, and especially if you have a family, a minivan conversation will eventually take place. Your older, cooler car--perhaps your Mini Cooper or your spouse's Honda CR-V--will prove unfit for present purposes. Costco cargo, loads of mulch, sports equipment, and holiday loot all need a place to go. The same is true of car seats, which now are recommended for children as old as 7. And so, before too long: "Maybe we should get a minivan."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Productivity is a drag. Work is divine.
 	Democrats can't rely on the Black church anymore.
 	Graeme Wood: Israel's "Hand of God" operation
 	The exploding pagers of Lebanon
 	The Trump sons really love crypto.




Culture Break


Illustration by Hope Gangloff



Revisit. Jennifer's Body (streaming on Tubi and Hulu) has been reclaimed as a cult classic--and its destructive teenage protagonist deserves reappraisal too, Rafaela Bassili writes.

Listen. The first episode of We Live Here Now, a new podcast by Lauren Ober and Hanna Rosin, introduces their neighbor: the mother of a famed January 6 insurrectionist.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

J. D. Vance yesterday made the disgusting comment to my colleague David Frum that the two apparent attempts against Trump's life were by people from "your team." David discussed Vance's obscene--and desperate--comments here today.

Vance's trollery aside, assassins are now understandably on our minds as the election approaches. Tomorrow in our Time-Travel Thursdays newsletter, I will suggest a look at our archives, in which contributors to The Atlantic tried to make sense of the assassinations of four presidents, in articles from 1865, 1881, 1901, and 1964. Some of them are angry; some are elegiac. Each, in its way, is a writer examining an attack not just on a president, but on the American spirit.

You can sign up to our archives newsletter, Time-Travel Thursdays, for free, and read weekly explorations into the archives from Atlantic writers and editors. (And subscribe to The Atlantic for the ability to read our full digital archive, but beware: Access to 167 years of fascinating articles will keep you busy.)

-- 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/scientific-american-harris-endorsement-science-covid/679931/?utm_source=feed
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Seven Senate Races to Watch

Democrats are struggling to hold on to key seats--and their majority--in states across the country.

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.


With Kamala Harris and Tim Walz at the top of their ticket, the Democrats are feeling much more optimistic than they were earlier this summer about holding on to the White House. But lower down on the ticket, Democrats are struggling to keep their 51-49 lead in the Senate. Senator Joe Manchin's retirement from his seat in West Virginia is almost certain to go to a Republican next term, which means that Democrats likely need to re-elect all of their vulnerable incumbents in order to control 50 seats and retain the majority (and win the White House, given that the vice president is the tiebreaker).

As my colleague Russell Berman, who covers politics, noted to me this morning, the national "Harris effect" may not transform statewide races. As Election Day approaches, he told me, "the polls are starting to tighten and more closely resemble the presidential races in swing states." Below is a guide to several Senate races that may be decisive--or at least interesting to watch--and what they tell us about where the parties are headed.

Montana

Montana, which went heavily for Donald Trump in 2020, could determine whether the Democrats hold on to the majority in the Senate. It's not looking promising. Senator Jon Tester, the well-liked incumbent running against the Republican businessman Tim Sheehy, recently fell behind in the polls. In 2018, Tester won in spite of a personal campaign by Trump to push him out of office--one that involved four visits to the state to rally for his Republican challenger. In the years since Tester was first elected, in 2006, his home state, once known for political independence, has gotten redder. He is now the only statewide Democratic elected official there, and he is slipping: The Cook Political Report had considered the Montana race a toss-up over the summer but deemed it Republican-leaning earlier this month.

Ohio

In another state that has turned redder in recent years, incumbent Senator Sherrod Brown is in a true toss-up race against Bernie Moreno. Moreno, a businessman who has not held elected office, got an endorsement from Trump with J. D. Vance's support. Earlier this month, Moreno boosted Vance's racist lies about Haitian immigrants in Ohio. Democrats have framed him as a rich man who is primarily a friend to the rich.

Brown, meanwhile, is a longtime congressman and a self-styled champion of the working class. As my colleague George Packer wrote in a profile of Brown in 2019, "Brown's whole career ... has been a steady, if unspectacular and often losing, fight for the well-being of working people." Even so, many of the blue-collar voters in his state have backed Trump in recent years.

Pennsylvania

In Pennsylvania, arguably the most crucial swing state in the presidential race, incumbent Senator Bob Casey is polling just ahead of Republican David McCormick. You may remember McCormick from his close primary loss to Mehmet Oz, a.k.a. Dr. Oz, in the 2022 midterms (Oz ended up losing to then-Lieutenant Governor John Fetterman). Casey, in spite of having held his office for three terms now, has described feeling like the "underdog" in the race because of all the money flowing in from Republican PACs and donors (including McCormick's own money). The state's Senate race is one of the most expensive in the country, with major cash flowing in from out of state. And opponents have raised questions about McCormick's own history in Pennsylvania: Though he owns property in Pittsburgh and says he lives in-state, the Associated Press reported last fall that he appears to maintain a rented $16 million residence in Westport, Connecticut.

Arizona

After the former television anchor Kari Lake lost her gubernatorial bid in 2022, she sued officials to overturn the results. She lost that case and her appeal. Now she's running for Senate in a state where the presidential race is currently in a dead heat. Lake is trailing her Democratic opponent, Representative Ruben Gallego, in the polls. Still, she has parlayed her fealty to Trump into a national profile that, at one point, reportedly had her in consideration to be Trump's vice-presidential pick. Even if Lake loses her race, which seems likely, her transformation from news anchor and onetime Barack Obama donor to loyal emissary of the Trump agenda is a striking case of opportunism in the MAGA era. As Meghan McCain told my colleague Elaine Godfrey in 2022, "She is a savant at imitating Trump."

Michigan

In another toss-up race, Democratic Representative Elissa Slotkin is facing off against Mike Rogers, who formerly served in the House. Slotkin, whose resume includes work as a CIA analyst and as an acting assistant secretary of defense, is running to replace the retiring longtime senator Debbie Stabenow. Rogers, who has criticized Trump in the past, has since embraced the MAGA movement; Trump has in turn embraced him, offering an endorsement earlier this year. Michigan--though it went for Trump in 2016 and is now considered a true swing state--has not elected a Republican Senator since the 1990s.

Florida

Senator Rick Scott, the wealthiest member of Congress, is running as an incumbent in a tight race against challenger Debbie Mucarsel-Powell. Scott, the former Florida governor who has poured $13 million of his own money into his campaign committee since his election in 2018, has tried to become a player on the national stage, but results have been mixed.

Mucarsel-Powell, who was born in Ecuador, became the first South American immigrant elected to the House, where she served from 2019 to 2021. Now she is running in one of the two states, Florida and Texas, where Democrats are mounting bids to flip consistently red states. Her national profile is lower than Scott's, but she may benefit from national funds: Her campaign was among the states to get an injection of funding from national Democrats' $25 million push for voter outreach in Senate races.

Maryland

Republican former Governor Larry Hogan--whose crusade to steer his party from Trumpism back to big-tent, Reagan-style conservatism led my colleague Mark Leibovich to wonder in 2022 whether Hogan was living in a "fantasy world"--is unlikely to win a Senate seat on his home turf, at least according to current polling. His entrance into the race, which apparently had been pushed by national Republican Party members, came as a surprise to many observers: He had publicly insisted in the past that he wouldn't seek the seat. He is running against Angela Alsobrooks, the Prince George's County executive, in a reliably blue state that loved him as governor.

Related:

	In Kari Lake, Trumpism has found its leading lady.
 	Sherrod Brown is the throwback Democrat.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Laura Loomer is where Republicans draw the line.
 	The anti-rock star
 	"To understand Mississippi, I went to Spain."




Today's News

	The top election official in Arizona's Maricopa County said that he would ask the state supreme court to rule on whether to bar nearly 100,000 residents from voting in state and local races, after he discovered that the state lacks documentary proof of their citizenship. Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes said that the affected voters are "mostly Republican" and are likely longtime citizens who registered to vote under looser rules.
 	Hezbollah accused Israel of coordinating an attack that exploded pagers used by some Hezbollah members, killing at least nine people and injuring thousands. The Israeli military declined to comment on the explosions.
 	Florida Governor Ron DeSantis announced that his state's law enforcement will conduct an independent investigation into the apparent assassination attempt on Donald Trump in West Palm Beach.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Amazon.



The Perfect Watch Costs $20

By Ross Andersen

In 1990, when I was 10, I wore a Casio watch that didn't quite fit. The black band had no Goldilocks notch: It would either Hula-Hoop around my wrist or leave behind pink indentations. Still, the watch gave me a thrill whenever I saw the numbered seconds counting upward on its digital face, each one leaving a pale afterimage ...
 I recently bought a newer model that smashes together several design elements from the '80s and '90s into a sleek, retrofuturist package. It more or less captures the essence of the Casio that I had as a kid ... Even though I rarely check the time on its face--I still instinctively tap my phone's lock screen awake instead--it has given me more pleasure than any consumer product has in ages.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": I see every tiny problem as a social injustice.
 	Advice for the Gen Z techno-optimist
 	The biggest change to Instagram in years
 	Good on Paper: When fact-checks backfire




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Courtesy of Snap Inc.



Welcome to a new era. Will smartphones be taken over by smart glasses? Snap's new Spectacles test that theory, Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes.

Read. Health and Safety: A Breakdown, a memoir by Emily Witt, describes the writer's headlong dive into the world of drugs and dancing to escape the madness of modern life.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Is No Gerald Ford

No other president has used an assassination attempt to inflame American politics the way Donald Trump does.

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.


Every American has the right to participate in public life without violence, and that includes Donald Trump. Personally, I think he probably belongs in jail, but that is a matter for the justice system. I also think he is easily the worst president in American history and one of the very worst people in our national life. But my feelings have no bearing on his rights or his safety. He is an American, and I want him to be treated fairly in court. He is my fellow citizen, and I want him to walk our streets without being in danger. He is a candidate for public office in the United States, and I want our government to ensure his safety--I am willing to be taxed to pay for his security.

If only Trump and his homunculus, J. D. Vance, cared as much about the safety of others as so many others care about theirs.

My colleague David A. Graham has already noted the misery that Vance is bringing down on his own constituents in Ohio, using hatred against immigrants to set neighbors against one another, a conflict that has led to the closure of schools and the lockdown of two hospitals. Vance is a product of such a working-class town, but in reality he is an utterly synthetic politician, a power-seeking drone who will do almost anything to further his political fortunes. In this case, he is casting the innocent people of Springfield, Ohio, in his own obscene little drama about migrant savages roaming the streets of the heartland trying to sink their teeth into Fluffy and Fido. Sure, it's a pack of lies--Vance admitted on CNN that he and Trump are "creating stories"--but it's all for the greater good, you see, of advancing the career of the Hillbilly Senator.

Trump, meanwhile, is turning the violence against him into fuel for more political hatred. In July, a young man--a loner with no obvious political agenda--tried to kill Trump in Pennsylvania, and almost did. And now another man is under arrest for a possible assassination attempt after being discovered near Trump's golf course, apparently lying in wait for the former president. Once again, the suspect seems to be something of a weird loner who said on X that he voted for Trump in 2016 but in subsequent elections, according to federal campaign-finance records, began donating to Democrats. One might hope that these brushes with death would bring Trump a moment of reflection and, perhaps, even something like grace. But if Trump were capable of such a response, he wouldn't be the man he is.

After the attack in July, Trump engaged in a self-indulgent ramble at the GOP convention, but he did not blame the Democrats; he left that for his surrogates in the party. This time, he's not even bothering with any of that outsourcing and is instead using this latest incident to blame his political opponents, Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, for putting him in danger. He also blames the justice system and the charges brought against him--charges in multiple venues that have been filed in the name of the State of Georgia, the People of New York State, and the United States of America--for encouraging others to try to kill him.

He posted this today on Truth Social and X, and I offer it here verbatim and in its entirety:

The Rhetoric, Lies, as exemplified by the false statements made by Comrade Kamala Harris during the rigged and highly partisan ABC Debate, and all of the ridiculous lawsuits specifically designed to inflict damage on Joe's, then Kamala's, Political Opponent, ME, has taken politics in our Country to a whole new level of Hatred, Abuse, and Distrust. Because of this Communist Left Rhetoric, the bullets are flying, and it will only get worse! Allowing millions of people, from places unknown, to INVADE and take over our Country, is an unpardonable sin. OUR BORDERS MUST BE CLOSED, AND THE TERRORISTS, CRIMINALS, AND MENTALLY INSANE, IMMEDIATELY REMOVED FROM AMERICAN CITIES AND TOWNS, DEPORTED BACK TO THEIR COUNTIES OF ORIGIN. WE WANT PEOPLE TO COME INTO OUR COUNTRY, BUT THEY MUST LOVE OUR NATION, AND COME IN LEGALLY AND THROUGH A SYSTEM OF MERIT. THE WORLD IS LAUGHING AT US AS FOOLS, THEY ARE STEALING OUR JOBS AND OUR WEALTH. WE CANNOT LET THEM LAUGH ANY LONGER. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!


In other words, Trump is blaming two possible attempts to kill him on pretty much anyone who isn't an open partisan on his side, and that includes Biden, Harris, me, and millions of other Americans.

Self-awareness is not part of Trump's personality: He is complaining about overheated rhetoric while constantly spewing such rhetoric himself. He has called Harris various names, and he refers to everyone else he doesn't like as "vermin" and "scum" and other insults. (Today he called the sitting president and vice president of the United States "the enemy from within.") Many of Trump's political opponents and public critics have been the targets of plots and threats, including a pipe-bombing campaign. At this point, with two apparent plots against him foiled, a more thoughtful person would consider what he could do to help turn down the temperature in the nation. But again, Trump is not that kind of man.

America, however, has had such leaders. Many of Trump's supporters on social media, afflicted with short memories and a lack of historical awareness, seem to believe that the attacks on Trump are unprecedented. Two assassination attempts in about two months is indeed horrifying, but it is not unprecedented: In 1975, President Gerald Ford survived two such attempts in fewer than three weeks. One assailant was a woman from West Virginia named Sara Jane Moore. The other was an acolyte of the murderer Charles Manson, Lynette "Squeaky" Fromme. Both of them came within feet of killing Ford.

Ford was a decent man and an underrated president, and he certainly had enemies, especially after pardoning Richard Nixon. (Moore was obsessed with the Vietnam War and thought that assassinating Ford would spark a violent national revolution.) But he did not blame his opponents for the attempts on his life. He did not blame America, or the courts, or anyone else. He also did not use the attacks by Moore and Fromme to fundraise: Trump used his attacks to beat the bushes for money within a few hours. Instead, Ford acceded to the Secret Service's request that he start wearing a trench coat with a zip-in Kevlar vest. (It was very uncomfortable and he disliked wearing it.) He then went back out in public and conducted a presidential campaign, which he lost.

Trump doesn't deserve to be the target of violence any more than his opponents do, even if his own rhetoric has inspired multiple threats against public figures--and, of course, a seditious riot. We are a better country, and a better people, than Trump, and every good American citizen should insist on his protection and his safety. But he and Vance seem unable to insist on ours--a fundamental duty of elected officials--and this makes them unfit to hold any American public office.

Related:

	Trump's guns
 	A horrifying new attempt on Trump's life




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The insurrectionists next door
 	The judges who serve at Trump's pleasure
 	How school drop-off became a nightmare




Today's News

	The man suspected of the apparent assassination attempt targeting Trump yesterday was charged with two federal firearm counts. The investigation is ongoing, and additional charges could be added, according to officials familiar with the situation.
 	Lawyers for TikTok appeared in federal court to argue against a law that gave TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, less than a year to sell TikTok to a non-Chinese company or face a nationwide ban.
 	At least 17 people have been killed and thousands have been displaced after Storm Boris flooded Central Europe with extreme rainfall.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Nostalgia abounds for the days when YouTubers filmed with grainy cameras and everything wasn't so picture-perfect, Stephanie Bai writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Sources: KitchenAid; Getty.



A $700 Kitchen Tool That's Meant to Be Seen, Not Used

By Ellen Cushing

Wood [has] limitations, and many of them are found in the kitchen. Processed wood warps, so it needs to be dried immediately after hand-washing (forget the dishwasher). Moisture, use, and the passage of time can turn its fibers brittle and dull, so experts recommend treating it regularly with oil. Obviously, it has been known to catch on fire. And though wood is naturally antimicrobial, if it splinters, those cozy organic crevices are the types of places where mold, mildew, and bacteria love to hang out ...
 None of this seems to matter to the people who recently bought KitchenAid's Artisan Design Series Evergreen 5-Quart Tilt-Head Stand Mixer, which comes not with the brand's standard stainless-steel bowl, but with a walnut one.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump's lie is another test for Christian America.
 	Taylor Swift just lost one fan.
 	The best part of the Emmys was the end.
 	David A. Graham: Trump and Vance are harming the people they claim to care about.
 	Conor Friedersdorf: Campus protest encampments are unethical.
 	How the election-denial mindset works




Culture Break


FX



Debate. The Bear (streaming on Hulu) has tested the meaning of the Outstanding Comedy Series category at the Emmys, Hannah Giorgis writes. After the show's loss last night, has the Emmys finally realized that The Bear is not a comedy?

Watch. Bel-Air (available on Peacock) is a reboot that stands on its own, Amina Kilpatrick writes in the Sunday Daily.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

It's that time of year, as The Atlantic Festival is about to get under way! Come join us on September 19 and 20 in Washington, D.C., as my colleagues examine crucial issues shaping the future of democracy: Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania will discuss navigating the rise of political polarization with Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg; The Bulwark's Tim Miller, Sarah Longwell, and Bill Kristol will join Atlantic contributor Evan Smith to explore the future of American conservatism; U.S. Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas will sit down with The Atlantic's Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Caitlin Dickerson to discuss domestic and international threats to democracy.

They will also be joined by Hakeem Jeffries, Karl Rove, Jemele Hill, David Axelrod, Jonathan Haidt, Anna Deavere Smith, Jake Tapper, and others. In-person passes for events at The Wharf and free virtual passes are available now. Subscribers get a special discount. See the full agenda and get your pass at TheAtlanticFestival.com.

-- 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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A Reboot That Stands on Its Own

Culture and entertainment musts from Amina Kilpatrick

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 Amina Kilpatrick, an assistant editor on the audience team who manages social-media platforms, produces some of The Atlantic's TikTok videos, and wrote for The Daily about six essential reads to understand Juneteenth.

Amina is a longtime fan of musical theater and Ariana Grande, so she's looking forward to seeing these two interests converge in the film Wicked, which premieres this fall. She's also a fiber artist and a habitual binge-watcher who likes to catch up on episodes of Bel-Air and Murder, She Wrote while she knits.





The Culture Survey: Amina Kilpatrick

What my friends are talking about most right now: Bel-Air. I only just finished Season 1; I've got to catch up.

I'm usually not a fan of reboots, but Bel-Air is an exception. The dramatic retelling pays homage to The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, but it also stands on its own. The characters feel fresh and modernized, and I enjoy the chemistry between Jabari Banks and Olly Sholotan.

The upcoming events I'm most looking forward to: As a theater nerd and an Ariana Grande fan since Victorious, I'm excited for the film adaptation of Wicked, which comes out this fall. I've been a Wicked fan for a long time--we sang "For Good" at my fourth-grade graduation. I'm also looking forward to attending my first New York State Sheep and Wool Festival next month. I recently got into spinning yarn after becoming a knitter, and I'm searching for a spinning wheel.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I love Industry! I've been keeping up with the drama series since the first season. I never know what's going on, yet I'm hooked each episode. The show follows a group of investment bankers navigating the finance industry. My favorite episode so far of the current season is "White Mischief," a stunning portrayal of class, race, and misogyny set against the backdrop of the high-pressure world of banking. [Related: How greed got good again]

An author I will read anything by: Toni Morrison. I first read Beloved in high school, and I took a class on Morrison's books during my freshman year at Cornell, her alma mater. [Related: Toni Morrison fought the white gaze.]

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Quiet song: "Wildflower," by Billie Eilish. Loud song: "For Every Mountain," by Kurt Carr & the Kurt Carr Singers.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Solange. I love her music and her life. When I Get Home is a lovely homage to her upbringing in Houston. I listened to A Seat at the Table at the right moment, and it continues to bring new meaning with each stage of my life. And she keeps taking on cool projects, whether it's composing a ballet score, launching a furniture collection, or directing music videos. I want to be authentically me like that.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: As a teen, I loved binge-watching TV shows, and I still do. There is something so satisfying about not having to make a choice about what to watch next, and following characters over 22-episode seasons. The rise of prestige TV, which favors short seasons, long episodes, and multiyear breaks between seasons, has complicated this a bit. But there are many classic shows perfect for bingeing. After the actor Angela Lansbury died, I discovered Murder, She Wrote, and it has been the perfect comfort show to put on while I knit. [Related: Angela Lansbury could make the silliest movie a work of art.]

As for something I now dislike: I've become bored by smartphones. Bring back interesting phones. Remember the LG Chocolate? The Motorola Razr? And my personal favorite: the LG enV3. [Related: "I went back to a dumbphone."]

Something I recently revisited: I rewatched Insecure with my best friend, who had never seen it before. Revisiting the show now, in my mid-20s, I found myself relating to the characters even more. I definitely saw part of myself in Issa Dee during the first season, when she felt disconnected from her friends, her relationship, and her career, and had to go through the messy process of figuring it all out as the series progressed. [Related: How Issa Rae built the world of Insecure]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Caitlin Dickerson is a masterful journalist in many ways. Please read her latest article, on the Darien Gap: She walked with migrants trying to make it to the United States, and sensitively told their stories while analyzing the policies and conditions that contribute to the broken immigration system. The story is aided by Lynsey Addario's beautiful and heartbreaking photographs.

My favorite thing to do on my phone: Turn it off. I'm on it too much already.

Online creators that I'm a fan of: I love social-media comedians. Michele (@its.michele.ok) on TikTok has great skits poking fun at different friend groups and what it means to be "too woke." Mel Mitchell (@thebaddestmitch) is another hilarious account to follow--she plays so many different characters, my favorite being Quan'Deitrick, a satirical version of a misogynistic podcast host.

The last thing that made me cry: The 2023 musical film The Color Purple, when Celie, played by Fantasia Barrino, sings "I'm Here." [Related: The new The Color Purple finds its own rhythm.]

The last gallery show that I loved: I saw "Bisa Butler: The World Is Yours" more than a year ago at Jeffrey Deitch's gallery in New York City, and it still resonates with me. Butler is an artist who makes quilt portraits. My mom is also a quilter, so we went to the show together. Butler's work is breathtaking; she uses color, texture, and space in such imaginative ways. Many of the scenes she made were of famous people or photographs. As a fiber artist and a painter, I love seeing people combine the two in such a unique way.

A poem that I return to: "Still I Rise," by Maya Angelou.





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	How abortion bans force doctors to ignore their training
 	Mark Leibovich: Hypocrisy, spinelessness, and the triumph of Donald Trump
 	Tim Alberta: Why Mike Lee folded




The Week Ahead

	Transformers One, an animated action film about how the friendship between Optimus Prime and Megatron soured into a world-changing feud (in theaters Friday)
 	The Penguin, a limited series that explores the Penguin's ascent in Gotham City's criminal underbelly (premieres Thursday on Max)
 	We Solve Murders, a novel by Richard Osman about two investigators who get roped into a mystery involving a dead body and a best-selling author on a remote island (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Chris Unger / Zuffa / Getty; Michael S. Schwartz / Getty.



How Joe Rogan Remade Austin

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 ...
 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."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	This election actually is about Taylor Swift.
 	The Sauron Problem
 	James Earl Jones was never just one thing.
 	Men on trips eating food
 	Nicole Kidman's perpetual trick
 	A film that could fix our relationship with the internet






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump.
 	The Supreme Court's effort to save Trump is already working.
 	Anne Applebaum: The Americans who yearn for anti-American propaganda




Photo Album


A competitor jumps on a toy horse at the UK Hobby Horse Championships. (Dan Kitwood / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week from around the world, showing a hobby-horse competition, a flooded Venetian square, wildfires in California, 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 Social Media Felt Real

Nostalgia abounds for the days when YouTubers filmed with grainy cameras and everything wasn't so picture-perfect.

by Stephanie Bai




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.


Scrolling through social-media apps can be a monotonous exercise. My feeds are full of well-lit, curated posts that aim to be clickable and likable, an algorithmic bore that prioritizes grabbing my attention and persuading me to buy something. So when I open Venmo and see an old middle-school friend requesting money for "bathroom toilet paper" or "2 margs & split apps," I smile at the reminder that the people I once knew are still known to me in such innocuous ways. It's an experience that I share with my colleague Lora Kelley, who explores in a recent story why Venmo just might be the last true social network.

"Venmo's feed is hardly social media at its most riveting," Lora writes. Yet it "feels like a classic social network in part because the people on your friends list may not just be your nearest and dearest." The simplicity of Venmo's feed, and the feeling of real connection, makes me nostalgic for the days when YouTubers filmed with grainy cameras, and Facebook posts were stunningly routine status updates. How we live online now is different. When we look to express our vulnerability or the less glossy details of our life, it can feel uncomfortable to broadcast that to our followers--however few they may be. But the impulse to share and to be seen never really goes away. Instead, new avenues present themselves.

Today's newsletter explores how online connection has evolved.



Keep Your Notes App Under Lock and Key

By Charley Locke

Read the article.

The Last Social Network

By Lora Kelley

Venmo has become the best way to see what the people you know are up to.

Read the article.

Social Media Is for Strangers Now

By Kate Lindsay

As Instagram and Facebook fade from relevance, the connections between friends are fading online too.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Twilight of the emoji: The usefulness of these formerly fun discourse pictures is on the wane, Ian Bogost writes.
 	The subversive genius of extremely slow email: A revolution against Big Tech may never come. In 2022, Ian asked: Could a series of smaller interventions take its place?




Other Diversions

	Nicole Kidman's perpetual trick
 	Men on trips eating food
 	The stars who came to hate their fame




P.S.


Courtesy of Sally R.



We recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Sally R., 69, from Pacific Grove, California, writes: "After expressly asking my 6-year-old granddaughter not to use my notebook, and giving her one of her own, I came across this while scribbling notes in an art history class. Ah, the wonder of conflicting emotions: exasperation over her willful disobedience and admiration for her artful determination."

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel Fattal




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/social-media-authenticity-algorithms/679887/?utm_source=feed
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The Springfield Effect

Trump and Vance spread racist memes that turned into bomb threats and school evacuations.

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.


To say that Donald Trump is reckless with his public comments is about as big an understatement as you could make. But this week, we are watching the real-world effects of that recklessness play out with alarming speed.

Consider the timeline. On Monday, Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, mentioned on X the claim--for which there is no verifiable evidence--that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "abducting" and eating pets. Vance was promoting a racist theory that had been circulating in certain corners of the internet in recent days, a manifestation of the anti-Haitian sentiment that has bubbled up in Springfield after roughly 15,000 Haitian migrants arrived in the town over the past few years. MAGA supporters quickly kicked into action, sharing cat memes referencing the pet-eating theory.

On Tuesday, Vance posted on X that his senatorial office in Ohio had "received many inquiries from actual residents of Springfield who've said their neighbors' pets or local wildlife were abducted by Haitian migrants." Vance acknowledged in his post that these rumors may "turn out to be false" but went on to say: "Do you know what's confirmed? That a child was murdered by a Haitian migrant who had no right to be here." And he egged on the internet trolls in a subsequent post: "Keep the cat memes flowing."

Vance was referring to an 11-year-old who was killed when a Haitian driver crashed into a school bus last year. (The driver has since been convicted of involuntary manslaughter.) On Tuesday, the boy's father spoke out against the politicization of his son's death. "My son, Aiden Clark, was not murdered. He was accidentally killed by an immigrant from Haiti," Nathan Clark said in remarks before Springfield's city commission. "I wish that my son, Aiden Clark, was killed by a 60-year-old white man. I bet you never thought anyone would ever say something so blunt, but if that guy killed my 11-year-old son, the incessant group of hate-spewing people would leave us alone."

In 2020, the population of Springfield, Ohio, was nearly 60,000. The town had been losing residents because of declining job opportunities, but a recent manufacturing boom has brought in an influx of immigrants, who are mostly Haitian, as Miriam Jordan of The New York Times has reported. Most of these immigrants are in the U.S. legally; local authorities and employers say that Haitian immigrants have boosted what was once a declining local economy, but such a mass arrival of migrants has also strained government resources.

Trump's decision to bring up Springfield at the debate--in his now-infamous and bizarre "eating the pets" non sequitur--may have been his attempt to redirect attention to immigration, which he sees as a winning topic for his campaign. But it was also a reminder of his penchant for spreading conspiracy theories and his habit of fueling the fire of racism and hate in America. The days that followed revealed how a rambling Trump comment--with the help of Vance and the pair's social-media faithful--can generate actual threats of violence.

Yesterday, Springfield's mayor, Rob Rue, reported that the city had received multiple bomb threats via email, consisting of "hateful language towards immigrants and Haitians"; the threats prompted the evacuation of Springfield City Hall, two schools, and a local Ohio Bureau of Motor Vehicles facility. Today, a second wave of threats led to the evacuation of multiple city buildings and two elementary schools. Rue told The New York Times that "it's frustrating when national politicians, on the national stage, mischaracterize what is actually going on and misrepresent our community." According to the New York-based The Haitian Times, as well as The New York Times, some Haitian residents in Springfield say they are being intimidated and fear for their safety.

Spokespeople for the Trump-Vance campaign have condemned the bomb threats. But Trump has not altered his rhetoric as a result: At a campaign event in Tucson yesterday, Trump repeated the pet-abduction claim, and at a press conference in California this morning, he repeated his promise to deport immigrants from several American cities, including Springfield, en masse.

In less than a week, cat memes and absurd posts have escalated into bomb threats and school evacuations. Writing on Tuesday about the MAGA-world cat content, my colleague Ali Breland noted, "This kind of posting almost never stays online. It's all fun and games, until it isn't." The memes don't stay online, because they're made and amplified by people who take action in the real world--Donald Trump and J. D. Vance among them.

Related:

	What was Trump even talking about?
 	The worst cat memes you've ever seen






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's new Big Lie
 	Microsoft's hypocrisy on AI
 	The Taylor Swift way to defuse a troll




Today's News

	Trump said that he does not plan to sell any shares of his social-media company, Truth Social, when a restriction on his ability to sell ends next week.
 	The World Health Organization announced that about 560,000 Gazan children under 10 have received the first of two doses of the polio vaccine, after Israeli attacks destroyed Gaza's water and sanitation systems and caused the disease to spread.
 	Amid growing tensions over Ukraine's potential use of long-range Western missiles, Russian President Vladimir Putin said yesterday that Ukraine's use of those weapons would mean that NATO is "at war" with Russia.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: A new Atlantic investigation into Microsoft's two-faced approach to marketing AI exposes the tension between "the supposed promise of a technology and its actual uses in the here and now," Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: The promise of alternate universes is so appealing because they explore the allure of living a totally new life, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Seacia Pavao / Netflix; Paramount / Everett Collection; Mike Hill / Getty.



Nicole Kidman's Perpetual Trick

By Sophie Gilbert

In both the recent Netflix movie A Family Affair--a bewildering romance with Zac Efron--and in the upcoming Babygirl, [Nicole Kidman] plays an older woman drawn into a sexual relationship with a younger man. In most of these roles, she leans into cliche only to invert it. Her performances parse what visual storytelling insinuates about women, allowing her to embody a specific kind of artifice before smashing it up in front of our eyes.
 Notice this Kidman bait and switch once, in fact, and you'll start seeing it everywhere.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A new front in the meme wars
 	Keep your Notes app under lock and key.
 	How U.S. Steel got rolled
 	Trump has not been "sane-washed."
 	Has Trump gone soft on China?
 	OpenAI's big reset




Culture Break


Illustration by Liz Hart. Sources: Mike Coppola / Getty; Kevin Mazur / Getty.



Examine. Why is TV full of late-career Hollywood guys on trips eating food? Just take a look at recent shows featuring Stanley Tucci, Eugene Levy, Conan O'Brien, and more, James Parker writes.

Read. "Suddenly," a poem by Peter Gizzi:

"then suddenly / you find yourself / in something's / abject glory"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/the-springfield-effect/679885/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Microsoft Is Luring Fossil-Fuel Companies With AI

Karen Hao reports on the hypocrisy of the tech giant.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Today, The Atlantic published a new investigation by contributing writer Karen Hao detailing Microsoft's recent engagements with the oil and gas industries. Although the tech giant has spoken of the potential for AI to remake our world for the better and stave off climate change, behind the scenes, it has sought to market the technology to fossil-fuel companies to aid in drilling, among other applications. Karen spoke with 15 current and former Microsoft employees and read through hundreds of internal documents for her report.

Fundamentally, this is a story about tension--between two points of view within Microsoft, and between the supposed promise of a technology and its actual uses in the here and now. Sustainability advocates within Microsoft have clashed with leadership over its pursuit of this business. And although Microsoft has maintained that AI could be used to make fossil-fuel companies more efficient, thereby making their work more sustainable, critics aren't so sure. "The idea that AI's climate benefits will outpace its environmental costs is largely speculative," Karen writes, "especially given that generative-AI tools are themselves tremendously resource-hungry. Within the next six years, the data centers required to develop and run the kinds of next-generation AI models that Microsoft is investing in may use more power than all of India. They will be cooled by millions upon millions of gallons of water. All the while, scientists agree, the world will get warmer, its climate more extreme."




Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic: Sources: Getty.



Microsoft's Hypocrisy on AI

By Karen Hao

Microsoft executives have been thinking lately about the end of the world. In a white paper published late last year, Brad Smith, the company's vice chair and president, and Melanie Nakagawa, its chief sustainability officer, described a "planetary crisis" that AI could help solve. Imagine an AI-assisted tool that helps reduce food waste, to name one example from the document, or some future technology that could "expedite decarbonization" by using AI to invent new designs for green tech.
 But as Microsoft attempts to buoy its reputation as an AI leader in climate innovation, the company is also selling its AI to fossil-fuel companies. Hundreds of pages of internal documents I've obtained, plus interviews I've conducted over the past year with 15 current and former employees and executives, show that the tech giant has sought to market the technology to companies such as ExxonMobil and Chevron as a powerful tool for finding and developing new oil and gas reserves and maximizing their production--all while publicly committing to dramatically reduce emissions.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	OpenAI's big reset: "With its new model, the company wants you to think ChatGPT is human," Matteo Wong writes.
 	Also by Matteo: The real AI threat starts when the polls close. "Whichever candidate loses in November will have an easy scapegoat," he writes.




P.S.

Last week, I went viral on X and Threads after using generative AI to replace every icon on my phone's home screen with a bespoke image of Kermit the Frog. I wrote about the experience--and what it reveals about AI--for The Atlantic.

-- Damon
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The Irresistible Pull of an Alternate Universe

It lets us explore the allure of living a totally new life.

by Emma Sarappo




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

Our life begins with our first breath and tumbles forward through time until we arrive at our last. Once the past has happened, it's gone, inaccessible except in memory. Likewise, as we cross major inflection points, multiple possible futures are closed off, channeling us through a single series of events. This limitation is universal and inflexible. But that doesn't stop humans from dreaming up ways to break free of it.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	How the War on Terror warped the American left
 	Entitlement is not an identity. It's a trap.
 	Yuval Noah Harari's apocalyptic vision
 	"Likeness," a poem by D. S. Waldman


This might help explain the popularity of the multiverse as a fictional trope--one that was first established in comics before crossing over in recent decades to film, television, and books. What if, these stories ask, you could see or even interact with a version of yourself who remains ineffably you, just with some fundamental factors changed? Who might you be if you were born to different parents, or lived on another planet? (Multiverses, as a rule, flirt with the fantastical.) What if you'd altered a single choice and it changed everything, whether it was something large, such as picking a different life partner, or small, such as stepping on a butterfly? In Peng Shepherd's new novel, All This & More, the protagonist is literally able to see these possibilities when she agrees to go on a world-bending reality TV show that guides her through many versions of her life.

Marsh, Shepherd's main character, is a 45-year-old divorcee and single mom hoping for a "reset," as Stephen Kearse wrote last week, that will put her on a path to happiness and fulfillment. The show's "quantum bubble" drops her into alternate universes that become more freaky and feverish over time; meanwhile, live comments from the show's viewers begin to penetrate the narrative. The reader is brought directly into the plot, then left with three possible endings--in fiction, at least, we don't have to limit ourselves to a single future. "I think the most satisfying choice is to read them all," Kearse writes. "The secret thrill of choose-your-own-adventure books has always been that you can go down every path, skipping ahead, doubling back, and rereading as much as you like, multiple selves accumulating with each turn of the page."

Nonfiction authors work within tighter constraints, but even there, it may benefit them to think more expansively about time. Alexis Pauline Gumbs's new biography of the poet and feminist Audre Lorde eschews a typical birth-to-death structure, Danielle Amir Jackson writes. Instead, Gumbs tells her audience to "read this book in any order you want," framing Lorde's life through a series of lyric vignettes that are organized by theme instead of chronology. "Like a hurricane, the book rapidly covers enormous ground while also moving in multiple directions at once," Jackson writes. "The result is a prismatic work of art that invites more questions."

Lorde, like the rest of us, could move in only one direction: Each day, she grew older, and ultimately, she died of cancer in 1992. But her legacy is more capacious. Lorde's words about "the master's tools" and self-care as "an act of political warfare" echo in the modern consciousness, and she continues to influence contemporary thinkers. In her biography, Gumbs even imagines moments not captured by the historical record. In doing so, she conjures Lorde in a way that echoes the poet's childhood seances, when she and her high-school friends tried to raise the dead poets John Keats and Lord Byron. Calling on someone's memory in this way may not unlock an alternate universe--but it does suggest that the past is not entirely gone.




The Allure of Living a Radically Different Life

By Stephen Kearse

What the proliferation of multiverses in pop culture reveals

Read the full article.



What to Read

Milkman, by Anna Burns

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

From our list: Seven books that demystify human behavior





Out Next Week

? Health and Safety, by Emily Witt

? Entitlement, by Rumaan Alam


? Rejection, by Tony Tulathimutte







Your Weekend Read


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



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

By Sarah Zhang

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.

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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Where Trump and Harris Stand With Donations

In this election, campaign money has been flowing in at both the standard moments and the not-so-standard.

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.

"HOLY COW!!!!!" read the subject line of a fundraising email just after the debate on Tuesday evening. Democrats and their allies were quick to use Kamala Harris's strong performance to ask voters to chip in. Many heeded the call--Harris's campaign reportedly raised $47 million in the 24 hours following the debate.

Presidential debates aren't everything in the grand scheme of an election, and Tuesday's looks to be the last of this cycle, given that Donald Trump is refusing another round. But one tangible effect of the debate is that it sparked major donations for Harris. And it may end up doing the opposite for Trump: The New York Times reported yesterday that the former president's rambling, falsehood-filled performance aggravated some of his very rich supporters. Although the full picture of donations won't become clear until next month, the debate is likely to strengthen Harris's already solid fundraising lead.

In a standard election, donations tend to flood in after big moments such as debates and conventions. Harris's memorable 2019 primary-debate comments about busing led her to exceed her previous best fundraising day; Joe Biden broke his single-hour fundraising record following a 2020 debate against Trump. But this is not a standard race: In addition to the normal fundraising touchstones, real money movement has also followed felony convictions and last-minute candidate swaps. In the 24 hours after Trump's conviction in May, he raised nearly $53 million, according to his campaign, far surpassing his previous single-day fundraising high point, and his camp quickly fundraised after the attempt on his life in July ("NEVER SURRENDER," his team wrote, demonstrating a bipartisan propensity toward all-caps email subject lines). Harris, meanwhile, got an influx of donations after Biden announced that he was leaving the race: Her campaign said she raised more than $100 million just after Biden endorsed her, and she went on to reverse the cash lead that Trump had held over Biden earlier this summer.

Harris's money momentum has stayed strong: Last month, she reportedly raised nearly triple the amount that Trump did ($361 million to his $130 million), including a $40 million bump just after the Democratic National Convention. And she arguably needs the money more than Trump does right now. Having inherited Biden's campaign infrastructure, she has a large presence in many states, and although those regional offices may prove valuable, they also cost money to operate. Trump, meanwhile, has been working with a much smaller staff than Harris; his campaign outsources much of its on-the-ground work to PACs and organizations not formally affiliated with the campaign.

In past cycles, having more money has tended to help the challenger more than the incumbent. Among the many odd things about this election cycle is that both candidates are a kind of mix of incumbent and challenger. Harris is well known as the vice president, but Trump's persona is much better understood by the public--in a New York Times poll this month, many voters said that they still need to learn more about Harris. Donations will help her the most if she uses them to boost her name recognition and get out the vote, Michael J. Malbin, a political-science professor and a co-founder of the Campaign Finance Institute, told me. He suggested looking at this particular debate "as a stimulator of enthusiasm," especially for volunteers.

Harris has certainly been spending her money. She's bought up a slate of national ads, including lots of time during the Paris Olympics. Trump has also spent lots of campaign money this year, though some of it has gone toward his pesky legal bills. In June, his campaign spent just $10 million on actual campaigning, Politico reported. The next month, he spent more than double that--still less than a third of what Biden and Harris spent that same month--and more recently, he has started ramping up his spending in swing states.

We are at an in-between moment in the race: Election Day is near, but so much can still happen in the next two months. Money can buy ad time to sustain and boost the candidates. But it only goes so far. Ultimately, people vote for the person they know and like. Becoming that person requires a mix of approaches: good ads, yes, but also strong public appearances and conventions and volunteer efforts. And, of course, random events can upend a race--or at least energize groups of voters. On Tuesday evening, Taylor Swift posted her endorsement of Harris's ticket. By Wednesday, Harris's campaign had a new fundraising ask of voters: "Will you join Taylor Swift in supporting Vice President Kamala Harris's campaign?"

Related:

	The post-debate challenge for Harris
 	How Harris roped a dope




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	How abortion bans force doctors to ignore their training
 	Anne Applebaum: The Americans who yearn for anti-American propaganda
 	The Supreme Court's effort to save Trump is already working.
 	Richard A. Friedman: Trump's repetitive speech is a bad sign.




Today's News

	A Georgia judge threw out three more charges in the election-interference case against Donald Trump and his allies.
 	Russia started its counteroffensive campaign to take back its territory in the Kursk region, which is partly occupied by the Ukrainian military, according to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky.
 	New York City Police Commissioner Edward Caban resigned. His phone was recently seized in a criminal investigation, which is one of four federal probes into New York City Mayor Eric Adams and his administration.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Celebrity worship can come at a steep cost for fans and for those they idealize, Spencer Kornhaber writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Joseph Rushmore



What I Saw on the January 6 Committee

By Jacob Glick

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Donald Trump can't stop posting.
 	Does Kamala Harris believe in evolution?
 	Netanyahu's other war
 	Social-media companies' worst argument
 	What John Stuart Mill knew about happiness




Culture Break


Ben Rothstein / Prime Video



Watch (or skip). Season 2 of The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power (streaming on Prime Video) is still dealing with the Sauron Problem, Emma Stefansky writes. Because viewers know how the tale ends, the series is trying to manufacture suspense by dragging out the story.

Read. Rumaan Alam's latest novel, Entitlement, details how a Black woman's quest for status runs up against her blind spots, Tope Folarin 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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The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame

Celebrity worship can have a steep 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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        Winners of the 2024 Natural Landscape Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 17, 2024

            	19 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images from the fourth annual Natural Landscape Photography Awards were just announced. The competition was started to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," with rules set up to prevent deceptive editing techniques. A total of 1,134 photographers entered from 59 countries this year, in categories named "Grand Scenic," "Intimate Landscapes," and "Abstract & Details." Contest organizers were once more kind enough to share their winners and runners-up.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A distant view of a mountain with a dusting of early-season snow across the top, and a bright patch of sunlight on the valley floor below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountains, Runner-Up. A Patch of Sunlight on Beinn Eighe in Late Autumn. "After a few days of the peaks of Beinn Eighe being hidden, the clouds finally lifted to reveal a light dusting of early snow. The weather was stormy, but occasional breaks in the cloud illuminated tiny patches of the autumnal grasses on the flanks of the mountain."
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                Sophie Carr / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photo of mist rising from the branches of a lone tree in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Black and White, Third Place. Centre Stage. "The Northern Tasmanian forest is enveloped by the gentle mist of autumn, illuminated by the rising sun. As the leaves on a solitary tree are touched by sunlight, they release water droplets that merge with the surrounding mist, creating a stage for the tree to shine."
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                Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The shadow of a tall and thin butte falls across a distant canyon wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Highly Commended. Space, Stillness, Silence. "During a troubling time for myself and the world, I retreated to the desert backcountry not too far from my home for solace. Through photography, I tried my best to convey the space, stillness, and silence that I found to be so liberating and nourishing."
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                Eric Bennett / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small tree stands in the foreground of a view of many other trees growing in straight rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Common Places, Winner. Morning Glory. "I was intrigued by the beautiful symmetry of the tree plantation and accordingly, spent a few days exploring what the area might yield photographically.  On my final return, I was greeted that morning by a scene bathed in backlit fog simplifying the composition further while providing for a stark silhouette against a muted gradation of light as a backdrop." Taken near Haridwar, India.
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                Anil Sud / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a snow-covered river valley at night, with a passenger train crossing a bridge at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape, Third Place. Fairy Tale World. "The Tadami Line, which runs through the town of Mishima in Fukushima Prefecture, Japan, is a beautiful place surrounded by nature. The train running slowly through the snow looks like something out of a fairy tale."
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                Takeshi Kameyama / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Glowing embers on burned tree trunks, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. Glowing embers on burned tree trunks illuminate this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial image of a snow-covered mountain, with the full moon in the sky above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial, Winner. An aerial image of Mount Aspiring, in New Zealand, seen as the sun set and the full moon rose.
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                William Patino / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Colorful rocks at the bottom of a stream, seen through rippling and flowing water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Highly Commended. Dancing Light. "Waterton Lakes National Park in Alberta, Canada is a place that is very well known for its natural beauty. Light dances on the water surface of a small stream covering brightly colored stones. The vibrant stones, the light and the lovely flow of the stream all combined to make this image unique."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view into the mouth of a cavern that is filled with molten lava]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abstract or Details, Third Place. Gate to Hell. "Erta Ale is an active volcano located in Ethiopia's Danakil desert. It's well know for its boiling lava lakes."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of small cottonwood trees with white bark, partially submerged in silty blue water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Winner. Winter Cottonwoods. "During the pandemic, I went out for a walk with my camera in a local park in Toronto, Canada during a fierce winter storm. I ran across this scene which seemed very chaotic with many interwoven trees. I loved how the snow, driven by the high winds, got embedded in the bark of the tree trunks. I took a few frames, trying to simplify the scene in front of me and settled on this one, loving the tones, the depth and the minimalism."
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                Andrew Mielzynski / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wind-whipped waves crash, in a panoramic view with snow-capped mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grand Scenic, Runner-Up. Into Battle. "This photograph was taken on the southeast coast of Iceland during a wild and unpredictable morning. I had originally planned to photograph Eystrahorn Mountain, but as I prepared my shot, my attention was drawn to the massive waves that began rolling towards the shore. The offshore winds added incredible energy to the scene, sending sea spray trailing off the tops of the waves, and the sun, positioned behind me, created small rainbows within the mist as the waves passed by. The sight was so dramatic and alive that it reminded me of an army marching into battle, hence the name 'Into Battle.'"
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ciaran Willmore / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small stand of wildflowers, seen underwater, after a flood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water Worlds, Runner-Up. Submerged flowers, photographed under floodwater, after a damaging flooding event in 2021, in the Gelderse Poort area, near Arnhem, Netherlands.
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                Theo Bosboom / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of a volcanic crater lake with a cone in the center, with the shadow of the overall volcano stretching toward the horizon, seen in low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Project, Runner-Up. Volcanic Eruptions & Landscapes. "Since the 2010s, I have climbed over 80 volcanoes. Since then, I have primarily photographed eruptions and beautiful landscapes. It's always fascinating to stand on the edge of a crater and look into the erupting chasm. You can feel the true power of nature. Incredible hellish noise, eruption, incredible amounts of ash, flying lava bombs and the smell of sulfur--so much is happening at the same time and is so incredible."
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                Thomas Spinner / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A single small plant stands in the pale sand of a large dune.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Highly Commended. Lonesome. "A little plant resisting the moving sand and growing lonely in this harsh environment in the Great Sand Dunes National Park in Colorado.	"
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                Felix Roser / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire burns through a grassy area near wetlands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Runner-Up / Intimate Landscape Runner-Up. Fire and Ice. "An image of a fuel reduction fire on the island where I live. These are conducted every 3-5 years to reduce the amount of combustable material laying on the ground. The deeper this fuel layer becomes the higher the risk of a wild fire developing. This is something the National Parks working closely with the Butchella people (traditional owners) work very hard to avoid."
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                Peter Meyer / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of five guanacos stand on a snow-covered slope, with tall stone mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Environmental Wildlife, Runner-Up. Guanaco Conference. "It was a bitterly cold morning near the Torres del Paine mountains in Chile, with frozen fog wreathing the mountains.  I was all set up to take a landscape photo when a guanaco appeared over the crest of the closest hill.  I waited, hoping that it would leave, but instead it was followed by several more, so I changed the image concept to wildlife in the environment."
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                Charles Janson / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight shines through a narrow slot in a canyon with steep walls, illuminating a single bare tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Intimate Landscapes, Winner. Exactly. "The wild and remote canyons of the American southwest present surprises around every bend. When I turned a corner and this scene came into view, I was awe-struck and humbled to witness sunlight focused by the canyon's walls so precisely that it lit only this lonely cottonwood tree."
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                Brent Clark / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of crooked trees endures a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photographer of the Year, Runner-Up. A stand of crooked trees endure a snowstorm in this image selected from Richter's portfolio.
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                Tobias Richter / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The northern lights shine across the sky, seen beyond a small tree, above an inlet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nightscape Winner / Grand Scenic Highly Commended. Na Saighneain. "I'm delighted to have been named the Nightscape category winner at the NLPA. I captured this scene on an unforgettable evening, watching the aurora dancing across the Antrim Glens. Being in nature brings me great joy, and I feel privileged to share that experience with others through my photography."
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                Niall McLaughlin / Natural Landscape Photography Awards
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        Winners of Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 16, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning and commended images of the Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 competition were just announced, with Rafael Fernandez Caballe named as the overall winner for his image of a Bryde's whale swimming up to swallow a bait ball of sardines off Mexico's Pacific Coast. Contest organizers at Oceanographic Magazine were once again kind enough to share some of this year's top images below, and their full gallery can be seen here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A whale opens its mouth to swallow a tight-knit school of fish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Overall Winner. A Bryde's whale about to devour a heart-shaped bait ball off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                Rafael Fernandez Caballero / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A scuba diver explores an underwater cavern with walls and floor of rough rock.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Adventure. A scuba diver explores the Silfra fissure in Iceland, the tectonic boundary between the North American and Eurasian plates.
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                Byron Conroy / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a person standing on a canoe with an outrigger, looking down at a large school of sardines]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, the Human Connection. A large school of sardines gets eyed up by a local fisherman in his traditional canoe in Milen Bay, in Papua New Guinea.
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                Noam Kortler / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a polar bear lying down on an ice floe]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. The Grinch, a polar bear with a distinctive character, rests on ice floes after a day of playing and hunting in Svalbard.
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                Florian Ledoux / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a leopard seal with its mouth wide open, swimming toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Ocean Portfolio Award. One of several photos in Borghi's portfolio, depicting one of the Southern Ocean's most formidable predators, the leopard seal, in Antarctica.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Filippo Borghi / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A semi-transparent octopus, seen against a completely white backdrop]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Ocean Portfolio Award. One of several photos in Borghi's portfolio, depicting a transparent juvenile wonderpus, taken at night, in the Philippines.
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                Filippo Borghi / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater surfer and his board captured from below as a wave crashes over him]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Adventure. A surfer duck-dives his board under a large wave over a shallow reef break in the Mentawai Islands, Indonesia.
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                John Barton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a colorful shrimp with swirls around it, likely its motion-blurred arms and legs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Fine Art. A peacock mantis shrimp in a stunning display of vibrant blue, green, and orange hues against a dark background, in Bali, Indonesia.
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                Ajiex Dharma / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orca exhales, blowing a plume of steam against distant fog over dark water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Fine Art. An orca exhales on the surface, off Vancouver Island, Canada.
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                Mark Williams / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an octopus underwater, with its tentacles outstretched]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Wildlife. A giant Pacific octopus in the shallows, photographed in Russia.
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                Andrey Shpatak / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under photo of a whale shark swimming beneath a medium-size ship]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second place, Conservation (Hope). A whale shark swims alongside the Sharkwater research vessel, a ship that was initially used by the Japanese fishing fleet but is now used for research, off Cocos Island, Costa Rica.
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                Edwar Herreno Parra / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of small shrimp grip the uneven walls inside a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A hingebeak-shrimp colony in the hollow of a barrel sponge. These striking shrimp, with vivid red and white stripes, display dancelike movement, swaying back and forth with their beaks pointed upward, seen near Koh Haa, Thailand.
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                Nataya Chonecadeedumrongkul / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A polar bear on rocks chews on a scrap of plastic.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Conservation (Impact). A polar bear plays with a piece of plastic--a stark reminder that even the uninhabited reaches of the Arctic are not exempt from the pervasive grip of plastic pollution, photographed on Kiepert Island, Svalbard.
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                [image: An underwater view of an upside-down freediver who swims straight down, with a group of swimmers at the surface, far above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third place, Adventure. Freediver Sun Young Kim dives in the "no fins" category at Vertical Blue 2021, a freediving competition, in the famous Dean's Blue Hole in the Bahamas.
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                Daan Verhoeven / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A humpback whale leaps high out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A breaching humpback whale on its migration path along the Australian coastline, seen near New South Wales, Australia.
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                Clayton Harris / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a group of rays swimming near the ocean's surface. One of them leaps from the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Wildlife. A fever of mobula rays seen from above in the Sea of Cortez. When the photographer's drone inched closer, some rays started to jump out of the water, off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                Laura Leusko / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A sea turtle swims underwater with a person's hand lightly gripping its shell.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Conservation (Hope). A green sea turtle is released after being accidentally caught in the Seychelles. Researchers trying to catch sharks quickly untangled the turtle, took measurements, and tagged it before releasing it.
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                Shane Gross / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a fishing boat deploying a large net that stretches out in every direction.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place Overall. A fishing boat off Hon Yen, Vietnam, with its green nets fanning out under the surface.
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                Thien Nguyen Ngoc / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater photo of a school of fish swimming above a varied and colorful coral reef]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Highly commended, Conservation (Hope). A healthy coral reef in one of the most biodiverse places in the world, seen near Raja Ampat, Indonesia.
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                [image: A close view of an octopus, appearing to glow in greenish-gold colors, under an ultraviolet light]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Young Photographer. An elusive algae octopus shows off its fluorescence under ultraviolet light in North Sulawesi, Indonesia.
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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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            Flooding in St. Mark's Square in Venice, a hobbyhorse championship in England, damage from Typhoon Yagi in Vietnam, growing wildfires in Southern California, the MTV Video Music Awards in New York, a memorial for the victims of a school shooting in Georgia, and much more
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                [image: An art installation made of a canal boat that has apparently been twisted into a loop in the middle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation by British sculptor Alex Chinneck, provisionally titled "The Looping Boat," is located on the Sheffield & Tinsley Canal in Sheffield, England, on September 10, 2024. The steel and aluminum piece, measuring six meters high and 13 meters long, was created to celebrate Sheffield's industrial heritage and historic waterways.
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                [image: An aerial view of an intertwined set of undulating pedestrian bridges over a highway beside many tall buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows a winding bridge over the Longwangang River in Changsha, Hunan province, China, on September 9, 2024. The bridge has three walking paths and five nodes. With a total length of 184 meters, a width of 11.5 meters, and a height of about 24 meters, the bridge is made of more than 800 tons of steel.
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                [image: A night view of the New York City skyline, with two shafts of light reaching skyward]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Tribute in Light is illuminated over the skyline of Lower Manhattan and One World Trade Center in New York City as it is reflected in the top of a 9/11 memorial on the 23rd anniversary of the attacks on the WTC on September 11, 2024, in Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: A crowd gathers near a high-school sports field, holding candles during a memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students and faculty gather on the field at Apalachee High School to mourn and celebrate the lives of school-shooting victims on September 8, 2024, in Winder, Georgia. Mason Schermerhorn, 14; Christian Angulo, 14; Richard Aspinwall, 39; and Cristina Irimie, 53, were killed, and nine others injured, during a school shooting at Apalachee High School by a 14-year-old student on September 4.
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                [image: A sunflower is silhouetted against the setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sunflower is silhouetted against the setting sun in a field on September 7, 2024, near Lawrence, Kansas.
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                [image: Fireworks erupt around the top of an open stadium as people inside watch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks erupt during the closing ceremony of the 2024 Summer Paralympics in Paris, France, on September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A performer poses while wearing a traditional costume and green makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist performs Kathakali, a traditional classical dance that originated in India's southern Kerala state, during a show at a cultural festival celebrating Onam in Chennai, India, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers hang from ropes as they wash part of the head of a large statue of Buddha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers Kazuyoshi Taguchi (bottom) and Kazumi Minowa clean the right ear of the Ushiku Daibutsu statue in Ushiku of Ibaraki prefecture, Japan, on September 9, 2024. The 120-meter Buddha statue, which stands northeast of Tokyo, received an annual "soot removal" by veteran cleaners of more than 20 years.
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                [image: A performer sits in a swing high above a stage, beside a large sculpture of an astronaut's gloved hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sabrina Carpenter performs onstage during the 2024 MTV Video Music Awards at UBS Arena in Elmont, New York, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a horned hat laughs as another person stands behind them wearing a flat-topped hat with a fake crow attached to it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wearing creative hats enjoy the Bridport Hat Festival at Bucky Doo Square in Bridport, England, on September 7, 2024. Bridport's quirky festival features hundreds of participants dressed in elegant, creative, technically ingenious, and often bizarre creations. Along with various "Best Hatted" competitions, the event includes "Hat Hurling" and an award for "Best Hatted Dog," raising money for head-related charities.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Finnbarr Webster / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of six deer standing on a mudflat, each casting a long shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small herd of deer plays on mudflats in Yancheng city, in China's Jiangsu province, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of military recruits standing on pavement, each casting a long shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New recruits undergo pre-service training at the National Defense Education and Training Center in Taicang, Jiangsu province, China, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: Eight dancers pose together while standing in a very shallow lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The cast of Matthew Bourne's Swan Lake poses in costume, on the lake in St. James's Park, in London, England, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person take a photo of another person beside a huge lake under a partly cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the Lake Namtso scenic area in Lhasa, Xizang Autonomous Region of China, on September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A fire-damaged set of power poles, including one pole that has burned through, with the middle section missing. The top, still burning, hangs from wires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire-damaged power lines at dawn on September 11, 2024, in Wrightwood, California. The Bridge Fire has now burned more than 47,000 acres in Angeles National Forest.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Mario Tama / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A firefighter surrounded by immense flames]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter walks past an evacuated home in flames at El Cariso Village as the Airport Fire burns on September 10, 2024, in Lake Elsinore, California.
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                [image: Many burned cars sit among charred trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Charred vehicles remain after the Airport Fire burned through El Cariso Village, California, on September 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Zoe Meyers / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird lands on a scorched tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A California thrasher fleeing a wildfire lands on a burned branch as the Bridge Fire races 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 huge white cloud rises above a wildfire burning on distant hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In an aerial view, a massive plume grows over the Line Fire during its 4,000-foot elevation climb up to the edge of the mountain community of Running Springs, before being temporarily halted by a sudden a late-season monsoon rain storm on September 7, 2024, in San Bernardino, California.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David McNew / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A distant view of a ship sailing near the end of a rainbow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Royal Navy ship H.M.S. Cattistock seems to sail toward a rainbow in Weymouth Bay, in Dorset, England, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: Four aerobatic fighter jets fly in varying directions overhead, emitting colored smoke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                BAE Hawk trainer aircraft of the Royal Saudi Air Force's Saudi Falcons aerobatic team release smoke as they perform maneuvers during the first Egypt International Airshow at Alamein International Airport, in northern Egypt, on September 4, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. While hobby-horsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during COVID.
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                [image: A man falls from his motorcycle after hitting a water buffalo, as the small buffalo tries to stand as well.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man falls from his motorcycle after hitting a water buffalo on his way to work outside Phnom Penh, Cambodia, on September 6, 2024.
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                [image: A drag-racing car powered by a huge jet engine blasts fire while sitting at a starting line.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The FireForce 5 Jet Car prepares to compete in the European Finals drag-racing event held at the Santa Pod Raceway, near Wellingborough, England, on September 6, 2024.
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                [image: Four young uniformed motorcyclists arranged acrobatically ride a single motorcycle in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Imps motorcycle display team performs for the crowds at Dorset County Show, on September 8, 2024, in Dorchester, England.
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                [image: A woman riding a motorbike is blown down by typhoon winds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman riding a motorbike is blown down by winds from Typhoon Yagi in the city of Haiphong, Vietnam, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A line of acrobats spin plates atop long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Acrobats perform during a show at a theatre in Shenyang, in northeastern China's Liaoning province, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in an exhibition space beside five mannequins clothed in unusual boxy garments.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Austrian artist Erwin Wurm attends a press preview of his exhibition "Erwin Wurm: A 70th-Birthday Retrospective" in the Albertina Modern museum in Vienna, Austria, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: A protester with red and white face makeup points at riot police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester gestures toward police officers on Spencer Street in Melbourne, Australia, on September 11, 2024. Anti-war protesters planned to disrupt the Land Forces International Defence Expo by blocking streets and staging peaceful demonstrations, with estimates of up to 25,000 participants.
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                [image: A person in a life jacket holds on to two dogs in a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local resident Phan Thi Tuyet, 50, carries her dogs as she is evacuated on a boat through a flooded street in Hanoi on September 10, 2024, a few days after Typhoon Yagi swept through northern Vietnam.
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                [image: A wide view of many fishing boats and floating lines in a marine ranch beneath a low sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fishermen tend to a marine ranch in Ailun Bay, feeding abalones in Rongcheng, Shandong province, China, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: Fresh snow on a mountainside above a green forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of fresh snow above a mountain forest near the summit of the Zugspitze, near Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke billows above a small hill covered in many houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke from a forest fire covers El Panecillo hill in Quito, Ecuador, on September 12, 2024.
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                [image: People sit at outdoor cafe tables in a partially flooded Venice square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sit at a cafe terrace in a flooded St. Mark's Square during high tide (aqua alta) in Venice, Italy, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: A boy touches the teeth of a life-size figure of a dinosaur.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy touches a figure of a dinosaur during celebrations of City Day in Muzeon Park of Arts in Moscow, Russia, on September 8, 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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