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        Ellen DeGeneres Still Wants You to Love Her
        Fran Hoepfner

        Ellen DeGeneres has been raising chickens. She loves those chickens, and the feeling, she thinks, is mutual. She watches them play on a little swing. It's been two years since the comedian was last in the public eye, and she's eager to chat about what she's been doing in the interim. "Let me see what else I can tell you about that's been going on," she muses in her latest--and, according to her, last--stand-up special, Netflix's For Your Approval. She's stopped getting Botox injections, she notes. ...

      

      
        How to Stop Self-Obsessing and Be Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In Dante's Inferno, the Roman writer Virgil leads the story's narrator down through the circles of hell. Each circle is more grotesque and frightening than the last, until finally the pair reach the ninth circle, where Satan himself resides. Contrary to what you (or Dante) might expect, the Prince of Darkness is not found laughing maniacally, poking condemned sinners with his pitchfork. Rather, h...

      

      
        Confessions of a Russian Propagandist
        Andrew Ryvkin

        In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Rus...

      

      
        A Harmless Volcanic Eruption Has Its Charms
        Robin George Andrews

        Earth is an endlessly convulsing world. So much of it is in disequilibrium, riddled by heat, pressure, and chemicals trying to get from their current location to somewhere else. And these forces are powerful enough that they manifest in ways that inadvertently make us feel small: tremendous hurricanes barreling across the sea, thundering earthquakes that can tear apart mountains, tsunamis that wash over and subjugate the land with a preternatural ease. Put us surface dwellers in their path, and w...

      

      
        High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes
        Matteo Wong

        For years now, generative AI has been used to conjure all sorts of realities--dazzling paintings and startling animations of worlds and people, both real and imagined. This power has brought with it a tremendous dark side that many experts are only now beginning to contend with: AI is being used to create nonconsensual, sexually explicit images and videos of children. And not just in a handful of cases--perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this tech...

      

      
        Cultural Shifts Alone Won't Persuade People to Have Kids
        Stephanie H. Murray

        When the U.S. fertility rate began falling, toward the end of the 2000s, it at first seemed a predictable response to the hardships of the Great Recession. But as the economy has recovered, fertility has only continued dropping, reaching yet another historic low last year--and raising doubts among some commentators about whether financial concerns are the true cause. Multiple books by such doubters have recently argued, each in its own way, that the primary factors holding people back from parenth...

      

      
        OpenAI Takes Its Mask Off
        Karen Hao

        There's a story about Sam Altman that has been repeated often enough to become Silicon Valley lore. In 2012, Paul Graham, a co-founder of the famed start-up accelerator Y Combinator and one of Altman's biggest mentors, sat Altman down and asked if he wanted to take over the organization.The decision was a peculiar one: Altman was only in his late 20s, and at least on paper, his qualifications were middling. He had dropped out of Stanford to found a company that ultimately hadn't panned out. After...

      

      
        The Anti-abortion Activists Who Want to Stop People From Having Kids
        Kristen V. Brown

        In the days after former President Donald Trump declared that he'd make in vitro fertilization more accessible for Americans, the anti-abortion movement went to work. The activist Lila Rose urged her social-media followers not to vote for Trump, equating his enthusiasm for IVF with support for abortion. The Pro-Life Action League asked Trump to walk back his remarks, citing the "hundreds of thousands" of embryos that would be destroyed. Meanwhile, Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Li...

      

      
        The Modern Political Assassin
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOne prevailing stereotype of a political assassin is someone with strong convictions: John Wilkes Booth, for example, who is thought to have shot Abraham Lincoln because he was a Confederate sympathizer. Another stereotype conjures up James Bond, a professional with a silencer acting on higher orders. But Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Routh, the two men who attempted to assassinate former President Donald Trump earlier t...

      

      
        Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking
        Ross Andersen

        For nearly five decades, Richard Dawkins has enjoyed a global fame rarely achieved by scientists. He has adapted his swaggering Oxbridge eloquence to a variety of media ecosystems. He began as an explainer of nature, a David Attenborough in print. His 1976 mega-best seller, The Selfish Gene, incepted readers with the generation-to-generation mechanics of natural selection; it also coined the word meme. In 2006's The God Delusion, another mega-best seller, Dawkins antagonized the world's religions...

      

      
        The Undecided Voters Are Not Who You Think They Are
        Ronald Brownstein

        For the great majority of Americans who have firmly settled on Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, the idea that anyone could still be undecided in that choice is almost incomprehensible. But the incredulity may be rooted in confusion about who most undecided voters really are.When most people think about a voter still trying to make up their mind, they probably imagine a person who is highly likely to vote but uncertain whether to support Harris, Trump, or a third-party candidate. Both political part...

      

      
        331 Days of Failure
        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.For a new feature article, my colleague Franklin Foer interviewed two dozen participants at the highest levels of governments in both the U.S. and the Middle East to recount how "11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy" have so far ended in chaos. Since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel, the U.S. adm...

      

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our communi...

      

      
        The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging
        Yasmin Tayag

        Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."Like normal Botox, baby Botox involves injections of a muscle paralytic...

      

      
        Nice Little Jewish Community You Have Here
        David Frum

        Donald Trump's former longtime adviser Michael Cohen has said of the ex-president, whom he has likened to a Mob boss: "He speaks in code." Trump used the code last week to send a warning to American Jews. "If I don't win this election," he said, "the Jewish people would have a lot to do with a loss."Flanked by American and Israeli flags, Trump delivered this warning at an event in Washington organized by the Republican mega-donor Miriam Adelson. He said he was speaking "very simply and as gently ...

      

      
        A Simple Lab Ingredient Derailed Science Experiments
        Sarah Zhang

        Last year, in July, Reine Protacio's experiments suddenly stopped working. Every scientist encounters baffling results from time to time; you chalk it up to error, repeat the experiment, and hope for the best. But in this case, the problem didn't resolve and in fact spread to other members of the lab: Their yeast, which normally multiples with such intense fecundity that 500 colonies might bloom across a single laboratory dish, had become stunted. Now they were getting just two colonies, maybe th...

      

      
        Trump's Most Misunderstood Policy Proposal
        Oren Cass

        Donald Trump's proposal to impose tariffs as high as 60 percent on imports from China, and a global tariff of 10 to 20 percent, takes the right approach to addressing globalization's failures--but it has drawn resounding mockery from economists, and, in turn, from the mainstream media. "Trump Is Proposing a 10% Tariff. Economists Say That Amounts to a $1,700 Tax on Americans," a representative CBS News headline declared in June.At a moment when the cost of living is consistently one of voters' top...

      

      
        The Quinceanera's Midlife Remix
        Valerie Trapp

        On the day of her big coming-of-age bash, Audrey Calzada wore a tiara. Mariachi played. Friends performed a synchronized dance to Rema's "Calm Down," and she had a mid-party outfit change from a sequined midnight-blue gown to a gold one--just like so many other girls might do at their quinceaneras, the ritual for 15-year-olds that's celebrated across Latin American cultures and their diaspora. But Calzada, who works in the oil industry in Texas, had passed the quinceanera milestone decades ago. Sh...

      

      
        Why Katy Perry Can't Get Her Groove Back
        Spencer Kornhaber

        When people talk about the sparkly, vodka-sloshed sound of pop in the 2000s and early 2010s--an era of music that's romanticized a lot lately--the names of two men tend to come up: Max Martin and Dr. Luke. Because the producers helped shape many of the biggest songs of the new millennium, and because they've often worked together, they're frequently discussed in the same breath. But Katy Perry's new, Luke-driven dud of an album, 143, is an opportunity to examine these producers' separate outlooks--a...

      

      
        The War That Would Not End
        Franklin Foer

        On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with...

      

      
        Republicans Are Finally Tired of Shutting Down the Government
        Russell Berman

        This week, Speaker Mike Johnson surrendered a spending battle that Republicans had hardly even fought. The House will vote on legislation today to avert a government shutdown without demanding any significant concessions from Democrats. In a letter to Republican lawmakers on Sunday, Johnson acknowledged that the bill "is not the solution any of us prefer." But, he wrote, "as history has taught and current polling affirms, shutting the government down less than 40 days from a fateful election woul...

      

      
        Trump Was President Once
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump's best line in the September debate against Vice President Kamala Harris came near the end, when he sought to tie her to the unpopular president under whom she serves."She just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things," Trump said. "Why hasn't she done it? She's been there for three and a half years. They've had three and a hal...

      

      
        On This Corner, January 6 Was a Glorious Revolution
        Hanna Rosin

        Editor's Note: Read Hanna Rosin's story, "The Insurrectionists Next Door". Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsIn Episode 1, we learned that one of our new neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt. In this episode, we learn more about why she moved to D.C. Every night without fail, Witthoeft and her housemates hold a vigil outside the D.C. jail where the rioters arrested for their actions on January 6 are held. We begin visiting these v...

      

      
        Trump and His Allies Are Still Trying to Change Election Rules
        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.This month, a small group of Nebraska state senators found themselves in a position to potentially shape the outcome of the 2024 election.In one of multiple last-ditch efforts to shore up a Trump victory, leaders in the national GOP attempted to change the way that Nebraska allocates its Electoral Colle...

      

      
        The Woo-Woo Caucus Meets
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.If Robert F. Kennedy Jr. were president, this is the kind of Cabinet he might appoint: Vani Hari, a.k.a. the "Food Babe" influencer; The Biggest Loser's Jillian Michaels; the conservative psychologist Jordan B. Peterson and his daughter, the raw-meat enthusiast Mikhaila Peterson Fuller; and 18-year-old Grace Price, a self-identified citizen scientist.The former Democrat turned spoiler presidential candidate served as a he...
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Ellen DeGeneres Still Wants You to Love Her

In her new--and reportedly last--stand-up special, the comedian struggles to find the humor in her mistakes.

by Fran Hoepfner




Ellen DeGeneres has been raising chickens. She loves those chickens, and the feeling, she thinks, is mutual. She watches them play on a little swing. It's been two years since the comedian was last in the public eye, and she's eager to chat about what she's been doing in the interim. "Let me see what else I can tell you about that's been going on," she muses in her latest--and, according to her, last--stand-up special, Netflix's For Your Approval. She's stopped getting Botox injections, she notes. She looks to the theater ceiling for other answers; she briefly glances down at her shoes. Frowning, she takes out a crumpled bit of paper to a smattering of audience support. She looks up. "Oh yeah," she deadpans. "I got kicked out of show business."

After a warm wave of laughter and applause, DeGeneres specifies that the reason she was "kicked out"--a.k.a. deprived of her once-beloved, long-running talk show, following an image-damaging controversy--was that she was "being mean." "You can't be mean and be in show business," she adds, with a wry shake of her head. The set-up prepares viewers for her culminating thoughts on a four-decade career. Capturing the final stop on her "Last Stand ... Up" tour, the special functions as a defiant 70-minute coda, in which the comedian relishes the freedom to let herself off the hook.

For Your Approval's scripted cold open, a common practice for filmed stand-up, is particularly telling. Scored by a twinkling piano, a montage shows highlights from her career: appearing for the first time on The Tonight Show, coming out on her eponymous sitcom, voicing Finding Nemo's Dory, hosting the Oscars. Then, the tone shifts; the music stops. "Breaking news tonight: Is the queen of nice really the queen of mean?" asks a newscaster-y voice. It's an odd first note that infuses the special with an overwrought sentimentality while undercutting the question of how the comedian will address her fall from grace. By the time DeGeneres walks onstage, home viewers may already have a sense that she's looking for sympathy more than laughs. The comedian may joke about her expulsion from Hollywood, but it's clear how hurt she feels. And when it comes to owning her mistakes, DeGeneres struggles to find the humor.

Read: What Ellen's kindness concealed

The incidents serving as her source material date back to March 2020. DeGeneres faced a series of escalating social-media rumors about her purported "meanness," toward both her show's employees and celebrity guests. That July, current and former The Ellen DeGeneres Show staffers made allegations about its workplace culture in a BuzzFeed News report; these ranged from pay inequity and intimidation tactics to microaggressions toward non-white employees. An Ellen spokesperson issued a statement expressing remorse and a commitment to "do better"; staffers followed up by alleging sexual harassment on and off set. (An investigation led to the departure of three executive producers.) The story continued to snowball: Other celebrities came out of the woodwork to share unflattering anecdotes, and #ReplaceEllen trended on Twitter. DeGeneres apologized--first to her staff, then to her audience and the public--and the show continued for 20 more months. But Ellen ended in May 2022, after 19 seasons and sharply declining ratings.

DeGeneres now approaches these allegations, somewhat surprisingly, with a jocular-seeming sense of pride. For being called "the most hated person in America," she complains that there was "no trophy, no awards banquet, nothing." This "sorry, not sorry" stance initially feels fitting for DeGeneres's acerbic wit; she's always pushed boundaries for the sake of a joke, no matter how small (or bad) the target. In the special, she receives some of her biggest laughs when she embraces her past behavior--sharing stories of chasing her employees and scaring them, only to realize, Wait, that doesn't sound very good. These amusingly frank moments ring truer to DeGeneres's style of comedy than the serious asides or justifications that soon follow.

Throughout For Your Approval, DeGeneres sidesteps any real soul-searching about her reported behind-the-scenes conduct. Instead, she makes cracks about her attention deficit disorder (which, she says, explains her short attention span and curt personality), obsessive-compulsive disorder (that's why she's ornery about things being correct), and insufficient qualifications for being anyone's boss. "I don't think Ronald McDonald's the CEO of McDonald's," DeGeneres argues, implying that she sees herself more as a mascot than a leader. These bits start to knock the air out of how she talked about her actions earlier in the special: At their most self-aggrandizing, they warp the language of mental health to explain her failings within a workplace infrastructure.

Read: Sorry/Not Sorry and the Paradox of Louis C.K.

DeGeneres may be right about her bad management skills, but these jokes suggest a lack of self-awareness. She was popular because she seemed kind, not because she seemed morally upstanding, but the abdication of responsibility clouds the comedy. She appears disconnected from why her staff and the public lost their faith in her, in moments even seeming ignorant about how she might have exploited her authority. It's hard to imagine a viewer who's unaware of the controversy coming away with any real sense of its stakes.

By the end of the set, DeGeneres appears to want to remember that more people love her than don't. For Your Approval makes ample use of extended applause breaks, during which the comic soaks up her live audience's attention; the longest of these cheers occurs when DeGeneres brings out her wife, a tearful Portia de Rossi. DeGeneres forgoes humor in these closing minutes to plead that she's nothing if not human. It's a request for grace that she doesn't quite earn.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/09/ellen-degeneres-netflix-special-for-your-approval-review/680036/?utm_source=feed
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How to Stop Self-Obsessing and Be Happier

Some introspection is healthy and necessary, but too much can trap you in a cycle of misery.

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.

In Dante's Inferno, the Roman writer Virgil leads the story's narrator down through the circles of hell. Each circle is more grotesque and frightening than the last, until finally the pair reach the ninth circle, where Satan himself resides. Contrary to what you (or Dante) might expect, the Prince of Darkness is not found laughing maniacally, poking condemned sinners with his pitchfork. Rather, he is stuck up to his waist in a block of solid ice, weeping bitterly.

Satan is so absorbed in his misery that he doesn't even notice the narrator and his guide when they intrude. It is a picture not of wicked glee, but of the darkest depression. Dante's portrait is a very humanly recognizable condition, and inspires pity, not hatred.

If you haven't experienced serious depression, you almost certainly know someone who has. According to Gallup, the proportion of Americans who have been diagnosed with clinical depression at some point in their lifetime reached an all-time high last year, at 29 percent. People describe such a spell as involving a suffocating sadness, an inability to feel pleasure, and a lethargy that makes the smallest tasks seem insurmountable.

But as Dante suggests, another common characteristic might be the most miserable of all. Someone I knew and loved for many years, who lived with disabling depression, told me that what bothered her most was that it made life terribly boring. "All I think about is myself," she told me. Her depression, she said, was like living with a person who won't stop talking, droning on and on about the most tedious topics in the world and making it impossible to concentrate on anything else. This is a phenomenon known as maladaptive self-focus, which does indeed characterize--and perpetuate--major depression.

This symptom contains valuable information for all of us. Even if, mercifully, you are not depressed, you would nonetheless probably like to be happier. You think about yourself a great deal, as we all do, but this almost certainly hurts your happiness, even if your self-preoccupation is not maladaptive. Fortunately, you can learn to think about yourself less--and reap benefits for your well-being.

From the July 1884 issue: The underworld in Homer, Virgil, and Dante

No reliable scientific data exist for how much of our time we spend focusing on ourselves, but we know it is a lot. To begin with, consider what we talk about. One study revealed that when one man talked with another man, about 53 percent of the conversation, on average, was spent discussing his own experiences or relationships. When a woman spoke with another woman, she talked about herself and her relationships or experiences about 39 percent of the time. But that is just the beginning; typically when we aren't talking to others, or are not otherwise engaged, our brains switch to the default mode network--at which point our thinking becomes almost entirely self-referential. Even while we sleep, we are inevitably the star in our dreams. We basically think and talk about ourselves all day and all night.

This intense self-focus makes sense from an evolutionary perspective. As an adult human, you are primarily responsible for your own survival and success, and the very fact that you are alive today means that your prehistoric ancestors also thought sufficiently about these matters--because if they'd failed to, they would have been unlikely to pass on their genes. In that respect, self-referential thinking is a necessary way of staying focused on life's core tasks.

This observation is not just an anachronism from the Pleistocene period; researchers today have shown that people who think about themselves a lot tend to get along well with others and get ahead in life (provided that their thoughts are not excessively negative). Even when such self-focus is pathological, as it is with narcissists, it can still confer benefits. As two psychologists argued in 2015, and other studies have largely confirmed, narcissists tend to do well in short-term mating and dominance hierarchies. In other words, they find it easy to get dates and are initially persuasive as leaders.

That's the upside, but the downside is very significant. Constant self-absorption generally makes you feel terrible. One 2002 meta-analysis of more than 200 studies found a marked positive correlation between self-focused attention and negative affect (bad feelings). Excessive self-referential thinking appears to be especially misery-making for anxious people.

In addition, highly self-focused people tend to struggle to maintain emotional stability. The reason for this is that thinking about yourself causes your worries and afflictions to intrude more into your thinking, and that tends to induce such harmful emotions as anger and jealousy. Arguably worst of all, self-referential thinking can make relationships harder. I noted above that narcissists do well in short-term dating, a finding long-observed by researchers. That is one kind of success, but not something associated with the deep satisfaction of an enduring relationship. Notably, casual sex lowers happiness for most people. That is particularly true for women, who are 21 percent more likely than men to say that a hookup ultimately makes them feel lonely, 19 percent more likely to say that it makes them unhappy, and 14 percent more likely to say that it makes them feel regret.

As I have previously written, studies across the span of people's lives show that secure, long-term relationships are key to the highest levels of life satisfaction. This requires thinking a lot about your partner, and thus less about yourself, which leads to higher, more stable well-being.

Read: Eight books that will inspire you to move your body

Most of life is made up of experiences and impulses we need to keep in balance. We must eat in order to survive and thrive--but not too much and not the wrong things! Exercise is good, but if you get too obsessed with it, you can harm your physical and mental health. So it is with thinking about yourself. You can't stop entirely, nor would you want to if you care about staying alive and well. But I am confident that most of us could cut back a bit on the self-referential thinking and gain substantial happiness benefits.

The problem is that willpower alone doesn't work because, ironically, "I won't think about myself" is an entirely self-referential intention. The solution is constructive distraction.

1. Bring happiness to others.
 A number of researchers over the years have undertaken experiments in which participants are assigned activities and behaviors that they enjoy, as opposed to actions that elevate others (such as making a point of expressing gratitude). You might think that the pleasure principle would win out, but the scholars have consistently found that doing something for another person confers a significant happiness advantage over having a good time for yourself. Two effects are surely at work here: First, when you are looking for ways to help another, you are distracted from your own preoccupations and problems; second, by bringing happiness to someone else, you can "catch" that happiness through what behavioral scientists call emotional contagion.

2. Serve the world.
 An act of kindness toward another person works well--but, as four psychologists showed in 2016, so does an act of kindness to the world in general. The researchers compared acts of generosity directed at specific individuals with general good deeds toward the broader world. This didn't entail Nobel Peace Prize-winning actions, but simply such small-scale generous, considerate behavior as picking up litter or donating to a charity. The researchers found that these good deeds were similar in their beneficial effect on well-being as those aimed at a particular individual.

3. Be more mindful.
 One of the most common characteristics of self-referential thinking is that it is both retrospective and prospective, about what I've done and what I plan to do. So it makes sense that greater discipline about paying attention to the present might help to displace the self-focused thinking that ruminates on the past and the future. One way to improve that present-focused discipline is through mindfulness training, and this comes in at least two basic varieties: focused attention (such as single-point meditation) and open monitoring (such as training to observe the moment with reaction or judgment). Practicing these techniques has been shown by researchers to lower self-referential thinking and--not coincidentally--reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety. These days, any number of mindfulness methods and apps are widely available to help you learn these skills.

Arthur C. Brooks: Three myths and four truths about how to get happier

An ultimate solution to excessive self-referential thinking is to turn one's focus outward to the metaphysical aspects of life. Early Christian writers, such as Saint Augustine in the fourth century, are credited with the concept of homo incurvatus en se, a state of being that involves being curved in on oneself, or ingrown, leading to a restless discomfort with life. Augustine's famous answer for this, in the first paragraph of his Confessions, was "Our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee."

Whether centered on God or not, spiritual traditions teach the paradoxical truth that only by looking outside ourselves can we find ourselves. In the words of the 13th-century Zen Buddhist master Dogen Zenji:

To study the Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be enlightened by all things.

This is precisely what Dante's weeping, self-absorbed Satan missed. We don't have to make this error.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/self-obsession-happiness-dante/680017/?utm_source=feed
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'The First Thing Viewers Do Is Shit Themselves.'

The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front.

by Andrew Ryvkin




In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.

What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, including the Oscar-winning 20 Days in Mariupol, Trofimova's work focused on the invaders. The filmmaker, embedded with a Russian unit for seven months, humanized Moscow's troops as lost, confused, and disheveled. The men joke, miss their families, and even criticize the Russian government, though they never speak against Putin. A love-on-the-front-lines plot trains the viewer's sympathy on the soldiers, even while the film avoids any reference to atrocities committed by Russian forces in Ukraine.

So is Russians at War a propaganda film, as its Ukrainian critics argue? Financed in part by the Canada Media Fund and produced in partnership with Ontario's public broadcaster TVO, Russians at War avoids the trope of "Russian savior liberates ancestral lands from NATO invaders" that is typical of Kremlin propaganda. But all of Trofimova's previous documentaries, filmed in Syria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Iraq, were made for RT--the Kremlin's global propaganda network. In an interview with Deadline, Trofimova claimed that she embedded with a Russian unit without any military authorization, and just "stuck around." In a country where a Wall Street Journal reporter gets sentenced to 16 years for merely handling a piece of paper, an independent filmmaker roaming the front lines, filming military installations, and interviewing soldiers without facing repercussions raises questions. Trofimova did not respond to a request for comment for this article.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

One thing that the confused response to Russians at War makes clear is that eight years after the revelation that Moscow attempted to influence a U.S. presidential election, most Westerners still don't really know how Russian propaganda campaigns work. Americans have become familiar with AI botnets, salaried trolls tweeting in broken English about Texas secession, deranged Russian TV hosts calling for a nuclear strike on New York, and alt-right has-beens. But what to make of a French and Canadian documentary, tucked between Pharrell's Lego-animated film and a Q&A with Zoe Saldana, that seems cozy with the Russian military and blurs the line between entertainment and politics?

Here is a clue: The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front. I know this because I was in that earlier war, and, regrettably, I fought on the wrong side.



I began working for Kremlin-linked media during my junior year in college. At the time, the Russian government was apparently hoping that by leveraging high energy prices, it could regain a bit of the influence it had lost after the Cold War. The state called this being an "energy superpower." In practice, high oil and gas prices abroad translated into more Michelin chefs, German cars, and Italian suits for the select few at home.

In 2005, a close friend introduced me to Konstantin Rykov, known as the godfather of the Russian internet and, later, the man who revolutionized digital propaganda in Russia. In 1998, he launched a website called fuck.ru, which included a provocative magazine and mixed Moscow nightlife, humor, and art. With a blend of pop culture and media savvy, Rykov built an empire of news websites, tabloids, and even online games.

Rykov's latest endeavor at the time of our meeting was The Bourgeois Journal, a glossy luxury-lifestyle magazine aimed at Russia's affluent class. He hired me to head up the St. Petersburg bureau, not because of my background in student journalism, but in large part because I grew up in Boston, meaning that I was fluent in English and, apparently, the ways of the West. During my interview (a sushi-and-vodka breakfast), the word Kremlin never came up.

Rykov made the Journal available, for free, only at the most exclusive restaurants, gyms, private clinics, and five-star hotels. Inside, between ads for Richard Mille watches and prime London real estate, were interviews with figures such as Vladimir Medinsky and Alexander Dugin--now the ideologues behind Russia's war in Ukraine. In a single issue, you could read a review of a restaurant located in a 15th-century building in Maastricht, an essay about the West's fear of a strong Russia, and a report from Art Basel. The Bourgeois Journal used luxury to mask propaganda aimed at Russia's elite.

Like many people working in Russian propaganda at the time, I didn't agree with the narrative that my publication was spreading. And, as most people in propaganda will tell you, I was simply doing my job. I was there a little over a year--selling ads, reviewing restaurants, and occasionally interviewing a Western celebrity. The tedious essays on Russia's place in the world were outweighed by the benefits of running a magazine for the rich: private palaces, private parties, and escapes to the Caribbean sun--something that the birthplace of Dostoyevsky had little of.

After the success of The Bourgeois Journal, Rykov launched Russia.ru, the country's first online television network, in 2007. Here, pro-Kremlin news ran alongside obscene reality shows, attracting nearly 2.5 million viewers a month. The network's slogan, "Glory to Russia"--now a battle cry in Russia's war in Ukraine--demonstrated just how seamlessly Rykov blended patriotism with entertainment to reach an enormous audience.

Building on this, Rykov introduced ZaPutina ("For Putin"), a movement designed to help Vladimir Putin secure an unconstitutional third term. The project included an online platform that aggregated news from various sources, including original reporting from its own correspondents; a ZaPutina campaign bus to take Kremlin-loyal bloggers across the country; and attractive women--proto-influencers--who attended press conferences, introducing themselves by name and their outlet ("For Putin") before asking their questions.

My biggest contribution to Russian propaganda came in 2009. By then, Russia was positioning itself as an inventive, Western-oriented economy. Vladislav Surkov--an adman, a poet, a columnist, and a Kremlin ideologue--dubbed this period one of "managed democracy," which will likely be remembered as the midpoint between Russia's post-Soviet anarchy and its modern-day fascism. Political parties were numerous, but all controlled from the Kremlin, as was almost every form of media. Yet the country sought a veneer of freedom. That's where Honest Monday came in--a prime-time talk show that I co-created, wrote, and co-produced.

Our remit was to reach the sorts of viewers who ignored the in-your-face messaging of broadcast talk shows. Each week, the Kremlin assigned these shows a topic it wanted highlighted, and most would comply in a very blunt fashion: Do this, vote for that, Russia's great. With a young host and a flashy studio modeled on French TV, Honest Monday took a different approach. Every week, I wrote up a summary of the left, center, and right perspectives on the topic we were given; I also delineated a viewpoint that reflected the Kremlin's stance on the matter and sketched a justification for why this view was better than the other three. The producers would then scour the country for guests whose views reflected each of the three perspectives. The three speakers--politicians, celebrities, or pundits--had to defend their stance to, say, a factory worker we flew in from Siberia whose experience was relevant to the topic we covered. The debates were real, many of them heated, and with views contradicting the Kremlin's. Still, the house always won.

Toward the end of our first season, the ratings for Honest Monday dipped, and the Kremlin's tolerance waned. The network introduced a new director. As I recall, he outlined for us his vision of the show's future: "When the viewers tune in, the first thing they should do is shit themselves."

The Kremlin instructed us to take aim at the powerless Russian opposition, and in a matter of weeks, the messaging turned into outright bashing of everything that stood against Putin. I resigned--publicly--by sanctimoniously calling the show's producers and host "Kremlin shills." A couple of years later, two people connected with the Russian propaganda machine lured me outside and assaulted me in broad daylight (one of them later tweeted that he was motivated by a personal issue rather than a political one). When I hit the ground, half a mile from the Kremlin, I was finally out of the game.

Perhaps Rykov's greatest contribution to Russian propaganda remains his cadre of media managers and propagandists, who now grace Kremlin corridors (and U.S. Treasury sanctions lists). One such protege was Vladimir Tabak. Formerly a producer at Russia.ru, he rose to prominence in 2010, when he organized a now-infamous birthday calendar for Putin, featuring 12 female students posing in lingerie and captioned with quotes like "I love you," "Who else but you?," and "You're only better with age." The calendar, designed to create buzz and cultivate Putin's image, dominated the news cycle for weeks. In an interview with the model Naomi Campbell, Putin even commented on how much he liked it. Legend has it that Surkov personally approved the project.

Although Tabak's initial endeavor may have seemed playful, his later efforts illustrate just how insidious his propaganda techniques have become. Since 2020, Tabak has led Dialog, a powerful, Kremlin-affiliated organization tasked with controlling and shaping all social-media narratives in the country. If someone uses social media to criticize, say, the mayor of a small town, Dialog knows about it. According to a joint investigation by the independent Russian outlets Meduza, The Bell, and iStories, the organization took on a significant role during the coronavirus pandemic, virtually monopolizing the flow of COVID-related information in Russia by launching the website Stopkoronavirus.rf as the primary source for daily pandemic updates (the investigation report notes that Dialog denies being associated with this site).

At the height of the pandemic, the Kremlin decided to hold a vote on constitutional amendments that would allow Putin to serve two more terms, and Dialog immediately shifted to encouraging people to go to the polls, downplaying COVID-19 concerns. Later, after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Dialog was reportedly tasked with spreading fake news about the war not just in Russia, but in Ukraine. Some of the narratives included Ukrainian soldiers selling their awards on eBay, high-ranking Ukrainian officials owning expensive property in the European Union, and Kyiv ordering the mobilization of women.

Tabak's organization has become a key player in Russia's digital warfare abroad, including in its most recent campaign targeting Western audiences. On September 4, the U.S. Justice Department seized numerous internet domains allegedly involved in Russia's Doppelganger campaign--an influence operation designed to undermine international support for Ukraine and bolster pro-Russian interests. The domains, many of them made to resemble legitimate news outlets, were linked to Russian companies, including Dialog. According to an unsealed affidavit, the goal of the operation was to spread covert Russian propaganda, manipulate voter sentiment, and influence the 2024 U.S. presidential election.

Doppelganger appears to be a sophisticated operation that used deepfakes, AI, and cybersquatting (registering domains designed to mimic legitimate websites). But the Kremlin's real innovations were those it employed in Russia in the 1990s; in the West today, it is simply repeating the same playbook using new technology. Washingtonpost.pm, a fake news website created to spread Russian propaganda, was an evolution of the fake newspapers that circulated in Russia during the '90s ahead of elections. The purpose of those outlets--made to resemble legitimate media but filled with kompromat, gossip, and propaganda--was to get the right people elected.

Since the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian propaganda has churned out absurd and repulsive lies, such as that Ukraine has biolabs where NATO scientists are working on a virus that targets Slavic DNA, and that Zelensky, who is Jewish, presides over a neo-Nazi regime. Yet, in a way, it has become honest with itself--at least for the domestic audience. There's no longer a need for platforms like Russia.ru or The Journal, because the message is clear: This is who we are, and you're either with us or against us. And yet, the entertainment aspect didn't disappear. Rather, it was absorbed into the propaganda machine through the Institute for Internet Development.

Founded in 2015 with Kremlin backing, and currently under the direction of the former Journal producer Alexey Goreslavsky, the IID helps direct state funds toward producing everything from box-office releases to YouTube videos, blogs, and video games. With a yearly budget of more than $200 million, it dwarfs any private film studio or streaming platform in Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the institute has become the go-to hub for content. Initially, its output was dull and overtly propagandistic, but that has changed. Its catalog now includes 20/22, a TV series about a soldier fighting in Ukraine and his anti-war girlfriend, as well as A Thug's Word, a 1980s period piece about a street gang, which became the No. 1 show in Russia and surprisingly popular in Ukraine--much to the dismay of the Ukrainian government. A Thug's Word contains no politics, no war, and no Putin, yet IID--a propaganda organization--considers it its greatest success, because it legitimized the institute in the world of popular entertainment, which it fought so hard to break into.

One reason Russian propaganda is running circles around the West is that the internet was one of the few domains where the Russian state arrived late, forcing it to co-opt those who understood it. RuNet, the Russian segment of the World Wide Web, was created--and run--by people like Rykov: artsy 20-somethings, filled with cynicism, post-Soviet disillusionment, and a cyberpunk mentality. The collapse of the Soviet Union taught them that truth was whatever they wanted it to be, and that survival was the ultimate goal. The advertising executives, philosophy students, and creatives who once made video art, lewd calendars, and scandalous zines are the same minds who in 2016 said, "Let's make memes about Hillary Clinton," and in 2024 suggested using AI to flood X with believable comments. In many ways, this confrontation mirrors what's happening in Ukraine: This time, however, the West is the massive, unwieldy force being outsmarted by a smaller, more tech-savvy adversary.

The good news is that the Kremlin is a graveyard of talent. In time, every gifted person I knew who went behind its brick walls was devoured by deceit, paranoia, and fear of losing one's place in the sun. Konstantin Rykov was exceptional at his job, so much so that the Kremlin offered him a seat in the Russian Parliament when he was just 28. He accepted the offer. But being a member of the Duma Committee on Science and High Technologies and the Committee for Support in the Field of Electronic Media wasn't the same as being the editor of fuck.ru. Despite being involved in some foreign influence operations, Rykov, now 45, hasn't produced any significant work for Russian audiences since he joined Parliament.

From the December 2021 issue: The bad guys are winning

Asked by an audience member in Toronto whether Russia was responsible for the war in Ukraine, Trofimova replied, "I think there are a lot of other factors involved. Yeah, like they are definitely sending troops in to solve whatever grievances there are." Even if it wasn't financed by Moscow, Russians at War reminds me of a Rykov production: slick, scandalous, and with a ton of free press. The message the film conveys is that war, not the country that started it, is bad in this scenario. Trofimova seems to portray Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and the astonishing scale of the atrocities it has committed there, as something impersonal and inexorable, like a tsunami: We can only accept it and sympathize with the victims, including Russian soldiers.

I stopped working for the Kremlin long before the Russo-Ukrainian war, and whatever I did as the head of a magazine bureau and as a talk-show producer pales in comparison with what some of my former colleagues are doing today. Still, I know that in every bullet flying toward Ukraine--the country where my parents were born--there's a small part of me. I wonder if Trofimova sees that she's part of it, too.
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A Harmless Volcanic Eruption Has Its Charms

Kilauea's eruption last week was a chance to appreciate Earth's most powerful forces.

by Robin George Andrews






Earth is an endlessly convulsing world. So much of it is in disequilibrium, riddled by heat, pressure, and chemicals trying to get from their current location to somewhere else. And these forces are powerful enough that they manifest in ways that inadvertently make us feel small: tremendous hurricanes barreling across the sea, thundering earthquakes that can tear apart mountains, tsunamis that wash over and subjugate the land with a preternatural ease. Put us surface dwellers in their path, and we are existentially vulnerable. Natural wonders become disasters.



The same is true for plenty of erupting volcanoes, whether they're exploding with cataclysmic force or oozing incandescent molten rock. But not always. In fact, most volcanic eruptions are harmless--and the latest outburst on the island of Hawaii was one of the loveliest displays of volcanism in quite some time.



Earlier this month, a fissure--a thin schism in the crust--opened in a remote, crater-filled area of the Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, on the slopes of the Kilauea volcano. The outrush of lava began on a Sunday night, but the embers were obscured by heavy rainfall; the only reason scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey's Hawaiian Volcano Observatory knew anything was happening was because their instruments detected a spike in telltale tremors and muffled thuds, hinting at rapidly moving magma and venting vapors. During a helicopter flight the next day, volcanologists spotted that new fissure's scar tissue between Makaopuhi Crater and Napau Crater, but no freshly extruded lava. Almost as soon as the volcano had started acting up, it took a little break.



The pause was one of several diminuendos during this recent, multiday eruption. But each time the volcano started up again, new fissures would score blazing lines across the national park. At one point, a magnificent waterfall-like torrent of lava was seen gushing over the walls of Napau Crater. Then, on September 20, as suddenly as they had begun, the volcanic theatrics ended: No new lava was erupting from the site. And a few days later, the eruption was officially declared to be over.



Unlike eruptions from a volcano's clearly identifiable vent, volcanic fissures can pop up anywhere that migrating magma deems fit, which makes them somewhat stealthy and decidedly treacherous to the towns or cities built around them. In this instance, magma found its skylight in a secluded spot. And so it became one of those eruptions that are harmless to us--just the planet letting off a bit of steam. Watching molten rock twist and turn, dance and meander, can inspire a sense of awe. In a world rife with disaster, a little eruption like last week's fireworks in Hawaii can be almost soul-soothing. Look at that! Earth's just doing its wondrous, beautiful thing.



The better that scientists understand these primeval forces, the more likely they can help everyone else maintain some of this appreciation, even when eruptions become dangerous. In Iceland, for instance, the lava that emerged from the middle of the Reykjanes Peninsula in March 2021, for the first time in eight centuries, began as a dramatic spectacle. Lava quickly fountained from a series of fissures into the sky, before pouring into several uninhabited valleys next to a mountain named Fagradalsfjall. Thousands of revelers sat atop the surrounding hills, watching the eruption as if they were audience members in a volcanic amphitheater. This eruption was followed by two additional outbursts in the same general location before the magmatic forge beneath Reykjanes decided to set up shop elsewhere on the peninsula--this time, near a crucial geothermal power plant and the town of Grindavik.



That town has now been besieged by multiple incursions of lava. Lava-deflecting walls--barriers of volcanic rock, which are extended or shifted to combat new fissures--have kept it from being destroyed. But should lava overrun one of these walls, or a fissure unzip the crust in a populated area, people's lives would be directly imperiled. For Grindavik, this has been a slow-moving disaster of sorts: The repeatedly evacuated site has been essentially a ghost town for almost a year now. Still, to date, not a single person has died as a direct result of the Reykjanes Peninsula's new volcanism. If the last salvo of eruptions is anything to go by, this flurry of fiery rivers will keep emerging for several decades to come--a testament to both Earth's power and our capacity to coexist with it.



Volcanic eruptions are certainly complicated, but if they happen often enough and are comprehensively monitored, scientists can get rather good at tracking them. And when volcanic activity is a part of people's daily lives, it might be feared, or marveled at, or respected, but it can also be better understood. Iceland's volcanologists, for example, have managed to decode the seismic rumblings of the peninsula's underworld, and track the changing shape of the ground itself, to know precisely when and where the next eruption will begin. They are, in effect, having an ongoing conversation with the volcanic creature under their feet.



Kilauea, too, can be a troublesome volcano. Lava appearing in its summit, or sneaking out of fissures on its flanks, can light up the night sky with a striking vermilion glow, threatening nobody. But in 2018, for example, a Kilauea eruption destroyed more than 700 homes, displaced about 3,000 people, and caused hundreds of millions of dollars in damages. That molten rock deleted entire neighborhoods. And volcanologists, who have studied Kilauea for more than a century, are still trying to working out exactly what its magmatic circulatory system looks like. But they can also use the volcano's seismic symphonies and swelling rooftop to track the subterranean movement of magma. If it's heading toward a populated area, or somewhere upslope from one, they can sound the alarm. If it's merely putting on a show, as in the case of this latest conflagration, scientists can chronicle the eruption, take samples of its lava, and get some good practice for a genuine emergency--while us lucky passersby get to gleefully witness it.
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High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes

AI-generated child-sexual-abuse images are flooding the web.

by Matteo Wong




For years now, generative AI has been used to conjure all sorts of realities--dazzling paintings and startling animations of worlds and people, both real and imagined. This power has brought with it a tremendous dark side that many experts are only now beginning to contend with: AI is being used to create nonconsensual, sexually explicit images and videos of children. And not just in a handful of cases--perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this technology, either directly victimized themselves or made aware of other students who have been.



This morning, the Center for Democracy and Technology, a nonprofit that advocates for digital rights and privacy, released a report on the alarming prevalence of nonconsensual intimate imagery (or NCII) in American schools. In the past school year, the center's polling found, 15 percent of high schoolers reported hearing about a "deepfake"--or AI-generated image--that depicted someone associated with their school in a sexually explicit or intimate manner. Generative-AI tools have "increased the surface area for students to become victims and for students to become perpetrators," Elizabeth Laird, a co-author of the report and the director of equity in civic technology at CDT, told me. In other words, whatever else generative AI is good for--streamlining rote tasks, discovering new drugs, supplanting human art, attracting hundreds of billions of dollars in investments--the technology has made violating children much easier.



Today's report joins several others documenting the alarming prevalence of AI-generated NCII. In August, Thorn, a nonprofit that monitors and combats the spread of child-sexual-abuse material (CSAM), released a report finding that 11 percent of American children ages 9 to 17 know of a peer who has used AI to generate nude images of other kids. A United Nations institute for international crime recently co-authored a report noting the use of AI-generated CSAM to groom minors and finding that, in a recent global survey of law enforcement, more than 50 percent had encountered AI-generated CSAM.



Although the number of official reports related to AI-generated CSAM are relatively small--roughly 5,000 tips in 2023 to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, compared with tens of millions of reports about other abusive images involving children that same year--those figures were possibly underestimated and have been growing. It's now likely that "there are thousands of new [CSAM] images being generated a day," David Thiel, who studies AI-generated CSAM at Stanford, told me. This summer, the U.K.-based Internet Watch Foundation found that in a one-month span in the spring, more than 3,500 examples of AI-generated CSAM were uploaded to a single dark-web forum--an increase from the 2,978 uploaded during the previous September.



Overall reports involving or suspecting CSAM have been rising for years. AI tools have arrived amid a "perfect storm," Sophie Maddocks, who studies image-based sexual abuse and is the director of research and outreach at the Center for Media at Risk at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. The rise of social-media platforms, encrypted-messaging apps, and accessible AI image and video generators have made it easier to create and circulate explicit, nonconsensual material on an internet that is permissive, and even encouraging, of such behavior. The result is a "general kind of extreme, exponential explosion" of AI-generated sexual-abuse imagery, Maddocks said.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of school now

Policing all of this is a major challenge. Most people use social- and encrypted-messaging apps--which include iMessage on the iPhone, and WhatsApp--for completely unremarkable reasons. Similarly, AI tools such as face-swapping apps may have legitimate entertainment and creative value, even if they can also be abused. Meanwhile, open-source generative-AI programs, some of which may have sexually explicit images and even CSAM in their training data, are easy to download and use. Generating a fake, sexually explicit image of almost anybody is "cheaper and easier than ever before," Alexandra Givens, the president and CEO of CDT, told me. Among U.S. schoolchildren, at least, the victims tend to be female, according to CDT's survey.



Tech companies do have ways of detecting and stopping the spread of conventional CSAM, but they are easily circumvented by AI. One of the main ways that law enforcement and tech companies such as Meta are able to detect and remove CSAM is by using a database of digital codes, a sort of visual fingerprint, that correspond to every image of abuse that researchers are aware of on the web, Rebecca Portnoff, the head of data science at Thorn, told me. These codes, known as "hashes," are automatically created and cross-referenced so that humans don't have to review every potentially abusive image. This has worked so far because much conventional CSAM consists of recirculated images, Thiel said. But the ease with which people can now generate slightly altered, or wholly fabricated, abusive images could quickly outpace this approach: Even if law-enforcement agencies could add 5,000 instances of AI-generated CSAM to the list each day, Thiel said, 5,000 new ones would exist the next.



In theory, AI could offer its own kind of solution to this problem. Models could be trained to detect explicit or abusive imagery, for example. Thorn has developed machine-learning models that can detect unknown CSAM. But designing such programs is difficult because of the sensitive training data required. "In the case of intimate images, it's complicated," Givens said. "For images involving children, it is illegal." Training an image to classify CSAM involves acquiring CSAM, which is a crime, or working with an organization that is legally authorized to store and handle such images.



"There are no silver bullets in this space," Portnoff said, "and to be effective, you are really going to need to have layered interventions across the entire life cycle of AI." That will likely require significant, coordinated action from AI companies, cloud-computing platforms, social-media giants, researchers, law-enforcement officials, schools, and more, which could be slow to come about. Even then, somebody who has already downloaded an open-source AI model could theoretically generate endless CSAM, and use those synthetic images to train new, abusive AI programs.



Still, the experts I spoke with weren't fatalistic. "I do still see that window of opportunity" to stop the worst from happening, Portnoff said. "But we have to grab it before we miss it." There is a growing awareness of and commitment to preventing the spread of synthetic CSAM. After Thiel found CSAM in one of the largest publicly available image data sets used to train AI models, the data set was taken down; it was recently reuploaded without any abusive content. In May, the White House issued a call to action for combatting CSAM to tech companies and civil society, and this summer, major AI companies including OpenAI, Google, Meta, and Microsoft agreed to a set of voluntary design principles that Thorn developed to prevent their products from generating CSAM. Two weeks ago, the White House announced another set of voluntary commitments to fight synthetic CSAM from several major tech companies. Portnoff told me that, while she always thinks "we can be moving faster," these sorts of commitments are "encouraging for progress."

Read: AI is about to make social media (much) more toxic

Tech companies, of course, are only one part of the equation. Schools also have a responsibility as the frequent sites of harm, although Laird told me that, according to CDT's survey results, they are woefully underprepared for this crisis. In CDT's survey, less than 20 percent of high-school students said their school had explained what deepfake NCII is, and even fewer said the school had explained how sharing such images is harmful or where to report them. A majority of parents surveyed said that their child's school had provided no guidance relating to authentic or AI-generated NCII. Among teachers who had heard of a sexually abusive deepfake incident, less than 40 percent reported that their school had updated its sexual-harassment policies to include synthetic images. What procedures do exist tend to focus on punishing students without necessarily accounting for the fact that many adolescents may not fully understand that they are harming someone when they create or share such material. "This cuts to the core of what schools are intended to do," Laird said, "which is to create a safe place for all students to learn and thrive."



Synthetic sexually abusive images are a new problem, but one that governments, media outlets, companies, and civil-society groups should have begun considering, and working to prevent, years ago, when the deepfake panic began in the late 2010s. Back then, many pundits were focused on something else entirely: AI-generated political disinformation, the fear of which bred government warnings and hearings and bills and entire industries that churn to this day.



All the while, the technology had the potential to transform the creation and nature of sexually abusive images. As early as 2019, online monitoring found that 96 percent of deepfake videos were nonconsensual pornography. Advocates pointed this out, but were drowned out by fears of nationally and geopolitically devastating AI-disinformation campaigns that have yet to materialize. Political deepfakes threatened to make it impossible to believe what you see, Maddocks told me. But for victims of sexual assault and harassment, "people don't believe what they see, anyway," she said. "How many rape victims does it take to come forward before people believe what the rapist did?" This deepfake crisis has always been real and tangible, and is now impossible to ignore. Hopefully, it's not too late to do something about it.
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Cultural Shifts Alone Won't Persuade People to Have Kids

You still need the economic winds at your back.

by Stephanie H. Murray




When the U.S. fertility rate began falling, toward the end of the 2000s, it at first seemed a predictable response to the hardships of the Great Recession. But as the economy has recovered, fertility has only continued dropping, reaching yet another historic low last year--and raising doubts among some commentators about whether financial concerns are the true cause. Multiple books by such doubters have recently argued, each in its own way, that the primary factors holding people back from parenthood are not economic but cultural. They have cited America's excessively individualistic and intensive approach to parenting, or the lack of a shared faith that children are a blessing, or a growing ambivalence about whether bringing life into the world is truly a worthy pursuit. Academics, bloggers, and pop pronatalists have meanwhile pointed to a shift in priorities among young people, the low status of motherhood, and the excesses of modern childhood as likely culprits.

Many proponents of these culture-based views draw on a variety of at least outwardly puzzling economic facts to bolster their case. For instance, fertility tends to fall as countries get richer, which is not what you'd expect if people's ability to afford children is the issue. Policies aimed at boosting the birth rate with financial incentives have had fairly modest impacts where they've been tried. And fertility has been falling even in countries such as Finland and Sweden, where parents receive broad state support. All of this, the argument goes, suggests that whatever is driving down fertility probably doesn't have much to do with money. As Christine Emba wrote recently in The Atlantic, "No amount of money or social support will inspire people to have children--not unless there is some deeper certainty that doing so makes sense." Or as Elizabeth Nolan Brown wrote for Reason, it's not child care or paid parental leave that American parents need, but a "vibe shift."

Read: The real reason people aren't having kids

I have no problem believing that culture plays a role in young people's growing hesitation to have kids. In fact, I've made a version of this argument myself. And ample evidence indicates that cultural beliefs, values, and norms play an enormous role in household decision making in general, and fertility decisions in particular, Matthias Doepke, a London School of Economics professor, told me. But it would be a mistake to assume that a society's culture and economy are quite so unrelated. Culture doesn't just "fall out of the sky," Doepke told me. To some extent, culture reflects the material reality in which it operates, and evolves in conjunction with it. This means that anyone who would like to see a shift in cultural attitudes toward child-rearing cannot ignore the economic barriers to such a transformation.

Contrary to arguments purporting otherwise, the notion that falling fertility has little to do with economics is hardly a settled matter. Many of those who assert as much overlook the extent to which the economics of child-rearing have changed in a relatively short time span. For most of human history, as Doepke told me, having children was not a luxury but a necessity. People didn't have kids despite material deprivation but as a means of avoiding it.

Things are of course very different today, for well-documented reasons. With the emergence of labor markets and the decline of agriculture, the outlawing of child labor and the institution of mandatory education, as well as the creation of public pensions and Medicare, many adults no longer have to (or can) rely as much on their own kids to survive. Instead, as Jonathan Rauch wrote in The Atlantic years ago, we depend on other people's kids, in ways so diffuse that it is easy to forget that we will, at some point, be dependent on anyone at all. Meanwhile, the costs of child-rearing are still largely borne by individual parents. This has created a strange situation in which, as the economist Nancy Folbre wrote in a 1994 paper, everyone relies in numerous ways on the generations of children that come after us, but raising children yourself doesn't end up making a ton of economic sense. This reality is not unique to the United States: Swedes and Finns, too, have powerful financial incentives to minimize the number of children they have.

Read: To have or not have children

The relationship between culture and economics is not a settled matter either. In reality, the boundary between the two is blurrier than many people imagine. "Even the variables that we consider purely economic, like the level of technology, productivity, and so on, have very strong cultural aspects," Enrico Spolaore, a Tufts University economics professor, told me. Although the researchers I spoke with had subtly different perspectives on how the economy shapes culture, they all agreed that it inevitably does. And plenty of research backs them up. A study published in 2020, for example, found that regions of the world where people have historically relied on rice farming--which requires extensive cooperation among farmers to manage water use--tend to have more rigid social norms than regions where people have farmed wheat, which requires less neighborly collaboration. In a similar vein, agricultural societies that relied on plows, which favored male upper-body strength and led to a gendering of farmwork, have less egalitarian attitudes toward gender roles today. The transatlantic trade in enslaved people, which produced a dearth of men in West Africa, helps explain the comparatively high prevalence of polygyny there now.

In other words, if you're looking for the source of some cultural ailment or oddity, it's worth examining the economy underpinning it. Indeed, Doepke's research suggests that one of the driving forces behind the United States' intensive parenting culture is the country's extreme economic inequality, which leads some parents to worry about potentially dire consequences should their children fall behind.

This feedback loop between culture and economics can be tricky to observe because it does not occur in real time. As the studies above suggest, cultural norms can linger long after the economic incentives that bolstered them have fallen away. It takes years, decades, even centuries for norms to erode under economic pressure. And many values can take a while to catch up to new material realities. Attitudes toward working mothers, for example, have changed drastically over time as more women have entered the workforce, but "with a lag," Doepke told me. It's entirely possible that the sidelining of child-rearing in young people's priorities we are witnessing today is an adaptation to economic shifts from previous eras. That is precisely what Folbre suggested might happen in her paper from 30 years ago. "In the long run," she warned, "failure to remunerate commitments to parental labor may weaken the values, norms, and preferences that supply it"--that is, you can free ride on parents' labor for only so long before people start to question the idea that having kids is important or fulfilling.

Read: The two ways to raise a country's birth rate

None of this is to say that culture is wholly a by-product of the underlying economy--only that each inevitably shapes and constrains the other. As it happens, a pair of recent papers help shed light on how this interplay between cultural norms and economic incentives pushed fertility lower in the past.

Technically, the present baby bust in America and elsewhere did not begin with the Great Recession but resumed. The now-global trend toward low fertility has been under way for some time, beginning with France in the late 18th century. Demographers consider France's fertility decline a bit mysterious, because it happened several decades before declines in any other country and despite the fact that France was still relatively poor at the time. Cultural factors played an enormous role in this process. Before the late 18th century, any attempt to limit the number of children one had in marriage was strictly prohibited by the Catholic Church and socially disapproved of. "You would be shunned by your village, your town, your family," Spolaore, a co-author of one of the papers, told me. But in 1760 or so, France's turn toward secularization lifted this taboo, and fertility started to fall. In other European countries, fertility rates dropped first in regions culturally similar to France, such as the French-speaking part of Belgium, underscoring how new ideas about fertility control flowed through social channels.

Although these findings emphasize the cultural roots of fertility decline, they also demonstrate how material conditions work to enable or constrain such cultural innovation.

Within France, secularization decreased fertility only "in regions with high population density--that is, where economic incentives to lower fertility and increase education were already in place," Guillaume Blanc, a University of Manchester economics professor and the author of one of the studies, told me. And in French-speaking regions outside France, the ideas necessary to bring about fertility decline could not have taken hold absent certain economic preconditions, Spolaore told me. Rural agricultural areas--where having many children remained an economic boon to a couple, and child-rearing came with few financial trade-offs--saw no such cultural transformation. That makes sense: Few in these areas were sitting around looking for reasons to justify having smaller families. "The intrinsic incentives to have fewer kids have to be there," Spolaore told me.

If the goal is to increase fertility, neither cultural nor economic solutions are likely to work in isolation, Spolaore told me, comparing them to two blades in a pair of scissors. "You need two parts of the scissor to cut something," he said--they work in concert. If he's right, and if the goal is to reverse the birth rate's downward spiral, it would be a mistake to dismiss family policies aimed at making child-rearing more affordable. As long as the United States' threadbare safety net gives people so far to fall, it may not be possible to temper the country's intensive-parenting culture. As long as raising children comes at such tremendous personal expense, parents and partners may hesitate to reassure their loved ones that it's a worthy undertaking. And attempts to convince people of the tremendous value of parenthood may ring hollow if they aren't paired with material support. It is far, far easier to enact cultural change with the economic winds at your back.



  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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OpenAI Takes Its Mask Off

Another restructure, and the clearest signal yet of what the company really is

by Karen Hao




There's a story about Sam Altman that has been repeated often enough to become Silicon Valley lore. In 2012, Paul Graham, a co-founder of the famed start-up accelerator Y Combinator and one of Altman's biggest mentors, sat Altman down and asked if he wanted to take over the organization.



The decision was a peculiar one: Altman was only in his late 20s, and at least on paper, his qualifications were middling. He had dropped out of Stanford to found a company that ultimately hadn't panned out. After seven years, he'd sold it for roughly the same amount that his investors had put in. The experience had left Altman feeling so professionally adrift that he'd retreated to an ashram. But Graham had always had intense convictions about Altman. "Within about three minutes of meeting him, I remember thinking, 'Ah, so this is what Bill Gates must have been like when he was 19,'" Graham once wrote. Altman, too, excelled at making Graham and other powerful people in his orbit happy--a trait that one observer called Altman's "greatest gift." As Jessica Livingston, another YC co-founder, would tell The New Yorker in 2016, "There wasn't a list of who should run YC and Sam at the top. It was just: Sam." Altman would smile uncontrollably, in a way that Graham had never seen before. "Sam is extremely good at becoming powerful," Graham said in that same article.



The elements of this story--Altman's uncanny ability to ascend and persuade people to cede power to him--have shown up throughout his career. After co-chairing OpenAI with Elon Musk, Altman sparred with him for the title of CEO; Altman won. And in the span of just a few hours yesterday, the public learned that Mira Murati, OpenAI's chief technology officer and the most important leader at the company besides Altman, is departing along with two other crucial executives: Bob McGrew, the chief research officer, and Barret Zoph, a vice president of research who was instrumental in launching ChatGPT and GPT-4o, the "omni" model that, during its reveal, sounded uncannily like Scarlett Johansson. To top it off, Reuters, The Wall Street Journal, and Bloomberg reported that OpenAI is planning to turn away from its nonprofit roots and become a for-profit enterprise that could be valued at $150 billion. Altman reportedly could receive 7 percent equity in the new arrangement--or the equivalent of $10.5 billion if the valuation pans out. (The Atlantic recently entered a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



In a post on X yesterday, Altman said that the leadership departures were each independent of one another and amicable, but that they were happening "all at once, so that we can work together for a smooth handover to the next generation of leadership." In regards to OpenAI's restructuring, a company spokesperson gave me a statement it has given before: "We remain focused on building AI that benefits everyone, and as we've previously shared, we're working with our board to ensure that we're best positioned to succeed in our mission." The company will continue to run a nonprofit, although it is unclear what function it will serve.



I started reporting on OpenAI in 2019, roughly around when it first began producing noteworthy research. The company was founded as a nonprofit with a mission to ensure that AGI--a theoretical artificial general intelligence, or an AI that meets or exceeds human potential--would benefit "all of humanity." At the time, OpenAI had just released GPT-2, the language model that would set OpenAI on a trajectory toward building ever larger models and lead to its release of ChatGPT. In the six months following the release of GPT-2, OpenAI would make many more announcements, including Altman stepping into the CEO position, its addition of a for-profit arm technically overseen and governed by the nonprofit, and a new multiyear partnership with, and $1 billion investment from, Microsoft. In August of that year, I embedded in OpenAI's office for three days to profile the company. That was when I first noticed a growing divergence between OpenAI's public facade, carefully built around a narrative of transparency, altruism, and collaboration, and how the company was run behind closed doors: obsessed with secrecy, profit-seeking, and competition.



I've continued to follow OpenAI closely ever since, and that rift has only grown--leading to repeated clashes within the company between groups who have vehemently sought to preserve their interpretation of OpenAI's original nonprofit ethos and those who have aggressively pushed the company toward something that, in their view, better serves the mission (namely, launching products that get its technologies into the hands of more people). I am now writing a book about OpenAI, and in the process have spoken with dozens of people within and connected to the company.



In a way, all of the changes announced yesterday simply demonstrate to the public what has long been happening within the company. The nonprofit has continued to exist until now. But all of the outside investment--billions of dollars from a range of tech companies and venture-capital firms--goes directly into the for-profit, which also hires the company's employees. The board crisis at the end of last year, in which Altman was temporarily fired, was a major test of the balance of power between the two. Of course, the money won, and Altman ended up on top.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

Murati and the other executives' departures follow several leadership shake-ups since that crisis. Greg Brockman, a co-founder and OpenAI's president, went on leave in August, and Ilya Sutskever, another co-founder and the company's chief scientist, departed along with John Schulman, a founding research scientist, and many others. Notably, Sutskever and Murati had both approached the board with concerns about Altman's behavior, which fed into the board's decision to exercise its ousting power, according to The New York Times. Both executives reportedly described a pattern of Altman manipulating the people around him to get what he wanted. And Altman, many people have told me, pretty consistently gets what he wants. (Through her lawyer, Murati denied this characterization of her actions to the Times.)



The departure of executives who were present at the time of the crisis suggests that Altman's consolidation of power is nearing completion. Will this dramatically change what OpenAI is or how it operates? I don't think so. For the first time, OpenAI's public structure and leadership are simply honest reflections of what the company has been--in effect, the will of a single person. "Just: Sam."
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The Anti-abortion Activists Who Want to Stop People From Having Kids

The fight over IVF is really about who can start a family.

by Kristen V. Brown




In the days after former President Donald Trump declared that he'd make in vitro fertilization more accessible for Americans, the anti-abortion movement went to work. The activist Lila Rose urged her social-media followers not to vote for Trump, equating his enthusiasm for IVF with support for abortion. The Pro-Life Action League asked Trump to walk back his remarks, citing the "hundreds of thousands" of embryos that would be destroyed. Meanwhile, Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Life of America, tagged Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, in a social-media post arguing a different point: that the policy would "be encouraging families to delay childbirth." Supporting IVF, in other words, would give women a free pass to put off child-rearing until they felt like it.

Anti-abortion groups have long had an uneasy relationship with IVF, because embryos are sometimes destroyed in the course of treatment, which is a problem if you believe that embryos are people. After Trump promised that he would make the government or insurers cover the cost of the procedure, though, a different anti-IVF argument has gained ground among some anti-abortion activists. IVF isn't just destroying life, they say--it's destroying the sanctity of the American nuclear-family unit.

The technological marvel of growing embryos in a petri dish has opened up biological parenthood to new groups of people, and not just those dealing with more traditional reproductive challenges. It's helped enable a large cohort of women to have their first child in their late 30s and beyond. That change, alongside growing numbers of single women and LGBTQ couples seeking to have genetically related kids of their own, has helped fuel a veritable IVF boom. And IVF, in turn, has radically expanded the American notion of family beyond the default of mom, dad, and children.

Some of the most vocal opponents of IVF also oppose that changing definition of family. After Trump's endorsement of IVF for all, Katy Faust, an anti-abortion activist, posted on X that "when you vote to 'protect' or subsidize #IVF, you are endorsing the manufacture of intentionally fatherless and motherless children"--that is, she suggests, children whose parents are single or queer. Hawkins told me in an interview that waiting to have a child until it becomes biologically challenging is a choice women aren't entitled to make, and going through IVF asserts the same problematic bodily autonomy that abortion does. "We're commodifying children," she said.

Read: An unexpected window into the Trump campaign

But the movement to limit IVF has far less support than the anti-abortion movement. In a Pew Research Center poll published in May, 63 percent of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents said they support IVF, as did 60 percent of those who said abortion should be illegal. "As the reproductive-justice movement has become more mainstream, so has the idea that, not just that you have the right to abortion, but also that you also have the right to have children," Lisa Campo-Engelstein, the chair of bioethics at the University of Texas Medical Branch, told me. "For the conservatives, that makes them very worried." (Hawkins told me exactly that: "Children are not a right. They are a privilege.") So now some activists are telling a different story about IVF: that it's expanded the ability to have a family to specific groups of people who, in their view, shouldn't.

The roots of this tactic go back more than half a century. Even before the birth of the first test-tube baby, conservative thinkers were distinctly preoccupied with what IVF might do to the structure of the American family. IVF was originally conceived to serve a very narrow medical purpose: allowing women with blocked fallopian tubes to get pregnant. Writing in 1972, the physician and bioethicist Leon Kass surmised that once IVF was achieved, nothing would limit it to infertile married couples. "Why stop at couples?" he wrote. "What about single women, widows, or lesbians?" As the fertility historian Margaret Marsh and the gynecologist Wanda Ronner wrote in their IVF history, The Pursuit of Parenthood, "Conservatives were almost universally opposed to in vitro fertilization as a threat to the moral order." After IVF arrived in the United States in 1981, Kass's predictions proved true: IVF became just one of the many tools that has removed barriers to parenthood for more diverse groups of people, alongside changes to adoption laws and less invasive technologies such as intrauterine insemination.

Anti-abortion activists maintained an uneasy peace with these new reproductive technologies until earlier this year, when the Alabama Supreme Court ruled that frozen embryos should be considered children. In the aftermath of the ruling, clinics in the state stopped providing the treatment for fear of legal liability. Defense of IVF on both sides of the aisle came swiftly. In Alabama, lawmakers passed legislation protecting clinics. Republican lawmakers tripped over themselves to pledge their support, even as those in the Senate blocked Democrats' IVF-protection bill twice.

Read: Christian parents have a blueprint for IVF

The anti-abortion movement has long claimed to be defenders of American families, and in recent weeks, some members have called on Trump to reduce the costs associated with childbirth instead of IVF. Since the Alabama ruling, they've also had to defend their objections to technology that has helped many people build families. Some have argued that fertility treatment harms women and families, because it can be sold as a miracle cure rather than the crapshoot that it is. Behind the scenes, the anti-abortion movement has been circulating talking points and policy recommendations designed to curb the practice of IVF. They've already had one major win, when the Southern Baptist Convention condemned IVF at its annual meeting this June.

These advocates are right about what's at stake: Making IVF more affordable would expand even further the ranks of American parents. Most Americans who give birth through IVF are white. And rich, married, and heterosexual people tend to have the easiest access. The majority of people do not have benefits that cover fertility treatments, which average close to $50,000 per patient. Only about half of large employers offered fertility coverage in 2022, and fewer than half of states mandate coverage. And many fertility benefits that do exist exclude access to treatment for LGBTQ and single people. In Arkansas, a state mandate requires that eggs be fertilized with a spouse's sperm to get coverage. Even deep-blue New York City's health-insurance plan, which covers IVF for all employees, doesn't cover costs associated with egg or sperm donation or with surrogacy, which LGBTQ couples or single people might require to start a family. Just this past March, the Department of Defense extended its own benefits policy after a lawsuit charged that the policy was discriminatory because it offered benefits only to married, heterosexual people.

Read: More people should be talking about IVF the way Tim Walz is

Trump's vision of fertility care for all could upend this status quo, making IVF benefits universal, rather than a perk of whom you work for or what state you live in. It could make parenthood more accessible to people who aren't married and white and wealthy and heterosexual. And for anti-abortion activists, that might be the biggest threat of all.
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The Modern Political Assassin

"The anger comes first. The shopping for the cause comes next."

by Hanna Rosin




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

One prevailing stereotype of a political assassin is someone with strong convictions: John Wilkes Booth, for example, who is thought to have shot Abraham Lincoln because he was a Confederate sympathizer. Another stereotype conjures up James Bond, a professional with a silencer acting on higher orders. But Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Routh, the two men who attempted to assassinate former President Donald Trump earlier this year, represent an evolution in these kinds of attackers. Nothing in their backgrounds turned up consistent themes about their political beliefs. Neither left behind a manifesto or seemed to have connections to any group or movement. They more fit the loner, misfit stereotype of a school shooter than ingrained assumptions about political assassins.

In this live recording of a taping of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols about the nature of these modern figures. Why would this era of seemingly more prevalent political violence produce an apolitical would-be assassin? What's the difference between an individual and a government attempting an assassination? Why are assassination attempts more common in certain eras of history? And have the stereotypes about assassins simply reflected a desire to impose a taxonomy on chaotic minds?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And with a second recent attempt on Donald Trump's life, we're spending this week's episode on political assassins. Who they are, what's motivated them, and what has changed over the years. I was joined on stage last week at The Atlantic Festival by my colleague Tom Nichols. This is a recording of that show. Enjoy.

[Applause]

Rosin: Hello, and welcome to this live Radio Atlantic here at The Atlantic Festival. I'm Hanna Rosin, host of Radio Atlantic, and with me on stage is Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols.

Hey, Tom.

Tom Nichols: Hey, Hanna.

Rosin: Thank you for coming.

[Applause]

Rosin: For those of you out there who don't know him, Tom is a professor emeritus at the U.S. Naval War College. He writes about history, democracy, and national security. That's the official bio. I'm going to tell you why I love talking to Tom, which is that he has a unique ability to meld together, like, a news story that happened yesterday, a movie from the 1970s, and some kind of giant, sweeping arc of military history and make it all seem seamless. So anyway, it's a total pleasure to hear Tom talk and to talk to Tom whenever I can.

So it's been less than a week since a would-be assassin was arrested at a golf course. And just a little over two months before that, there was another attempt on Trump's life. There is something different about these would-be assassins, and that's what we're going to talk about today: the nature of the modern assassin.

Except, I'm going to start this conversation in 1975. That's in honor of Tom. In 1975, it does seem like an incredibly short period to have two attempted assassinations, but it has happened before, and that was in 1975.

So, Tom, I see you are already nodding. Tell me what happened in 1975.

Nichols: Donald Trump had two attempts on him in two months. Gerald Ford--and really think about it: Why would anybody want to kill Gerald Ford? You know, nobody had voted for him. He was an accidental president. And yet, he had two attempts on him in, like, 17 days, which is incredible.

And one of them--this sounds like the plot for a bad '70s TV movie. One of them was a member of the Manson family: Squeaky Fromme came after him. And the other was a dedicated revolutionary, kind of suburban revolutionary named Sara Jane Moore, who was obsessed with Vietnam and thought that taking out Gerald Ford would spark a revolution. I don't know how you get to that in your head, saying, If I kill Gerald Ford, that's the moment people go into the streets and, you know, overthrow the regime, or something.

And in both cases, Ford just got lucky. These assassins got within a few feet.

Rosin: So we're in 1975. The important part of what Tom is talking about is why they wanted to kill Gerald Ford. I'm not saying it was a good narrative or an effective one, but what was the nature of the narrative? It was political. Like, they had a political motive.

Nichols: Well, definitely for Sara Jane Moore. Asking what Squeaky Fromme thinks about anything is really asking to walk into a dark place. You know, Why would a member of the Manson family want to kill anyone? kind of answers its own question, I guess. But this wasn't, like, random loners.

Like, one of them was a no-kidding celebrity. I mean, everybody in America knew who Squeaky Fromme was. They knew her nickname. But Moore had a distinctly political point of view.

Rosin: And do you think that's what colors our cultural notion of what an assassin is about? That we've inherited this notion of an assassin as someone who is politically motivated?

Nichols: Yeah, we really want to believe that. And if you go back--since we're staying with history--I mean, if you go back far enough, you know, there was always this sense that assassins might be crazy, but they have agendas.

And terrorists--same thing about terrorists. If you've never read The Secret Agent, by Joseph Conrad, it's about an anarchist who's going to plant a bomb, and he's kind of nuts, but on the other hand, he's working for a foreign government, and you're not supposed to know who that government is. (Russia.) He's gonna do all these terrible things for a purpose. When we go back to earlier assassinations, they had a purpose. I don't mean to say that approvingly, but they weren't random.

Rosin: They had a narrative. We can put it that way. Like, they had a story about them. That story could be covered for the press: My aim was this. I was trying to get the country to do this. I was trying to show that the presidency was bankrupt for this reason. There was a story you could tell about that.

Nichols: Right: Abraham Lincoln, the last act of the Civil War. But the problem is we want to believe that is still the case, because that makes assassinations, I would argue, more comprehensible and, in a way, less frightening than thinking about them just being kind of random weirdos.

Rosin: Okay. So now let's move to the modern era.

This has flummoxed me. I, as a journalist, and I bet you, as consumers of news, have sat down with these two assassins, or would-be assassins: Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Wesley Routh are their names. And we look every day--it's the habit of a news consumer--What's up? What were you after? What did you believe? What did you think? You keep searching for the news. And in both cases: nothing, or nothing comprehensible. What do we know about the two of them?

Nichols: Not much. You know, going back to your question, Hanna, about our image of assassins: You say to someone, an assassin, and you think of a James Bond guy with black gloves, and he's kind of screwing a silencer onto a rifle, and he's got his night goggles and all that.

Yeah, there are guys like that, I suppose. I don't know any, just for the record. But that helps us to kind of comprehend this because that's a person with a history and a paycheck and a record. You know, "The Jackal," right? Like, "Carlos the Jackal," a famous assassin.

The problem with Crooks and Routh is: They just come out of nowhere. We don't know anything about them, and we were putting them in this basket that we call assassins, when I would argue they are just part of the general trend we've seen of mass killers, of school shooters, of people who attack public places.

We're probably never gonna know what Thomas Crooks was about, in the same way we're never gonna know what the guy in Las Vegas was thinking when he opened fire on that concert in Las Vegas. And people say: How can this be? The FBI's not doing its job. There must be a reason. This is the really scary part: Sometimes there might not be a reason, and it might not be a reason you're ever going to know.

Rosin: Because I know you love movies and because we were talking about the mid-'70s--

Nichols: "You talkin' to me?"

Rosin: Yep. Exactly.

Nichols: "I don't see no one else here."

[Laughter]

Nichols: Yeah, we were talking about this the other day. I mean, if you want to go back to kind of a great cultural touchstone about this, go rewatch Taxi Driver, because it was very prescient that you have this guy who's a social misfit, you know--like old New York, where Times Square was still Times Square, if you get me.

You know, what's his idea of a date? He takes Cybill Shepherd to a porn theater. He is totally a misfit and then decides, well, he'll become famous. He'll be a hero. He's gonna take out this politician. Now, it's very clear: This is a guy who's going to explode and hurt someone at some point.

And the fame issue. Around that time, Arthur Bremer shoots George Wallace. And what's Bremer all about? Did he shoot Wallace because he's a racist and a bad guy? It's: I'm going to be famous. I'm going to be somebody.

I know it's sort of a stereotype to say, Well, you know, a loner, right? But there's a reason that meme kind of came into existence. I mean, Crooks, in particular, kind of just didn't exist, outside of going to this kind of dead-end job that he was at. And look: People need to work in nursing homes. I mean, we have to take care of old people. But a 20-year-old guy who had no apparent life other than living at home with his folks and then going to the kitchen in a nursing home--we just aren't going to know a lot about that guy. And you know, that personality type is increasingly the type that lashes out in a school, in a church, at a mall, wherever.

And primarily, I think, the one thing I think we can divine from what Crooks did by his internet searches is: No one ever noticed me, but they're gonna remember me now. Like, this is my one shot, and I go down, and I'm remembered. I'm gonna kill somebody famous.

Rosin: I guess we can put a name to that. I mean, it is narcissism in an age where individual brand and celebrity are very attainable for lots of people.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: You can do it yourself. You can be a self-made minicelebrity.

Nichols: Yeah. And I think, as well, this starts to pick up speed the more we know about each other. It starts with the computer era somewhat, but it really picks up speed with social media, where people really do feel like, Hey, every time I go to Facebook--

Let's face it, nobody goes on Facebook and says, Here's me coming out of rehab, and, This is my son getting out of jail. I mean, it's always: [On] Facebook, your life is awesome. And I think it does create people who say, Why not me? And you know, one of the things you see with all of these school shooters, for example: massive insecurity next to towering narcissism, side by side. And resolving that is like, Well, I'm going to live up to the sort of heroic and grandiose person that I think I should be.

Rosin: Yeah. I did rewatch Taxi Driver last night. I'll tell you a couple things I noticed. One is, exactly like what you just said about Facebook: It's incredibly prescient because you watch him watching the world through the window. You know, three-quarters of the movie is driving with him in his taxi. It is the experience of Facebook. He's driving in his taxi, peering into the windows of couples, people working, Cybill Shepherd at her office, and he's like, Why not me? And then he goes home alone, and he's alone. It's very prescient.

Nichols: You know, the American right now talks a lot about the anger of young men. Well, a lot of these young men weren't even born in the '70s, when Scorsese made this movie. There are always, I mean, young men with anger. And the real question is: Does society, you know, tame that, channel it, redirect it into other things?

The idea that this problem of these kind of anomic young men is new: I'm sorry, but Taxi Driver is [about] 50 years ago that this was made, and it was made about people that were born--what?--in, like, the '50s.

Rosin: Right. Right. It's true. Every era has its particular flavor of disaffected man. Although, as the author of the book The End of Men, I feel like our era is especially florid in that vein.

So now that we've presented this theory, it's time to complicate the theory. We're talking about assassins who are apolitical, who fit more into the vein of school shooter. And yet, we all have the sense and we talk a lot about how we are living in an era of political violence.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: How do we square those two things?

Nichols: Because we are living in an era of political violence, just as we were in the '70s, but to try to lump in the people who lash out at society for their own inner, messed-up reasons as somehow part of the general problem of political violence I think is a category error.

People that are going and threatening to hurt people at election centers or school-committee meetings--they're not school shooters. They're not Travis Bickle. They're just people that are, I think, I would say: They're bad people. They're people that have gotten swept up in this notion that violence is okay. More and more we see that people accept the role of violence in public life.

And I mentioned the '70s. It's easy to forget now because it's a long time ago, but America was living through a wave of left-wing violence, including bombing campaigns. I mean, you know, universities and public institutions were literally exploding with people who--in the same way that the folks going to, you know, school-committee meetings--they had an obvious political agenda. And you didn't have to agree with it, but it was comprehensible. But in both eras, that's a separate problem, in my view, from the people who say, I have to go shoot George Wallace to be famous.

Rosin: Okay, so the distinction you're making is between organized political violence and individual political violence? Because as I was thinking about this panel last night, I went and read whatever court documents exist of the young man who broke into Nancy Pelosi's house and attacked her husband, Paul Pelosi.

And the words he was saying were kind of deep-internet-conspiracy, far-right MAGA words. Like, you could say that he had a political agenda, just like you could say that the guy who showed up at Comet pizza had a political agenda, because he was reading a lot of stuff on the web, and he repeated that stuff. And the Nancy Pelosi guy did too.

But clearly, it's not stitched together or making any sense. So I wasn't sure if he fits into our category or doesn't fit into our category. Or what's the taxonomy?

Nichols: But I think what you're seeing with a lot of these guys is that: They're going to hurt someone, and then they go shopping for the reason that they're going to hurt someone.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Nichols: That these were people that were, you know, on the edge, and then they sit down, and they say, I have this kind of inchoate, diffuse anger. And what's it about? Oh, it's because they're trafficking children in a pizza joint.

You see the same thing, I think, with some of the young people who turned to terrorism. Like, in Britain, some of the kids who, you know, ran off to Syria to join ISIS--these were misfit kids, a lot of them. You know, I always love, for some reason in Britain, the resume of these young kids turned terrorists always includes, like, "failed hip-hop star" for some reason. But you can almost see that the anger comes first--the social isolation comes first--and then the shopping for the cause comes next.

Rosin: So maybe this is the way to think about it. It's the easy availability and ubiquity of the cause language. So there are eras of political assassination. Say, post-Civil War, late '60s, now.

Nichols: And the guy who went shopping for a cause like that, I think, before our modern era that we haven't talked about is Lee Harvey Oswald.

Rosin: Okay, so let's talk about him.

Nichols: Oswald was, I mean--we still argue about this today: Oh, Oswald. Kennedy was killed by a communist. Kinda.

Kennedy was killed by a crazy right-winger. Sorta. Same guy.

You know, it's easy to forget because, you know, we've become so drenched in Kennedy-paranoid conspiracy, you know. But his first target was General Edwin Walker, who was, like, one of the most right-wing guys. And Oswald vacillated. He defects to the Soviet Union, and he doesn't like it there, and he comes home, and, you know, his wife, at one point, literally locks him in the bathroom because she's scared he's going to kill somebody.

Oswald was--his life history is: He was a messed-up, bad seed. He was probably going to hurt somebody. And you can see him in his life shopping for, I'm doing this for, you know, Cuba. I'm doing this for America. I'm doing this--he was going to do it for some reason. And let me contrast this because I feel the vibe building of, Oh, you're just dismissing all assassins as nuts.

No. In the 1950s, Puerto Rican nationalists attacked Truman and Congress in an organized, multiple assassins involved, clearly politically aimed campaign where they were going to try and take out the president. They shot up the House of Representatives. And as one of them said later, I didn't just want to kill people. I was here to die for Puerto Rico and be part of that movement. That's a completely comprehensible attack. And again, I don't mean "acceptable"; I mean "understandable."

Rosin: Like a suicide bomber, maybe.

Nichols: Who says, I have this cause.

Rosin: I have this cause--

Nichols: And I'm willing to die for it, as opposed to the guy who says--I mean, Hinckley's almost an unfair example, because it's such a clean, obvious case of a mental problem, right?

Like, If I do this, Jodie Foster will notice me. But there are other guys. You notice that all the school shooters now--they leave manifestos. Every time I see one of these mass attacks, I check and I say: Manifesto incoming within hours. You're going to find it somewhere. What was interesting about Crooks was there was nothing.

Rosin: There's nothing. Yeah.

Nichols: And I think that that guy was just so far down in the dark.

But I think the one point I want to make about this is: This is why it's dangerous, though, to try and mobilize these incidents for politics, because I really think it's something that's a kind of--we didn't want to use the term postmodern, because it sounds kind of literary, you know.

Rosin: Sexy and literary. Yeah. It makes it sound cool.

Nichols: But there is something different about assassins after World War II, maybe into the '60s and certainly by the '70s and the '80s. And I would argue: That tracks with what's different about mass-casualty attacks, which don't really become a thing. Here's a bit of music trivia for you: The first really big one that gets people's attention is when a young girl, 16 years old, opens fire on a schoolyard, which became the inspiration--anybody know this?--the inspiration for a famous song.

[Crowd murmur]

Nichols: There it is. "I Don't Like Mondays," by the Boomtown Rats. That was 1979. Now, something happens in our culture that starts producing more of these folks, whether they're kind of anomic, isolated assassins or mass shooters. But I think they're all in the same kind of category of people that we see more of after the late '70s.

Rosin: After the break, Tom and I look outside the U.S. to see how what seems to us like a very American phenomenon plays out elsewhere. That's in a moment.

[Music]

Rosin: So in the last part of this, I want to expand our horizons a little bit to outside the U.S. Is this an American phenomenon? Is this a larger phenomenon? I mean, we could start easy with Japan, and then we can go a little more difficult to the Middle East. But let's start in Japan.

Nichols: Well, I think Japan--I think the killing of Shinzo Abe proves this is not an American phenomenon. I mean, that was not a political assassination. The guy was upset. His mom had lost some money. And in a country where it's very hard to get guns, this guy was dedicated enough and had the time to go basically build, like, a blunderbuss, you know, in his house.

Rosin: So that's more like the school-shooter model that you're talking about.

Nichols: It's more like an American presidential assassination, where a guy with a grievance kind of gets it into his head about, you know--kind of like the Pizzagate guy, right? Like: My mother went broke, and Abe is behind it, kind of thing. Now, if you want to go to the Middle East, which is, you know, this whole other--

Rosin: Well, because it's on people's minds, I want to understand if, say, something like the killing of Ismail Haniyeh--and, you know, Tehran did blame that on Israel. How do we think about that, in this category of politically motivated or somehow-motivated assassination?

Nichols: I think we don't. I think that we look at countries that are de facto at war with each other and in long conflict with each other. Killing each other's military and political leaders is a different category. It's a different thing.

For example, you know, did we "assassinate" Soleimani? I would say no. I mean, the guy was wearing a military uniform. He's in a theater of conflict. He was targeted. You know, we have this term of art now: targeted killing. Assassination has a kind of--

Rosin: Rogue, maybe?

Nichols: Rogue, but also, an assassination has this sort of, you know--outside of politics, outside of war. You know, when we shot down Yamamoto in World War II, was that an assassination? You know, did we assassinate Japanese or German leaders? We were technically at war with them.

Did we assassinate Osama bin Laden? Bin Laden had said, I'm at war with the United States. And I think the United States basically said, Challenge accepted. And that was our argument, by the way, every time the Pentagon took out a car full of bad guys. They said, Well, you know, they say they're at war with us, and this is a conflict.

Rosin: So if the actor is a government, we should go by the euphemism? We should accept the euphemism? "Targeted killing" is okay to say?

Nichols: Targeted killings, or we can call them acts of war. We can call them war crimes if we think they are operations that were wrongly executed.

We have a whole kind of language about this. You know, I used to argue with my students when I was teaching. They'd say, Well, what about when states do terrorism? I'm like, Terrorism, for me, is nonstate actors inflicting misery on civilians.

States engaging in terrorism--we have a word for that: Crimes against humanity. War crimes. Go to The Hague for that.

And the only reason I'm kind of a pedant about this is that I think it's dangerous to start labeling all things you don't like with a term that happens to be congenial to you. Because then I think you start making bad policy decisions about what to do.

So if everything is "terrorism," then you live as we--look: After 9/11, we labeled everything "terrorism," and we ended up living in a national-security state that did nothing but think about terrorism. And that was bad.

I still think there is a fundamental difference in most people's minds and in their gut about a guy who is a veteran military commander carrying out regular and irregular operations in a field of combat who gets aced by an exploding phone or a drone, or whatever it is, as opposed to a president giving a speech in front of a Walmart who gets hit by somebody who says, I've had problems for a long time, and you're going to be the solution to it by making me famous.

Those are just two different categories of things to me.

Rosin: I want to end on not theory or history but something that us--all of you--are going to be living and thinking about in these weeks leading up to the election: Donald Trump has very explicitly said that politics has caused the violence and assassination attempts against him.

What he literally said was, "Their rhetoric is causing me to be shot at." I'll read you from an email he sent to reporters earlier this week. He said, "The psycho," who brought this rifle to the golf course, "was egged on by rhetoric and lies that has flowed from Kamala Harris, Democrats, and their fake news allies for years."

It does seem as if the assassins are apolitical, but he's turning it into a political agenda. Does that in and of itself just kind of raise the temperature of things?

Nichols: It certainly sounds like encouragement for other people to avenge that. And an even more disgusting comment, if it's possible, was J.D. Vance saying to our colleague David Frum, "People from your team tried to kill Donald Trump." I mean, there isn't--I mean, it's just a despicable thing to say.

Rosin: But what's the dynamic in calling it out? He manifests it?

Nichols: Well, it's turning to millions of your followers and saying, This guy is part of a conspiracy to murder me. And again, it becomes like the Comet pizza thing, of like, Well, I'm not saying you should do something about it, but maybe you should. 

There's a couple of things to think about here. First of all, for Donald Trump to argue that rhetoric is dangerous is just the most amazing deflection and turnabout in American presidential history.

And I would remind people that there's a guy in prison who used to drive around in a Trump van, who's in prison for a pipe-bomb campaign against prominent liberals across the board. Trump didn't seem real concerned about whether or not your rhetoric could motivate people to violence back then--sort of, you know, waved it away.

Look: We risk, at this point, not a heckler's veto but an assassin's veto. You know, Don't say anything bad in politics, because somebody might go nuts and shoot up a pizza joint or send pipe bombs. I think that's a sign of Trump's desperation, because he didn't do it after Butler. He didn't do it after the attack on him in Pennsylvania, which I--you know, no one is less willing to give Donald Trump credit for anything than me. But I gave him credit for that to say, you know, he gave this maudlin speech at the GOP convention. Fine. You know, to your faithful.

But when you start saying, "You people, your team" is causing people to come after us, I think it was really important that the Democrats didn't respond to that by saying, Really? Here's a list of the people that have done--

You know, for a guy that says, It's not my fault that people tried to sack the Capitol. I had nothing to do with it. I just gave a speech. I told them to come peaceably, I mean, it really is a remarkable amount of hypocrisy.

Look--the one thing Donald Trump is right about (Vocalizes shudder.)--

[Laughter]

Nichols: --is that political rhetoric will always be mobilized by people who are unstable looking for political rhetoric.

That's a fact. That's what I was talking about earlier when I said these folks will go shopping. And if they don't get the message to engage in violence, they'll intuit it. They'll say, Ah, you know, so and so said Donald Trump would be bad for the economy. I think that's very clear. He meant for me to go take out Donald Trump.

I mean, at some point, you just reduce this to: Don't say anything at all, which is what Donald Trump wants right now because he's losing and he's scared, and he's trying to use this to bully his opponents into being quiet.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you for scaring us. Thank you for joining me on the show today.

[Applause]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend, edited by Claudine Ebeid, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. And our sincere thanks to the Atlantic Live team who made the event possible. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking

As his career wraps up, a man of big ideas takes on ever smaller targets.

by Ross Andersen


Richard Dawkins in 1989 (Stephen Hyde / National Portrait Gallery)



For nearly five decades, Richard Dawkins has enjoyed a global fame rarely achieved by scientists. He has adapted his swaggering Oxbridge eloquence to a variety of media ecosystems. He began as an explainer of nature, a David Attenborough in print. His 1976 mega-best seller, The Selfish Gene, incepted readers with the generation-to-generation mechanics of natural selection; it also coined the word meme. In 2006's The God Delusion, another mega-best seller, Dawkins antagonized the world's religions. He became a leading voice of the New Atheist movement. His talks and debates did serious numbers on YouTube. Refusing to be left behind by the social-media age, he also learned to get his message across on Twitter (and then X), although sometimes as a bully or troll.

Now, at age 83, Dawkins is saying goodbye to the lecture circuit with a five-country tour that he's marketing as his "Final Bow." Earlier this month, I went to see him at the Warner Theatre in Washington, D.C. Dawkins has said that when he visits the U.S., he has the most fun in the Bible Belt, but most of his farewell-tour appearances will take place in godless coastal cities. After all, Dawkins has a new book to sell--The Genetic Book of the Dead--and at the Warner, it was selling well. I saw several people holding two or three copies, and one man walking around awkwardly with nine, steadying the whole stack beneath his chin. The line to buy books snaked away from the theater entrance and ran all the way up the stairs. It was longer than the line for the bar.

I ordered a whiskey and went to find my seat. The packed theater looked like a subreddit come to life. Bald white heads poked above the seat backs, as did a few ponytails and fedoras. This being an assembly of freethinkers, there was no standard uniform, but I did spot lots of goatees and black T-shirts. The faded silk-screen graphics on the tees varied. One was covered in equations. Another featured a taxonomy of jellyfish extending onto its sleeves. These people had not come here merely to see a performer; Dawkins had changed many of their lives. A man in the row behind me said that he had attended Dawkins's show in Newark, New Jersey, the previous night. As a Christian teen, he had sought out videos of Dawkins, hoping that they would prepare him to rebut arguments for evolution. He ultimately found himself defeated by the zoologist's logic, and gave up his faith.

Jake Klein, the director of the Virginia Chapter of Atheists for Liberty, told a similar conversion story onstage, before introducing Dawkins. Klein said The God Delusion had radicalized him against the Orthodox Judaism of his youth. Millions of other creationists had similar experiences, Klein said. He credited Dawkins with catalyzing an important triumph of reason over blind superstition. Klein's opening remarks, to that point, could have described Dawkins of 20-odd years ago, when he was first going on the attack against religion's "profligate wastefulness, its extravagant display of baroque uselessness." But then things took a turn. Klein told the crowd that they couldn't afford to be complacent. Human ignorance was not yet wholly vanquished. "Wokeness and conspiratorial thinking" had arisen to take the place of religious faith. Klein began ranting about cultural Marxists. He said that Western civilization needed to defend itself against "people who divide the world between the oppressors and the oppressed." He sounded a lot like J. D. Vance.

The day before, on a video call, Dawkins told me that he was puzzled--and disquieted--by the support he has received from the political right. He tends to support the Labour Party. He loathes Donald Trump. The New Atheist movement arose partly in response to the ascent of George W. Bush and other evangelicals in Republican politics. Its leaders--Dawkins, along with Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett--worried that public-school students would soon be learning creationism in biology class. But there has since been a realignment in America's culture wars. Americans still fight over the separation of church and state, but arguments about evolution have almost completely vanished from electoral politics and the broader zeitgeist. With no great crusade against creationism to occupy him, Dawkins's most visible moments over the past 15 years have been not as a scientist but as a crusader against "wokeness"--even before that was the preferred term.

Dawkins the culture warrior could be snide, off-the-cuff, and downright toxic. In 2011, the atheist blogger Rebecca Watson spoke about the discomfort she felt when a man followed her into an elevator early in the morning at a Global Atheist Conference in Ireland. Dawkins--the most famous atheist of all--responded by posting a sarcastic letter to a hypothetical woman in the Muslim world, asking her to "think of the suffering your poor American sisters have to put up with." A few years later, a Muslim teen in Texas was handcuffed and detained by authorities after showing his teacher a clock that he'd made, which she mistook for a bomb. Dawkins weighed in to argue that the boy had only pretended to make the clock, and that he might have wanted to get arrested. In 2021, he tweeted a just-asking-questions request for discussion of the differences between trans people and Rachel Dolezal, once the president of a local NAACP chapter who deceptively identified as Black.

When Klein kicked off the event at the Warner Theatre with a warning about the spread of cultural Marxism, Dawkins's fans cheered him on, loudly. The only time I heard a bigger response was when Dawkins himself finally took the stage, wearing a gray suit, blue shirt, and white tie covered in "crocoducks," imaginary creatures that figure prominently in a creationist argument against evolution. He looked 10 or 15 years younger than President Biden, our current standard candle for octogenarian fitness. His gin-dry wit is largely intact, and in the U.S., he can still coast on his English accent and habits of speech--his "quite" and his "lovely," his tendency to end sentences with a lilting "isn't it?," his occasional offer to "have a go." But he stops more frequently to collect his thoughts; it's not as easy for him to purr along in the same pleasingly nasal cadence for long stretches at a time.

The format for the evening was a fireside chat between Dawkins and the economist and Freakonomics author Steven Levitt. They began with a discussion of natural selection, and stayed in that general register for quite a while. There were flashes of Dawkins in his prime. At one point, he slipped into a fluid five-minute riff on the "extended phenotype." The basic idea--original to him--is that an organism's genome will determine more than just its body makeup and behavior. It may also shape inanimate objects, as in the case of a bird and its nest, or other organisms, as with a parasite and its host. Considered in a certain light, a human's phenotype could include not just the layer of technology that we have wrapped around our planet, but also the space probes that we have flung beyond the solar system's borders. It's a grand thought.

For nearly an hour, Dawkins stuck largely to science, and it served him well. The latter half of the evening was heavier on culture-war material. To whoops and hollers, Dawkins expressed astonishment that anyone could believe that sex is a continuum, instead of a straightforward binary. He described safety-craving college students as "pathetic wimps." It all seemed small, compared with the majesty of the ideas he'd been discussing just minutes before.

Near the night's end, Dawkins told the old story of Trofim Lysenko, Stalin's chief agronomist. Lysenko did not believe in Mendelian genetics. He thought that after sprouting, crops could acquire new traits and pass them down to their seedlings, and he did not care to hear counterevidence. To the contrary, he brutally persecuted the scientists who disagreed with him. More than 3,000 biologists were fired, arrested, or executed, and yet, they were not the most numerous victims of Lysenko's close-mindedness, not by a long shot. Under his influence, agricultural production in the Soviet Union--and China--suffered grievously. Historians estimate that his policies may have led to millions of famine deaths.

The tale of Lysenko is almost fable-like in its moral purity, and Dawkins told it well, but only as a setup for a contemporary controversy that he wished to discuss--an ongoing dispute over school curricula in New Zealand. According to one proposal, students there would learn traditional creation stories and myths alongside standard science lessons, out of deference to the Maori, whose language and culture British settlers had tried earnestly to erase. Dawkins noted that some eminent New Zealand scientists had "stuck their heads above the parapet" to object to this idea with an open letter in 2021, and were "unpleasantly punished" for doing so. He called this mob rule, and expressed concern for the young students. They could end up confused, he said, forced as they would be to reconcile lessons about the "sky father" and "earth mother" with those that concern the Big Bang and evolution.

I suspect that kids can hold those two things in mind. I suspect also that the project of science--no innocent bystander in the treatment of Indigenous people--will be best served if its most prominent voices address themselves to the Maori, and other such groups, in an imaginative spirit of synthesis and reconciliation. But even if I am wrong about all that, the specter of Lysenko would seem to have little bearing on a case in which no scientist has been officially punished. Complaints about the open letter did produce an initial investigation by the Royal Society Te Aparangi, as a matter of process, but nothing more.

Dawkins seems to have lost his sense of proportion. Now that mainstream culture has moved on from big debates about evolution and theism, he no longer has a prominent foe that so perfectly suits his singular talent for explaining the creative power of biology. And so he's playing whack-a-mole, swinging full strength, and without much discernment, at anything that strikes him as even vaguely irrational. His fans at the Warner Theatre didn't seem to mind. For all I know, some of them had come with the sole intent of hearing Dawkins weigh in on the latest campus disputes and cancellations. After he took his last bow, the lights went out, and I tried to understand what I was feeling. I didn't leave the show offended. I wasn't upset. It was something milder than that. I was bored.
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The Undecided Voters Are Not Who You Think They Are

For most, the big decision is about whether to vote at all.

by Ronald Brownstein




For the great majority of Americans who have firmly settled on Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, the idea that anyone could still be undecided in that choice is almost incomprehensible. But the incredulity may be rooted in confusion about who most undecided voters really are.

When most people think about a voter still trying to make up their mind, they probably imagine a person who is highly likely to vote but uncertain whether to support Harris, Trump, or a third-party candidate. Both political parties, however, are more focused on a different--and much larger--group of undecideds: potential voters who are highly likely to support Harris or Trump, but unsure if they will vote at all.

Campaigns typically describe the first group of reliable but conflicted voters as persuadable; they frequently describe the second group as irregular voters. Persuadable voters get the most attention from the media, but campaigns recognize that irregular voters can loom much larger in the outcome--especially in presidential elections when more of them ultimately participate.

"There are a gajillion more of those [irregular] people than the Harris/Trump 'I don't know; I'm still thinking about it'" kind of voter, Anat Shenker-Osorio, a communications consultant for Democrats and progressive groups, told me. "There are more humans who are non-habitual voters than there are voters who swing back and forth. That's just math."

David A. Graham: Trump was president once

The first group of undecided Americans--the persuadable voters still vacillating between Harris and Trump--are always the subject of intense media focus. Pollsters use an assortment of questions to gauge how many people fit that description. The NBC News national poll released Sunday, for instance, found that almost exactly one-sixth of voters either declared themselves undecided in the race or said that there was at least a chance they would switch from the candidate they're now supporting. The most recent national Pew Research Center survey likewise found that the same proportion of Harris and Trump backers said that they either were merely "leaning" toward their candidate or could change their mind. The latest New York Times/Siena College national poll put the shares of undecided voters and persuadable voters at almost exactly the same level.

All of these results suggest that the pool of likely voters not firmly bound to either Harris or Trump is more than large enough to tip the election. The problem is that most strategists in both parties consider those numbers an illusion: They do not believe that roughly one-sixth of likely voters are ambivalent enough about one candidate that they could still switch to the other before November.

"There is an immaterial number of 'certain to vote' people who are undecided," says the longtime GOP pollster Bill McInturff, whose firm has conducted the NBC poll along with a Democratic partner for decades. This is a view widely shared among strategists in both parties.

Mike Podhorzer, a former AFL-CIO political director who has built a large audience among Democrats and progressive groups for his detailed analyses of voting behavior, says that traditional polling questions significantly overstate the number of voters truly up for grabs between the parties. "There are people who will say that they are undecided in a survey," Podhorzer told me, "and it's just not true." Podhorzer says that in polls he's commissioned over the years, he always asks voters whether they have mostly voted for one major party or the other in the past.

"The effect of turning the question from making a statement about how you identify yourself to reporting on your previous behavior was kind of jaw-dropping," he told me. "Almost all" of the people who said they were undecided at any given time turned out "to actually be on one side or the other. It was just how they were asked."

Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump's campaign, notes that as the electorate has grown more polarized since 2000, winning presidential candidates of both parties have shifted strategy. "You look at Obama's election," McLaughlin told me. "It was a turnout election. The same thing with George W. Bush. You've got to keep that base motivated, so you are messaging toward that--and what they are voting for and against matters." This dynamic has only hardened in the age of Trump. "No question, there are not a lot of 'persuadables' at this point," McLaughlin said.

Among the operatives and strategists that I spoke with in both parties, the best estimate is that just 4 to 7 percent of voters in the battleground states are such persuadables--people highly likely to vote but genuinely uncertain about whom they will support.

These include people like Fred, a white project manager from Minneapolis, and Ronmel, a Hispanic securities analyst from Dallas, who participated in a focus group of undecided voters convened in late August, after the Democratic National Convention, by Sarah Longwell, a political consultant and the executive director of the anti-Trump Republican Accountability Project. (Longwell's focus groups reveal only the first names of participants.) Although both men had supported Biden in 2020, neither was ready to commit to Harris. "I think the issue with Kamala for me is that she does not have or has conveyed the gravitas for the role," Fred said. Ronmel expressed frustration over inflation under Biden: Even though "you're making a good living, you still feel like you're living paycheck to paycheck," he said.

When Longwell's firm contacted the two men again last week, after the Harris-Trump debate, Fred had made his choice: "Kamala eliminated all my doubts about gravitas: She is 100 percent ready to be president on day 1." Fred wrote in a text. "Trump, on the other hand, exacerbated every concern I had."

But Ronmel was still conflicted. "They don't seem to have any clear economic project," he texted, "only promises that we know are not going to be fulfilled."

The remaining persuadable voters, strategists and pollsters told me, are mostly people like Ronmel who believe that Trump's presidency generated better results than Biden's has, particularly on the economy, but who remain hesitant about entrusting Trump again with the presidency. (They cite various doubts--about his character and his views on issues beside the economy, such as abortion rights.)

These persuadable voters wavering between the two candidates split mostly into two camps. The largest group may be the traditionally Republican-leaning voters (including many who identify as independents) uneasy about Trump. These voters are the remnants of the suburban, largely college-educated constituency that favored Nikki Haley during the GOP primaries.

Based on the focus groups she has conducted with a wide array of voters, Longwell said that the persuadable voters "who are left are [mostly] two-time Trump voters who don't want to vote for him again but are really struggling to get to [Harris]." After listening carefully to their answers and watching their body language, she told me that she expects most of these voters to support Harris eventually, because they are now so resistant to Trump. But she also believed that some of them are "leave-it-blank types" and won't vote for either candidate.

The other big group of potentially persuadable voters, according to the NBC, Pew, and New York Times/Siena polls, are younger and minority voters who dislike Trump but are disappointed by their economic experience under Biden--and are uncertain whether Harris offers a sufficient change in approach. In the recent Pew survey, Hispanics who currently support Trump were much more likely than white voters to indicate that they might change their mind; for Harris-leaners, both Hispanic and Black voters were more likely to say they might reconsider. For both candidates, more younger than older voters indicated that they might switch.

In the end, however, neither party expects too many of the voters who are telling pollsters today that they might switch to the other candidate to actually do so. The bigger prize for the two campaigns is the irregular voters who are, as Longwell put it, deciding "whether they are going to get off the couch" to vote at all.

Adam Serwer: The Trump campaign wants everyone talking about race

How many of these irregular voters are available for the campaign to pursue? Even in the 2020 election, which produced the highest turnout rate since 1900, about one-third of eligible voters didn't vote. That's about 80 million people. About two-fifths of both eligible people of color and white people without a college degree didn't vote last time; neither did nearly half of young people.

Those patterns frame the 2024 mobilization challenge for each party. Catalist, a Democratic voter-targeting firm, shared with me data rarely disclosed in public, based on its modeling, that attempt to quantify the number of infrequent voters in each of the swing states who lean strongly toward Harris or Trump. That research shows, first, that across the battleground states white people without a college degree routinely account for 70 percent or more of the Trump-leaning nonvoters; and, second, that people of color make up a big majority of Harris's potential targets across the Sun Belt battlegrounds, as well as in Michigan. In the three big Rust Belt battlegrounds--Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--working-class white women without a college degree, Catalist's projections show, also make up a significant share of the voters who lean Democratic but don't vote regularly.

The infrequent voters on both parties' target list have some common characteristics, other strategists say. "Part of what you are seeing in this electorate is: a) a lot of anger; but b) discouragement," Page Gardner, a Democratic expert on voter turnout, told me. "People are discouraged about their lives and feel ... I'm trying really hard and I'm not getting anywhere." Against that backdrop, she said, the challenge for Democrats is "giving them some sort of agency to feel like My vote matters, because a lot of people feel that no one is paying attention to them."

As a lead organizer for the Sunrise Movement, a liberal group focused on mobilizing young people to support action on climate change, Paul Campion knows the challenge of engaging irregular voters for Harris. Sunrise is trying to reach young voters of color in battleground states through a combination of phone-banking, door-knocking, and text-messaging.

Like other campaigners seeking to organize young and non-white voters, Campion told me that "the biggest issue is not people choosing between Trump and Harris, but choosing between not voting ... or voting for Harris-Walz." Campion sees a fundamental conflict between Harris's attempts to reassure centrist swing voters, by emphasizing moderate positions on energy from fossil fuels and on the war in Gaza, and her need to activate more progressive young voters uncertain whether to vote at all. "Young people want to hear Harris articulate over and over again more forcefully how she will fight for them and listen to their demands," Campion told me.

Ronald Brownstein: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

For years, Podhorzer, the former AFL-CIO official, has been among the Democrats who have argued most ardently that expanding the electorate--rather than focusing on the smaller number of genuine swing voters--can be the key to the party's success. This, he argues, is especially true when competing against Trump, who has proved so effective at activating his own constituency of infrequent voters. Podhorzer has calculated (using data from Catalist) that about 91 million separate individuals have turned out at least once in the four national elections since 2016 to vote against Trump or Republican candidates, while about 83 million have come out to vote for Trump or the GOP.

Although Democrats have improved their performance in recent years among the most reliable voters--largely because the party has gained ground among college-educated white people, who vote more regularly than any other major group--Podhorzer has calculated that people who voted in all four national elections since 2016 still narrowly favored the GOP in the battleground states. In those crucial Electoral College states, however, Democrats have posted commanding advantages among the infrequent voters who entered the electorate only after Trump's victory in 2016. That group is disproportionately younger, Black, and Latino. This surge of new voters has been crucial in creating what Podhorzer and other Democratic strategists such as the Hopium Chronicles author Simon Rosenberg call the "anti-MAGA majority" that mostly frustrated GOP expectations in the elections of 2018, 2020, and 2022.

Shenker-Osorio said that replacing Biden with Harris has engaged more of these less reliable voters resistant to Trump. "When we were in the place of an exact rematch between the same two people that we had in 2020, the election was boring for a lot of people," she told me. "And now it's Okay, we at least cast somebody different in this season of the reality show, so that's good." But Shenker-Osorio added, the level of concern among these inconsistent voters about the potential downsides of another Trump presidency still has not reached the level Democrats need. "The task is to raise the salience of the election itself ... and its pivotal role as a crossroads between two extraordinarily different futures," she told me. "That is just something we have to hammer home and lift up."

The thin sliver of reliable but persuadable voters still undecided between Harris and Trump matter in the crucial states, Podhorzer said, "because everything matters" there. But he predicted that whichever party turns out more of the irregular voters in its favor will win those states. That's the bitter irony of modern U.S. politics: In a country divided so ardently and irrevocably between the two parties, the people who aren't sure they care enough to participate at all are the ones who could tip the balance.
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331 Days of Failure

A conversation with Franklin Foer about why diplomacy in the U.S. and the Middle East has so far ended in chaos

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.

For a new feature article, my colleague Franklin Foer interviewed two dozen participants at the highest levels of governments in both the U.S. and the Middle East to recount how "11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy" have so far ended in chaos. Since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel, the U.S. administration has managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war, but it has not yet found a way to release all the hostages, bring a stop to the fighting, or salvage a broader peace deal in the region. "That makes this history an anatomy of a failure," Frank writes: "the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis."

I spoke with Frank about how the core instincts of both President Joe Biden and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have come into play over these past 11 months, what most surprised him in his reporting, and what some Americans misunderstand about their country's priorities in the Middle East.





331 Days

Isabel Fattal: Tell me a little about how you started working on this story.

Frank Foer: In February and March, I heard about certain instances in which the region had come to the brink of all-out war before things de-escalated. I heard about how, on October 11, Israel almost mistook a flock of birds for paragliders drifting in from Lebanon. It was just this narrowest escape, and I started asking about that story and whether there were other similar incidents over the past 11 months.

Isabel: Something that struck me reading your reporting is how the ingrained instincts and worldviews of both Netanyahu and Biden have influenced policy outcomes at every turn. In what ways did you see Netanyahu's particular instincts show up?

Frank: Netanyahu would love nothing more than to have Israel normalize relations with Saudi Arabia, and I think he would like to get the hostages home at the end of the day. But not only is his own political situation somewhat tenuous--he has this almost characterological aversion to making the most difficult decisions. When it comes time for him to make hard choices, he reverts to negotiating and negotiating and negotiating and never really settling on an actual policy or solution. He ends up dragging things out.

There's some ways in which this places him to the left of a lot of the other people in the room on questions about confronting Hezbollah or Iran. He's oftentimes the voice pleading for restraint or saying, We need to make sure that we have our American allies with us. I think he was to the left of other people in his cabinet about letting humanitarian aid into Gaza. But he was unwilling to have a massive confrontation with his coalition partners over that. And so he became a source of incredible frustration to Joe Biden. Biden wasn't naive about Netanyahu, but I think he expected reciprocity--that at some point Netanyahu would take a political hit on his behalf in the same sort of way that Biden was taking political hits on Netanyahu's behalf. Biden has a code of morality that's all about generosity and reciprocity, and he expects that in return.

Isabel: You write about Biden being able to remember the dawn of the atomic age, and how fear of escalation has animated his decision making. Of course, that's nothing new for an American president. But does Biden operate from that place of fear in a way that's distinct from other American leaders?

Frank: I think he's got this very singular combination of a willingness to do bold things, and then this other side that is filled with excessive prudence. This was obvious in Ukraine, where he sent them lots of arms and stood with them in a way that I don't think many other American presidents would have. But for a long time, he also put hard brakes on Ukraine when they wanted to strike within Russia. He's done a little bit of the same thing here. There were moments where it seemed inevitable that Israel was going to have a military confrontation with Hezbollah. And he asked them to pull back because he was afraid that everything could go up in flames in the Middle East. That's a very reasonable position for a president of the United States to take, because the consequences of a regional war are so extreme.

Isabel: It seems like when Americans talk about America's interests and priorities in this war, they can sometimes forget the major role that the threat of all-out regional conflict plays.

Frank: Absolutely. One of the things that I learned reporting this story was the extent to which Saudi Arabia's place within the Middle East and within the global economy was one of the things that drives a lot of America's Middle East policy. We've been worried that Saudi Arabia could drift into China's economic sphere, and we've been trying to build a regional coalition of allies to contain Iran. Plus, we wanted to have a tight economic relationship with Saudi Arabia. That became a pillar of Biden-administration policy, even though Biden came to office after the Khashoggi assassination and intended to punish Saudi Arabia. He's walked a long way from that.

Isabel: What most surprised you in reporting this story?

Frank: The fact that Biden was against the Israeli invasion of Gaza at the beginning, just after October 7, in the form that it took place--that he had a different vision for what the war would look like. It was really far removed from the Israeli vision. That was a suppressed source of friction; both sides were worried about how Israel's enemies would exploit any perceived disagreements between the U.S. and Israel. But that was the first real source of tension between the Biden administration and the Israelis.

Read Frank's full exploration here.





Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews
 	Republicans are finally tired of shutting down the government.
 	Why Trump is trying to to erase his presidency




Today's News

	Israel is considering a ground invasion of Lebanon, according to the Israeli military's chief of staff. U.S. officials said that they are working to avoid an all-out war between Israel and Hezbollah.
 	The House passed a short-term funding bill, which the Senate will also need to pass to avert a government shutdown next week.
 	In a speech to the United Nations, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said that Russia is planning on carrying out strikes on Ukraine's nuclear-power plants.
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The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

By Yasmin Tayag

Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A simple lab ingredient derailed science experiments.
 	Oren Cass: Trump's most misunderstood policy proposal




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Momodu Mansaray / Getty; Jason Davis / Getty; PjrStudio / Alamy.



Debate. Is Katy Perry stuck in a musical rut? Though she's never been known as a bold and forward-thinking artist, her latest album, 143, sounds like the light has gone out, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Reimagine celebrations. Many Latina women hitting 50 aren't just throwing a big party--they're determined to redefine what it means to age, Valerie Trapp writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion






The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.

In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our community as part of this ongoing commitment.

We are mindful that the data in this report do not include every measure of identity (e.g., sexual orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, military service, faith). Because collection of data about race and gender is mandated federally, this data set provides the best measure of our progress in diversifying our staff to date.

Find the PDF here.
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The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

The "baby Botox" boom was inevitable.

by Yasmin Tayag




Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."



Like normal Botox, baby Botox involves injections of a muscle paralytic. The difference is that baby Botox is proactive versus reactive: If first administered in youth and repeated every few months for the rest of your life, baby Botox can prevent wrinkles from ever forming. It's referred to as "baby" because the process uses smaller doses than normal, resulting in a relatively natural-looking effect versus the "frozen" look associated with Botox, and usually the people who get it are young--not literally babies, but sometimes still teenagers.



Baby botox is hardly a new procedure: As a college student in 2008, I worked part-time as an assistant to a doctor who specialized in cosmetic injectables. Occasionally, middle-aged patients brought in their daughters, who were around my age, for baby Botox. But recently, the procedure has become more mainstream. The number of 20-somethings who got Botox and similar injectables jumped 71 percent from 2019 to 2022, according to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons. The procedure is especially popular among Millennial and Gen Z women who live in major cities and have some extra cash; each session runs hundreds of dollars. (Though you can find medical spas that offer baby Botox in Scottsboro, Alabama; Fishers, Indiana; and Lincoln, Nebraska.) I know enough people who have gotten the procedure that I'm starting to wonder if my own skincare routine--cleansing regularly, moisturizing, and slathering on sunscreen--hasn't been enough. At 37, I've noticed a few creases on my face: laugh lines that never disappear, a fold in my under-eye bags that, tragically, makes me look twice as tired.



The goal of baby Botox is the same as everything else in skincare: to slow the signs of aging. Ancient Egyptians used fenugreek and ladanum to treat wrinkles. In 500 B.C.E., Chinese women used tea oil and rice powder to hide their fine lines. These days, a staggering range of creams, serums, masks, and peels exist for the same purpose. People are obsessed with skincare, and they're starting it earlier than ever before: This is the era of the Sephora tweens, Gen Alpha children obsessed with anti-aging products meant for their mothers. Baby Botox is the culmination of all of these impulses, taken to their logical extreme. It isn't just an attempt to slow the signs of aging; it's meant to stop them altogether.



Any face that moves will form wrinkles eventually. So-called dynamic wrinkles appear only when the face is in motion, but with enough repetition and time, they eventually form static ones, which persist even when the face is at rest, Helen He, a dermatologist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Since Botox was first approved as a treatment, in 1989, it has largely been used to soften the appearance of dynamic wrinkles. (It can't do much about the static ones.)



Baby Botox, by contrast, endeavors to prevent static wrinkles from ever appearing. Though good long-term studies of its effects on appearance over many decades are lacking, by and large, the procedure seems to work. "If you start doing Botox a little earlier in life, you're going to prevent the wrinkles from coming out in the first place," Raman Madan, a dermatologist with Northwell Health, in New York, told me. After a decade of treatment, their skin may look as tight and bouncy as it was at the start. Foreheads and cheeks are mobile but serene, like calm waters.



There is, of course, a catch. Just like the conventional version, the effects of baby Botox usually wear off after three to four months, He said. Without a new round of injections, the effects fade; as muscles regain more movement, expressions ripple across the face, with all their wrinkle-forming force. To get the intended result, you have to commit. "It is something that you have to continue throughout your lifetime," Madan said.



Not that sticking with baby Botox allows someone to never age. It can't prevent sun damage, preserve the skin's elasticity, or stem skin sagging because of declining collagen. Although it has proved to be quite safe, a potential hazard is that, over many decades of use, facial muscles may atrophy, which could lead to a more aged appearance, He said. Occasionally, the face, determined to emote, recruits other muscles to compensate for immobilized ones, which could lead to wrinkles in unexpected areas, such as "bunny lines" around the nose. The skill of whoever is injecting the Botox makes all the difference; experienced technicians should be able to anticipate future movement. But again, patients stop treatment at their own peril: Faces begin to wrinkle as soon as the effects fade.



Injecting your face with a muscle paralytic three times a year from your early 20s (or even late teens) onward seems like an enormous undertaking, financially and otherwise. Botox averages $435 a treatment; even with smaller doses, the costs add up. Yet many justify the expense; it is, after all, far cheaper than more invasive cosmetic procedures, such as surgery and laser treatments. And an injection is a better bet than an $80 anti-aging cream that may not work.



The rise of baby Botox has been driven by the usual suspects, He said: selfies, social media, and celebrities, which not only advertise the effects of Botox (baby or otherwise) but also lessen the stigma. Several baby-Botox patients I spoke with--women in their mid-30s who began treatment in their late 20s--said that The Real Housewives and Vanderpump Rules, which star reality-TV personalities whose Botox journeys could be tracked by the episode, influenced their decision to start.



But people are getting Botox even earlier in life. The number of Americans ages 19 and under who got injections of Botox or similar products rose 75 percent from 2019 and 2022--and then rose again in 2023. "There's no age that's too early," Madan said; he clarified, however, that treating a teenager wouldn't be appropriate. According to He, teens and people in their early 20s simply won't benefit from Botox: Their skin is still so collagen-rich that it won't form wrinkles no matter how much it moves. That doesn't stop some people from administering it. In England, anyone under 18 can't legally get Botox, so teens travel to Wales, where the laws are less strict.





Despite the treatment's drawbacks, a person who starts baby Botox at 25 and keeps it up could still look that age a decade later. In another 10 years, they may look noticeably young for their age. Even if they stop at that point, they age on a 20-year delay. "Will you look 20 when you're 60? No," but you will definitely look younger, Madan said.



Baby botox is the pinnacle--or nadir--of anti-aging. The obsession with staying young consumes adults and youth alike, and never before have such effective anti-aging tools been so appealing or accessible. "Personal care's creep into younger demographics" is fueled by enterprising companies, skincare-obsessed Millennial parents, and TikTok beauty influencers, Elise Hu wrote in The Atlantic. That baby Botox is only getting more popular among younger people is to be expected. When I asked Dana Berkowitz, a sociologist at Louisiana State University and the author of Botox Nation: Changing the Face of America, whether baby Botox would ever become the norm, she told me, "There's no if--it's when."



Nearly all of the baby-Botox patients I spoke with said they planned to continue indefinitely, marveling at its ability to make them look "hot," "tight," and "snatched," internet-speak for a certain lifted, foxlike aesthetic. Yet they also acknowledged feeling coerced into the pursuit of agelessness. For many people, especially women, taking steps against aging feels like a duty. "Women are stuck between a rock and hard place: If you don't, you're chastised for letting yourself go, if you do, you're vain and frivolous," Berkowitz said.



As baby Botox takes the ability to slow aging to new heights, it changes what it means to get old. Looking "good for your age" has already shifted with improvements in skincare and lifestyle--people no doubt aged faster before indoor jobs and sunscreen. Before learning of my friends' Botox regimes, I thought I looked good for my late 30s. Now I'm not so sure. It used to be enough to have a youthful appearance, but the norm is moving toward looking like you have not aged at all.



Baby Botox may prolong the semblance of youth, but perhaps looking young forever won't be as great as it seems. No matter how the norms shift, looking young can only take you so far. When I was 21, a much older person told me that I could have a career as a news anchor--but only once my naive face had "gained some gravitas." Looking in the mirror now, a part of me thinks I'm finally getting there.
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Nice Little Jewish Community You Have Here

Donald Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews

by David Frum




Donald Trump's former longtime adviser Michael Cohen has said of the ex-president, whom he has likened to a Mob boss: "He speaks in code." Trump used the code last week to send a warning to American Jews. "If I don't win this election," he said, "the Jewish people would have a lot to do with a loss."

Flanked by American and Israeli flags, Trump delivered this warning at an event in Washington organized by the Republican mega-donor Miriam Adelson. He said he was speaking "very simply and as gently as I can." As if to say: Nobody would regret it more than Trump himself if Trump supporters blamed Jews for stabbing him in the back--or, to put it another, even more familiar, way, if Trump supporters blamed Jews for nailing their Messiah to the cross.

Trump has often stereotyped Jews in unpleasant ways. His statements have characterized Jews as greedy, predatory, and dubiously loyal to the United States. Many American Jews resent Trump's derogatory language about other groups as much as, or more than, the comments he has made about them. American Jews tend to highly value secularism, tolerance, respect, and equal dignity for all; Trump's rhetoric as a candidate and his conduct in office offend on all counts.

Most American Jews also care about the security and well-being of the state of Israel. And, in contrast with his domestic record, Trump's approach toward Israel when he was president was gratefully welcomed by the majority of American Jews.

It was President Trump who at long last moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem. It was Trump who gave the order to kill the leader of Iran's elite Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani. It was Trump who accepted that, after 60 years of refusing to talk peace, the Syrians had forfeited their claim to the Golan Heights. It was Trump who negotiated with Arab governments that were ready to make peace with Israel: Bahrain, Morocco, Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates. It was under Trump that Israel approached the normalization of relations with Saudi Arabia. And it was Trump who signed an executive order clarifying that calls for the destruction of Israel counted as anti-Semitism under federal civil-rights laws.

All of this may explain why Trump won nearly a third of the Jewish vote in 2020, more than any of his Republican predecessors. Since Trump left office, however, his movement has evolved in disturbing new directions.

The next generation of MAGA politicians and influencers is looking a lot more anti-Jewish and anti-Israel than Trump himself. That's why his threat has so much bite. This explains how the Republican Party of North Carolina could nominate someone like Mark Robinson as its candidate for governor, fully aware of his long history as an anti-Semite and a Holocaust denier. But more conventional figures than Robinson also raise the alarm.

Conspiracism--the wellspring of anti-Semitic ideas--has become the dominant style of MAGA Republicanism. Trump made himself the effective leader of the GOP with the "birther" lie, an elaborate theory of how Barack Obama was born in Kenya, but his mother faked a birth certificate in Hawaii so that her son could run for president nearly half a century later.

The Trump presidency coincided with a crazy claim that a Washington, D.C., pizza parlor was the center of a child-sex-trafficking ring involving top Democrats. The claim incited a pro-Trump gunman to bring a rifle to shoot up the restaurant. Despite discharging three shots, the gunman mercifully surrendered to police without having injured anyone; he was sentenced to four years in prison. Some of the charlatans who spread the hoax remain honored players in Republican politics to this day. Trump's own running mate, J. D. Vance, recently blurbed a book by one of them.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Vance deserves scrutiny in his own right. This week, he joined Tucker Carlson for an appearance in Hershey, Pennsylvania. Carlson had stirred controversy earlier in the month by hosting on his podcast an amateur historian who had a theory of World War II that presented the Holocaust as a terrible accident caused by the Nazis' inadequate planning. The real villain of the war, the historian argued, was Winston Churchill, because the British prime minister had refused to seek a compromise peace with Adolf Hitler. Carlson's praise promoted the historian's podcast to No. 1 in the iTunes store.

The intentionality of the Nazi Holocaust is about as well established as any fact in history. The writer most famous for denying it, David Irving, is an outright Nazi apologist who was exposed as a deliberate fraudster when he lost the libel suit he'd brought against the American historian Deborah Lipstadt. (It's not an obscure story; there's even a movie about the case.)

When Vance was asked whether he would still hold his planned event with Carlson after this bout of Holocaust denial, he dismissed the issue as "guilt-by-association cancel culture."

But sometimes, association does prove guilt. That's why the U.S. has laws against racketeering and membership in prohibited terrorist organizations.

Vance owes his prominence on the MAGA right in great part to his many appearances on Carlson's former Fox News show. A voracious consumer of social media, Vance followed the amateur historian's X feed from both his personal and his senatorial accounts.

The VP candidate presents himself as a strong supporter of Israel. In May, he delivered a speech to explain his reasons. For his venue, Vance chose the Quincy Institute, the Washington, D.C., think tank that numbers among its fellows John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, the co-authors of the 2007 book The Israel Lobby and American Foreign Policy. The book explained U.S. support for Israel as the work of a nefarious combination of wealthy American Jews and their deceived Christian allies. Generally speaking, if you are trying to prove your bona fides to a skeptical Jewish audience, you avoid sharing platforms with people condemned by the Anti-Defamation League for engaging in "a classical conspiratorial anti-Semitic analysis invoking the canards of Jewish power and Jewish control."

In his speech, Vance distinguished between Israel and other American allies he contemptuously dismissed as "clients ... who can't do anything without us." He hailed the Israelis for their technological and military strength, which enabled them to "advance their interests on their own." A strange thing about this argument, however, is that it cuts as much in favor of abandoning Israel as supporting Israel. If Israel doesn't need help, why help it?

Indeed, that speech was delivered almost exactly a month after the collapse of Vance's six-month fight to deny U.S. aid to both Ukraine and Israel. The House of Representatives approved the aid package on April 21. Two days later, Vance spoke from the Senate floor to give a different explanation of his position--one whose omission was as telling, in its way, as his later Quincy speech: Israel went unmentioned. Vance had many arguments against Ukraine, but not a word about the collateral damage to Israel.

In hindsight, Vance's May speech looks less like a statement of deep conviction and more like a hasty cleanup of his record to quiet those criticizing him as a potential vice-presidential pick. But the choice of Quincy as the site of a "pro-Israel" speech appears strategic: Precisely because the think tank is headed by people hostile to Israel, he could count on not being troubled by awkward questions. At a pro-Israel conservative venue, such as the Hudson Institute or the American Enterprise Institute, his uncompelling argument might have faced more challenges.



Anti-Semitism itself is a conspiracy theory: a story about a tiny, malign group that masterminds world events, from the killing of Jesus to the creation of capitalism (and--never mind the contradiction--the spread of communism). Anti-Semitism differs in this respect from racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and homophobia. Those other bigotries are founded on contempt. Anti-Semitism, like all forms of conspiracism, is founded on paranoia. Which is why people who start down any conspiracy-seeking path so often arrive at anti-Semitism. The pull is hard to resist, because the idea of Jews as arch-manipulators is such a powerful cultural resource.

Gal Beckerman: Kamala Harris is not 'totally against the Jewish people'

The conspiracy seeker may start, for example, with the idea that Big Pharma is lying about vaccines. That's not a specifically anti-Semitic form of paranoia. But as the conspiracy seeker delves deeper, the world begins to look like a series of secrets within secrets. Inside them all must lurk the ultimate boss. Who must that be?

John Buchan's novel The Thirty-Nine Steps--a fiction steeped in paranoid conspiracism--gives the following words to one of its characters: "The Jew is everywhere, but you have to go far down the backstairs to find him." That is the conspiracy seeker's experience: always going down the backstairs, only to discover "the Jew."

And that is a discovery reverberating louder and louder through MAGA world. As it does, it is echoed and matched on the far left by ancient libels repackaged as up-to-date academic theory. Karl Marx wrote of the continuing existence of a distinct Jewish identity as a problem and a mistake--and that one element of his ideology has fatefully outlasted the Berlin Wall.

Since the terror attacks of October 7, a shock of betrayal has jolted pro-Israel American Jews. Leftist opinion is hardening against Israel. Liberal opinion is softening in Israel's defense. Many American Jews feel undefended and excluded, with supposed allies strangely inhibited and frightened to act with them.

In the liberal and progressive institutions where American Jews most expected to find solidarity and comfort, they have felt abandoned, even accused. Not all American Jews support every action of the Israeli government--and especially not the actions of the present Israeli government: A majority of American Jews feel little or no confidence in Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. But almost all American Jews did expect that their horror at the crimes of Hamas would be shared universally. They expected, too, a common understanding that Israel, like any state, would have no choice but to punish those crimes, rescue hostages, and act to prevent Hamas from ever repeating its terrorist atrocities.

Instead, within days of the terror attack and before any major military response, American campuses and other progressive spaces erupted in anti-Israel protests. As Franklin Foer observed in The Atlantic: "Impassioned support for the Palestinian cause metastasized into the hatred of Jews."

Anti-Israel radicalism originated far to the left of mainstream liberalism and the national Democratic Party. But it seemed to many American Jews that mainstream liberals were unwilling to enforce institutional rules against such extremists. All kinds of criminal mischief--blockading bridges, lofting balloons into the path of civilian airliners, excluding Jewish students from university facilities--were treated with strange indulgence by law enforcement or by university administrators who, at other times, tightly policed student conduct--for such trivial matters as offensive Halloween costumes. Only after intense disorder followed by public outcry did campuses start cracking down.

The far-left groups that organized these actions despised the Democratic leadership's response to the crisis in the Middle East. Beginning in the first hours after the October 7 attacks, President Joe Biden provided more material and moral support to Israel than any U.S. president before him. Almost all leading national Democrats backed him. Yet, outside the realm of elected politics, mainstream liberals have a harder time standing up to the anti-Israel left. In institutions of art and literature, in K-12 schools, and in progressive cities' local governments, liberal-minded people retreat before anti-Jewish pressures. Whatever the MAGA movement has in mind for Jews, this progressive trend of hostility is the future, too.

To paraphrase Martin Luther King Jr., there is nothing surprising about the words of enemies. But there is something deeply disheartening and even frightening in the silence of once-trusted friends.

More conservative American Jews regarded Trump as one of those friends. Whatever else you say about him, he's good on Israel. How often have I heard some variation of those words from American Jews who might otherwise have little regard for the ex-president? But beyond and after Trump, a powerful mood of anti-Semitism is growing on the American right, as my colleague Yair Rosenberg wrote recently. Trump's message last week to his Jewish audience is that this mood will have his implicit sanction if he loses in 2024.
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A Simple Lab Ingredient Derailed Science Experiments

A scientist in Arkansas couldn't get her experiments to work. Then others started saying the same thing.

by Sarah Zhang




Last year, in July, Reine Protacio's experiments suddenly stopped working. Every scientist encounters baffling results from time to time; you chalk it up to error, repeat the experiment, and hope for the best. But in this case, the problem didn't resolve and in fact spread to other members of the lab: Their yeast, which normally multiples with such intense fecundity that 500 colonies might bloom across a single laboratory dish, had become stunted. Now they were getting just two colonies, maybe three--lonely white dots in a sea of nothing. It was as if something was poisoning the yeast.

After two straight months of failed experiments, Protacio went looking for a culprit. Her lab once had a faulty water purifier, so she switched the water source. No difference. She systematically replaced the sugar and other nutrients for growing yeast. No difference. The mystery, she eventually learned, ran deeper and wider than she thought. And when she and her colleagues at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences started sharing her findings, several scientists around the world reported similar stories of ruined experiments. The cases all pointed to the same suspect: agar.

Agar is and has been a staple of microbiology labs for a century. "We buy it in bulk. We buy kilograms at a time," Protacio told me. Mixed with water, the seaweed-derived white powder forms a sturdy, transparent gel perfect for growing microbes. In my own brief foray into the laboratory as an undergrad, I poured agar into probably hundreds of petri dishes, a tedious but necessary first step for many experiments. The lab where Protacio works uses agar to grow model organisms called fission yeast, whose chromosomes have striking similarities with ours. The bad agar derailed their experiments for two months. Although the lab could recoup the cost of the agar, she said, "they can't reimburse us for the lost time and the lost productivity." So the lab started raising the alarm.

In February, Wayne Wahls, who co-leads the lab where Protacio works, wrote to an email list of fission-yeast scientists asking if anyone else had encountered similar problems. One researcher replied yes, and then another. A biologist in Massachusetts even had this agar problem way back in 2006. The more that Wahls, Protacio, and a growing group of other scientists spoke publicly about the problem--in a preprint paper, then an article in Science--the more stories they started to hear. A few of the  scientists joined a study of the agar as collaborators, and the preprint has since been submitted to a journal.

The full pattern of agar failure that emerged is confusing, though. The problems in agar seem to have come and gone not just once but several times, sporadically, over the years--suggesting surprising variability in a standard lab product. They also seem to fade under certain conditions: when petri dishes are kept in the dark, according to one lab, or when yeast are fed a nutrient-rich diet, according to Protacio's own work. Sunrise Science Products, the company that supplied the seemingly toxic batch to her lab, told me it's been able to successfully grow fission yeast on the same batch of agar. "Please understand that we are NOT disputing their findings in their experimental situation," the CEO, Liz Kylin, wrote in an email. Perhaps the problem shows up only in certain batches and under certain conditions, which Sunrise is still trying to understand. "Whatever this issue turns out to be, it is certainly elusive, probably extremely specific," Kylin wrote.

Scientists have started to wonder if the potential toxicity originated in the seaweed used to make the agar. That could explain the variability from batch to batch: Perhaps certain factors--ecological, meteorological--alter the biochemical makeup of seaweed, the same way a wheat harvest differs from season to season and wine grapes vary from year to year.

Agar is also used in food, particularly in desserts in Asia. (Protacio is from the Philippines, and she originally knew agar as an ingredient in sago at gulaman, a cool, sweet drink that often contains bits of agar jelly.) And laboratory agar actually has its origins in food too: In the 1880s, Fanny Hesse suggested that her microbiologist husband use agar in his work, because she had used it to set fruit and vegetable jellies; her mother had heard about it from friends who had lived in Java. Today, however, culinary and laboratory agar are typically made from different types of seaweed. Agar in food is usually extracted from Gracilaria, which grows readily in large artificial ponds and tanks.

Laboratory agar is a more rarefied product. It comes from Gelidium, a slowly growing wild seaweed that yields a higher-quality agar whose lower gelling temperature is more suitable for lab work. These days, Gelidium is harvested primarily off the coast of Morocco, according to Dennis Seisun and Nesha Zalesny, who run the industry-analysis firm IMR International. The red, frilly seaweed can be collected when it washes ashore, but the finest-quality agar comes from Gelidium gathered from the seabed by professional divers in the summer. "If you can reproduce the waters of Morocco in a pond, the company would do it," Zalesny told me, but Gelidium has so far resisted attempts at mass cultivation.

The reliance on wild seaweed has caused headaches for labs before. In 2015, a Gelidium shortage caused the wholesale price to nearly triple. But scientists have not, up to this point, been particularly keen to find a replacement for their agar. Seisun and Zalesny used to work for a company that makes gellan gum, an agar alternative that can be manufactured entirely in a factory--no divers needed, no finicky wild seaweed. Yet the product never took off. "Agar still is the king and queen and the gold standard," Seisun told me. Protacio's lab ended up switching to a different agar supplier--a cheaper one, actually--and since then everything has been just fine.
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Trump's Most Misunderstood Policy Proposal

Economists aren't telling the whole truth about tariffs.

by Oren Cass




Donald Trump's proposal to impose tariffs as high as 60 percent on imports from China, and a global tariff of 10 to 20 percent, takes the right approach to addressing globalization's failures--but it has drawn resounding mockery from economists, and, in turn, from the mainstream media. "Trump Is Proposing a 10% Tariff. Economists Say That Amounts to a $1,700 Tax on Americans," a representative CBS News headline declared in June.

At a moment when the cost of living is consistently one of voters' top issues, the message is clear: A vote for Trump is a vote for inflation. But in making that argument, economists are abandoning some of their most basic analytic principles.

Their first mistake is to consider only the costs of tariffs, and not the benefits. Traditionally, an economist assessing a proposed market intervention begins by searching for a market failure, typically an "externality," in need of correction. Pollution is the quintessential illustration. A factory owner will not consider the widespread harms of dumping pollutants in a river when deciding how much to spend on pollution controls. A policy that forces him to pay for polluting will correct this market failure--colloquially by "making it his problem." It imposes a cost on the polluter in the pursuit of benefits for everyone else.

Tariffs address a different externality. The basic premise is that domestic production has value beyond what market prices reflect. A corporation deciding whether to close a factory in Ohio and relocate manufacturing to China, or a consumer deciding whether to stop buying a made-in-America brand in favor of cheaper imports, will probably not consider the broader importance of making things in America. To the individual actor, the logical choice is to do whatever saves the most money. But those individual decisions add up to collective economic, political, and societal harms. To the extent that tariffs combat those harms, they accordingly bring collective benefits.

Some opponents of tariffs ignore those benefits because they don't believe that manufacturing things domestically matters. For example, Adam Posen, the president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, has called Trump's proposal "lunacy" and "horrifying." But he has also dismissed concern for American manufacturing as "the general fetish for keeping white males of low education outside the cities in the powerful positions they're in." Similarly, Michael Strain, the head economist at the American Enterprise Institute, believes that tariffs "would be a disaster for the U.S. economy." In his view, the United States cannot be a manufacturing center again, "and we should not want to be."

These arguments may be internally coherent, but they are wrong. As the fallout from globalization has illustrated, manufacturing does matter. It matters for national security, ensuring both the resilience of supply chains and the capacity of the defense-industrial base. It also matters for growth. "Countries grow based on the knowledge of making things," Ricardo Hausmann, the director of the Growth Lab at Harvard, has said. "It's not years of schooling. It's what are the products that you know how to make."

Manufacturing drives innovation. As the McKinsey Global Institute has noted, the manufacturing sector plays an outsize role in private research spending. When manufacturing heads offshore, entire supply chains and engineering know-how follow. The tight feedback loop between design and production, necessary to improvements in both, favors firms and workers positioned near the factory floor and near competitors, suppliers, and customers. And the rudimentary matters as well as the advanced: When Apple tried to make its high-end Mac Pro in Texas, the effort foundered on a paucity of screws.

Production in the physical economy, whether manufacturing or agriculture or resource extraction, also has an outsize effect on economy-wide productivity growth. It anchors local economies in a way that personal services cannot. It preserves economic balance, so that trade is genuinely trade, instead of a lopsided exchange of cheap goods for financial assets.

Contrast economists' disdain for tariffs with their enthusiasm for carbon taxes. Taxing carbon would make many things more expensive for consumers, but economists embrace it as an elegant way to reduce emissions. Imposing a cost on a category of economic activity cannot be inherently foolish in one case (tariffs) and brilliant in another (carbon taxes). The question must be whether imposing that cost would be worth the benefits that it brings.

David Deming: Break up Big Econ

The second big trap economists fall into when discussing tariffs is an obsessive and uncharacteristic focus on short-term consequences. In most situations, economists encourage people to think about long-term impacts, taking into account how the various affected parties will react to a policy and adjust over time. Will a free-trade deal cause factories to close? Yes, economists concede--but in the long run, they argue, the efficiency gains created by free trade will lead to new and better jobs.

Strangely, economists have little patience for assessing tariffs in the same way. A 2018 report by the Tax Foundation, for example, models tariffs as a tax on American manufacturers. Its authors emphasize the new tax's drag on growth, but ignore even the possibility that higher import prices might encourage investment in domestic production. The equivalent would be modeling a carbon tax as a corporate tax increase and then declaring that it does nothing to reduce carbon emissions.

Another illustration comes from the University of Michigan economist Justin Wolfers, who recently posted a chart on X illustrating laundry-equipment prices immediately following the imposition of tariffs in early 2018. According to Wolfers, "Trump raised the tariff on washing machines by about 9%-pts and the price of laundry equipment rose by about 9%," demonstrating that the tariff "was an impressively destructive policy."

When economists account for a tariff's full range of effects, however, the picture changes dramatically. For example, researchers at UCLA studying tariffs imposed on China in 2018 estimated that higher import prices were costing the U.S. economy $51 billion annually. But with a "general equilibrium" model that attempted to account for the economy's response, that estimate fell by 85 percent and became statistically indistinguishable from zero. "We find substantial redistribution from buyers of foreign goods to U.S. producers and the government," they concluded, "but a small net effect for the U.S. economy as a whole." If this were in turn to prompt greater investment in domestic production, the net effect might eventually turn positive.

Which brings us back to washers and dryers. If we extend the data a bit further, through the end of 2019, the higher prices completely vanish. (They spike again in 2020, after the pandemic begins wreaking havoc upon global supply chains.) This could be because Samsung and LG brought U.S.-based factories online after the tariffs took effect, expanding domestic supply. The LG plant has now become the first American appliance plant recognized by the World Economic Forum as a "Lighthouse Factory" at the cutting edge of advanced manufacturing. More recently, LG has announced a new $3 billion investment to build a factory in the same town to produce electric-vehicle-battery components.

The story is reminiscent, on a smaller scale, of what happened when the Reagan administration negotiated import quotas on Japanese automobiles, which in the 1980s posed an existential threat to Detroit. Halting any further growth in imports did cause the price of the imported cars to increase initially by 5 to 10 percent. But it also caused the Japanese automakers to make enormous investments in building production capacity in the American South--first assembly plants, then entire supply chains, and eventually research and development facilities as well. Innovation, recall, follows manufacturing. Within just a few years, the quotas were lifted because they were not needed. Prices had returned to normal, and imports no longer flooded the market. The cars were being made in the U.S. by American workers.

Finally, in assessing a tariff's costs, a holistic analysis must consider where the money goes. The peculiar assumption underlying many anti-tariff arguments is that tariff revenue simply disappears. "If a million people each pay $5 extra in tariffs to save one factory job, that's $5 million per job," hypothesizes the policy journalist Matt Yglesias. The reductio ad absurdum of this mindset appears in the Tax Foundation's model, which not only refuses to consider how tariffs might affect economic activity, but also ignores the value of any tariffs collected. As far as its estimates for growth and employment are concerned, tariff revenue might as well be set on fire.

In fact, if 1 million consumers each pay a $5 tariff, $5 million has not been set on fire--it has moved from their pockets to the U.S. Treasury. The nation is not necessarily any richer or poorer. Some other tax could be reduced by $5 million. The $5 million could be rebated to consumers. It could be invested in some other activity--say, building a new bridge--that might have benefits greater than the cost.

If none of that happens, the money would reduce the federal deficit and the need for borrowing. This would be no small thing given the federal government's current fiscal crisis. Most people of common sense and good faith agree that tax revenue needs to increase and that spending needs to decrease. An oft-cited letter from 16 Nobel Prize-winning economists expressing their concerns about a second Trump administration emphasizes "a worry that Donald Trump will reignite this inflation, with his fiscally irresponsible budgets." But if fiscal responsibility is the concern, shouldn't the fact that a tariff that could raise hundreds of billions of dollars in annual revenue merit some mention?

To be clear, tariffs do impose costs that are not captured as revenue. One of these is what economists call "deadweight loss," created when resources are used less efficiently than they could be. Damage is done when a consumer who would have benefited from a $30 toaster chooses not to buy one for $33. A second cost appears as consumers switch to domestic options that are more expensive. The consumer who buys the $32 toaster made in America pays the extra $2, but the government collects no extra revenue.

Roge Karma: Reaganomics is on its last legs

Still, the share of the $32 purchase price that would once have gone to a Chinese factory and its workers now goes to an American firm and its workers instead. It pays American taxes and supports American families in American communities. And as the cases of laundry machines and Japanese cars underscore, when firms have incentives to invest in the United States, American workers prove every bit as capable as foreigners of producing efficiently and driving costs down. The standard anti-tariff narrative ignores all of this.

Protectionism can go too far: Insulating firms from any concern about foreign competition could lead to stagnation. Completely foreclosing access to imported components would make domestic production harder. But public policy is about trade-offs, and the trade-offs presented by tariffs have been well understood for centuries. The United States relied upon high protective walls to develop its own industrial base as it became the world's foremost economic power in the first half of the 20th century. Asian nations likewise drove their own export-led growth with both industrial policy and tariffs. Most prominently, China has used every trade barrier possible in pursuit of global manufacturing dominance. Conversely, the U.S. saw its industrial base collapse and its trade deficit explode once it left its own market unprotected and welcomed China into the World Trade Organization.

In Economics, the industry-defining textbook first published in 1948, the Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson argued aggressively for free trade. He did not, however, deny that tariffs work; under the heading "Beggar-Thy-Neighbor Policies," he listed the many ways that policies like "protective tariffs" could help "create a favorable balance of trade." Rather, Samuelson urged that "any intelligent person who agrees that the United States must play an important role in the postwar international world will strongly oppose the above policies," because to do otherwise would be to "attempt to snatch prosperity for ourselves at the expense of the rest of the world." As C. Fred Bergsten, the founding director of the Peterson Institute, acknowledged in 1971, "The economic argument was always marginal" for free trade. "It was the foreign policy case which provided the real impetus for liberal trade policies in the United States in the postwar period."

Whether America should focus more on domestic or global prosperity, on the lowest possible prices or on long-term growth and industrial strength, are questions on which reasonable minds may differ. They are not, however, questions that economists can answer. In fact, they are precisely the sorts of questions best left to politicians and the voters who elect them.
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The Quinceanera's Midlife Remix

Many Latina women hitting 50 aren't just throwing a big party--they're determined to redefine what it means to age.

by Valerie Trapp




On the day of her big coming-of-age bash, Audrey Calzada wore a tiara. Mariachi played. Friends performed a synchronized dance to Rema's "Calm Down," and she had a mid-party outfit change from a sequined midnight-blue gown to a gold one--just like so many other girls might do at their quinceaneras, the ritual for 15-year-olds that's celebrated across Latin American cultures and their diaspora. But Calzada, who works in the oil industry in Texas, had passed the quinceanera milestone decades ago. She was about to hit her 50th birthday, and she was determined to celebrate with pizzazz. "The joke in my community," she told me, "is that I'm extra."

Calzada is one of several women I spoke with who, upon turning 50, chose to celebrate a cincuentanera--a remixed version of the quinceanera that's become more popular in recent years. On TikTok, some videos of these parties have racked up more than 1 million views. Certain hallmarks of the quinceanera, such as ball gowns and father-daughter waltzes, show up, while others, such as the gift of a "last doll," get ditched for whatever the women prefer. "50 never looked so good," one celebrant wrote on TikTok, captioning a video of herself catwalking in a pink dress, a tiara, and aviator shades.

Some women's families have planned their parties for them. Other women have orchestrated the festivities themselves. Yet most women I spoke with had at least one thing in common: They wanted nothing to do with the bleak depictions of older age that they were being fed. Many women at 50 "have been led to believe that life is over," Norma Elia Cantu, a professor at Trinity University, told me. She referred to "Over the hill" birthday cards and party favors making the rounds at many midlife fetes, items suggesting that life's latter half is an ugly descent into irrelevance, ended only by the unforgiving slap of death. Cantu, in planning her own cincuentanera in 1997, had no interest in this sort of gloom. "I wanted to counteract that," she said, "and make it a celebration."

Read: The gap between how old you are and how old you think you are

The hunger for meaningful midlife festivities of course extends beyond the Latino community. In the film Between Two Temples, released last month, a retired music teacher in upstate New York undergoes bat mitzvah preparations in late adulthood, mirroring real-life rituals in the Jewish tradition offered to older congregants at certain synagogues. Secular celebrations such as "croning ceremonies" and menopause parties are also growing in popularity across the U.S.

For Latina women in the United States, celebrating a cincuentanera goes beyond just defying stereotypes about aging--it's a culturally resonant way to honor the life that they've built, often with the kind of splash that many couldn't afford as girls. Argenis Gonzalez, a quinceanera planner in Orlando, Florida, told me he estimates that 70 percent of his clients' mothers never got to celebrate a quince of their own because of a lack of money. Julia Alvarez, in her nonfiction cultural study Once Upon a Quinceanera, writes that many first-generation Latinas skipped theirs because they "didn't want anything that would make us stand out as anything other than all-American."

The cincuentanera, then, is a chance for women to celebrate a second coming-of-age, this time as the grown adults that they could only dream of being when they were 15.

In the course of a long life, the party lineup is awfully front-loaded: By the time a person hits 40, they may have celebrated a bat mitzvah or a quinceanera or a sweet 16, a prom, a graduation, and a wedding (or two)--cultural festivities where it's socially acceptable to drop some cash and go all out. Later in life, the number of elaborate festivities dwindles. This distribution might have made sense for humans a century ago; in 1900, the average global life expectancy was only 32 years. Yet the average life span has more than doubled since then, leaving the second half of life starved of confetti.

Midlife also looks different than it used to for many women. In addition to living longer, American women are marrying later and delaying motherhood, if they choose to have children at all. After age 50, Cantu hiked Spain's famed Camino de Santiago route five times; Calzada solo-traveled through Southeast Asia. Their lives don't exactly square with patriarchal stereotypes of what older women might be up to, such as helping raise grandchildren or knitting sweaters in a Florida retirement home.

Physical shifts such as perimenopause fuel significant change in midlife. As my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote earlier this year, "The state of midlife, for women, is a kind of second (or third) adolescence, a coming-of-age identity crisis that roils with hormones and exploration and discontent." Unlike the transition into adulthood, though, which boasts ceremonies galore, many women undergo this transformation with little social support or acknowledgment. Lacking rituals or jamborees, they might turn to a close friend, a journal, or a therapist to attend to the stew of feelings that accompanies any big life change.

That's where the cincuentanera plays a role. Unlike most big celebrations in a woman's adult life, the cincuentanera focuses on her individual accomplishments. "The milestones that mark the passage of time or social success for women tend to be those of child-rearing, tend to be those of marriage," Rachel Gonzalez-Martin, a Latino-studies professor at the University of Texas at Austin and the author of Quinceanera Style, told me, referring to events like baby showers and weddings. Yet the cincuentanera is squarely about the person celebrating. It's about a woman having "arrived at that which was potential at fifteen," as Cantu writes in Chicana Traditions: Continuity and Change, a book she co-edited. At Cantu's cincuentanera, for example, her three-tiered cake featured figurines of a graduate and a book, honoring her work as a professor and a writer.

Read: Three rules for middle-age happiness

The process of throwing oneself an extravagant shindig can itself be empowering. During a quinceanera, a 15-year-old might choose the flowers and the party theme, but older family members are most likely running the show and footing the bill. The cincuentanera, though, can be anything. Alma Villanueva, an Amazon Flex driver in Arizona, told me that at her cincuentanera, she danced not just with her father but with her mother as well. For Villanueva, the twist on the tradition was an opportunity to give both of her parents a public shout-out. When she took them out for a spin, she told me, "I didn't want them to dance with me. I wanted to dance with them." Calzada said that at her party, she also wanted to salute her relationships, and gave her loved ones tiaras of their own. "Watch til the end to see a sea of queens," she captioned a TikTok video of her bejeweled attendees grooving to Bad Bunny.

The cincuentanera may be relatively new in the history of parties, but Calzada hopes it becomes a tradition--a ritual that future generations of women can cherish as they step into a new phase of life. She hopes her daughter celebrates both a quinceanera and a cincuentanera. She wouldn't want her to miss out on one of the cincuentanera's greatest gifts: the chance for a woman to dream up her remaining years with a freedom she didn't have at 20 or 40--or especially at 15. "This wasn't coming of age, because I'm entering adulthood," Calzada said. "This was coming into a phase of my life where I'm finally living for myself."
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Why Katy Perry Can't Get Her Groove Back

The pop singer is stuck in a rut--and her soulless new album doesn't get her moving.

by Spencer Kornhaber




When people talk about the sparkly, vodka-sloshed sound of pop in the 2000s and early 2010s--an era of music that's romanticized a lot lately--the names of two men tend to come up: Max Martin and Dr. Luke. Because the producers helped shape many of the biggest songs of the new millennium, and because they've often worked together, they're frequently discussed in the same breath. But Katy Perry's new, Luke-driven dud of an album, 143, is an opportunity to examine these producers' separate outlooks--and reckon with the dark side of aughts-pop nostalgia.

Martin, a 53-year-old Swede, excels at creating bittersweet melodies and genre-blending arrangements; the highlights of his catalog, such as Britney Spears's "Lucky " and Taylor Swift's "Blank Space," sound precision-made yet weirdly soulful. By contrast, I've come to recognize Dr. Luke's work by its reptilian sensibility. The 50-year-old former Saturday Night Live-band guitarist is, at base, a disco producer, enamored by the power of a steadily thumping beat. His heyday was the peak of so-called recession pop, in the years after the 2008 financial crash, when bludgeoning electronic-dance beats took over the charts--by getting people to move, not feel.

Luke's approach has typically connected best in collaboration with fiery, distinct performers. That fact has proved to be a problem over the years, given that he's alienated some of the most willful women in pop music. Pink, Kelly Clarkson, and Bebe Rexha have all called him a jerk. In 2014, Kesha filed a shocking lawsuit alleging emotional and physical abuse by Luke, who'd been her mentor and manager. Luke strongly denied her allegations, and the ensuing court battle--during which many established stars avoided recording with him--concluded only last year. The two sides settled and put out statements referencing Kesha's claim that Luke had drugged and raped her. "Only God knows what happened that night," Kesha said, whereas Luke said, "I am absolutely certain that nothing happened."

Now, the decade-long estrangement between Luke and one former collaborator has thawed. He was part of the creative team behind Perry's early success, including by helping produce and write Teenage Dream, her era-defining, hugely selling 2010 album. When they stopped working together after 2013's Prism, Perry's next two albums didn't make much of a splash. Her latest release, 143, has been marketed as a dance party and a return to form--and of the 11 songs on the album's standard edition, 10 feature writing and production by Luke. (Martin, another architect of Perry's former hits, assisted on one song, as a co-writer.) The reunion has gone terribly: 143 is, by some measures, the worst-reviewed album in more than a decade.

Read: How pop music's teenage dream ended

Some of the distaste for the album is linked to Luke's reputation. 143's debut single, "Woman's World," is a feminist-empowerment anthem whose video features Perry in Rosie the Riveter cosplay--and that the song was co-created by a man who repeatedly clashed with female collaborators has not gone unnoticed. The track itself is a decent simulacrum of Luke's and Perry's previous output; simple chunks of melody snap together over a synth pulse, calling to mind a kid assembling Duplos. Yet this sonic evocation of the past only heightens the discomfort of listening. "Woman's World" throws back to an era of Go girl! songs whose key stars (Kesha, Spears) later said they didn't have much artistic control. It's nostalgia bait that inadvertently shows history as uglier than we understood it to be at the time.

No one has ever accused Perry of being a bold and forward-thinking artist; she has long come off like a super-charming host at a chain restaurant. On 143, though, it feels like the light has gone out of her eyes and the kitchen's suffered cutbacks. The album's beats--trance, electro, hip-hop--make no attempt to update old ideas. "Gorgeous" leadenly imitates the wild sound effects of Sophie, the most cliche-busting pop producer of the 2010s. Perry tends to blend raver lingo and therapy-speak--the trick Madonna pulled on Ray of Light nearly three decades ago--with all the gusto of a phone operator. Whenever something approaching real fun does start to coalesce, a grating lyric breaks the spell. On what could have been the best song, the promisingly pained "Truth," the music just seems to give up on itself and die after two minutes.

This paint-by-numbers fare might have slid into the cultural landscape of 2011 without causing much annoyance. In 2024, it's an affront, even setting aside Luke's controversies. The previous time Perry put out an album, in 2020, I wondered if bouncy, broad-appeal sing-alongs were becoming obsolete thanks to the death of the monoculture. Lately, pop is starting to seem healthy again, thanks to stars such as Chappell Roan, Olivia Rodrigo, Billie Eilish, and Sabrina Carpenter. What they (and forebears such as Taylor Swift) offer is brash personality, lyrical specificity, and structural cleverness. The command-and-control model of hitmaking exemplified by Luke--in which the singer serves the production, not the other way around--is outmoded. Escapist fare can still appeal; it just needs to feel handmade, human.

And it would be insulting to suggest that Perry, or any of her Millennial peers, couldn't have done better than 143. For example, stream Kesha's "Joyride," an explosion of foul-mouthed polka-pop. On first listen, when it was released in July, the song felt so over-the-top, so bristling with attitude, that it seemed miscalculated. A few months later, "Joyride" was my most played song of the summer. It's the sound of a performer sweating the details while clearly having a blast with her collaborators: an idea that's far removed from the cold cynicism so typical of pop's past and, in Perry's case, present.
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The War That Would Not End

Inside the year-long American effort to release the hostages, end the fighting in Gaza, and bring peace to the Middle East

by Franklin Foer




On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.

McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with Israel. At a moment when Israel was growing internationally isolated, the nation that styled itself the leader of the Muslim world would embrace it.

The officials were there to begin hammering out the necessary details. The Saudis had assigned experts to redesign Palestine's electrical grid and welfare system. The plan also laid out steps that the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank would need to take to expunge corruption from its administrative apparatus.

At approximately 11 p.m., several hours after the meeting adjourned, the whole vision abruptly shattered. McGurk received a text from Israel's ambassador to the United States, Michael Herzog. "Israel is under attack," Herzog wrote. McGurk quickly responded, "We are with you."

Just after nine the next morning, Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived at the White House. Blinken had planned to travel to Saudi Arabia that week to further flesh out the vision for a Palestinian state with the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman. Now Blinken stepped into the Oval Office with McGurk to brief President Joe Biden about Hamas's attack on southern Israel.

They couldn't present Biden with a full picture; the Israeli Defense Forces were still fighting battles with Hamas across the south. The president had a simple question: "How much worse is it going to get?"

As video footage capturing Hamas's rampage began to emerge, aides showed it to Biden. He absorbed an account of Israeli children murdered in front of their parents. "This is on a different level of savagery," he told McGurk.

When Biden spoke by phone with Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister sounded shaken. Netanyahu told Biden that Hamas's invasion might be a prelude to an apocalyptic assault on the Jewish state, emerging from every direction. "In the Middle East, if you're seen as weak, you're roadkill," Netanyahu said. "You cannot be seen as weak. And we need to respond to this, and we need the U.S. to be with us. If not, all of our enemies are going to be coming after us."

Biden's response to Netanyahu was, in essence, what McGurk had texted Herzog: We're with you. But the administration assigned itself a larger mission than full-throated solidarity in the aftermath of the attack. It wanted to avert a regional war that might ensnare the United States. It aspired to broker an end to the conflict, and to liberate the estimated 251 hostages that Hamas had kidnapped and taken to the Gaza Strip. It sought a Gaza free from Hamas's rule, and the dismantlement of the group's military capabilities. And despite the scale of those tasks, it accelerated its pursuit of the Saudi normalization deal.

What follows is a history of those efforts: a reconstruction of 11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy, based on interviews with two dozen participants at the highest levels of government, both in America and across the Middle East. The administration faced an impossible situation, and for nearly a year, it has somehow managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war. But it has yet to find a way to release the hostages, bring the fighting to a halt, or put a broader peace process back on track. That makes this history an anatomy of a failure--the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis.



October 11
 Above all else, Joe Biden--who could remember the dawn of the atomic age, when schoolkids practiced hiding under their desk--feared escalation. When presented with the chance to send more potent arms to Ukraine, he would ask, "Will this increase the likelihood of nuclear war?" And four days after the Hamas attack, it seemed as if his abiding fear of a crisis spinning out of control was about to be realized.

At 7:48 a.m., Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, received a call from Tel Aviv. A trio of Netanyahu's top national security advisers--Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, Minister of Strategic Affairs Ron Dermer, and National Security Adviser Tzachi Hanegbi--told Sullivan they were convinced that Hezbollah was about to launch a war on Israel from Lebanon. And they said their cabinet preferred to initiate the war preemptively.

Since October 8, Hezbollah, an Iranian proxy committed to Israel's destruction, had been firing rockets at northern Israel, in a display of solidarity with Hamas. Hamas's invasion had caught Hezbollah and its longtime leader, Hassan Nasrallah, by surprise. Nasrallah, who had envisioned leading his own invasion of Israel, was irked that Hamas had moved first, and annoyed that it had failed to give him the courtesy of a warning.

Hezbollah's initial salvos seemed calibrated to assure Israel that it didn't want a full-blown conflict. But now Israel could see Hezbollah units mobilizing just across the border. The Iranian-backed militia had begun using tactical radios, a telltale sign that it was preparing for war.

At 9:55 a.m., Biden called Netanyahu to talk through the potential ramifications of a preemptive attack on Hezbollah. Biden understood that the Israeli leadership, having failed to avert the last attack on the homeland, was panicked at the prospect of missing another. He told the prime minister: "If you launch this attack, you're guaranteeing a major Middle East war. If you don't, there's a lot we can do to deter that. If Hezbollah attacks, I'm with you all the way. If you start the attack, that's a much different picture. Let's take our time."

Just as the president began his call, McGurk received a message via a back channel that he used to communicate with the Iranians. They wanted the White House to know that they opposed Hezbollah's entry into the war and were trying to calm tensions. Iran might have been lying, but Sullivan passed the message along to Dermer, hoping to persuade the Israeli cabinet to delay a preemptive strike.

Right when the administration felt as if its arguments had broken through, Sullivan stepped out of the Oval Office to take another call from Dermer. Hezbollah militants, Dermer told him, had drifted across the border in paragliders just as Hamas had done four days earlier; its gunmen had opened fire on a funeral. These reports, Dermer said, had tipped the cabinet debate in favor of attacking.

Sullivan called CIA Director William Burns and General Erik Kurilla, the head of U.S. Central Command, which oversees U.S. military operations across the greater Middle East. Neither could corroborate the reports of paragliders entering Israeli territory.

Sullivan scrambled to get Dermer on the phone, but couldn't reach him. He managed to track down Dermer's chief of staff, who said his boss was locked in a cabinet meeting. Sullivan dictated a short note to Dermer: You're not making rational decisions. You're acting in the fog of war on the basis of bad intelligence.

Forty-five minutes after Sullivan's note, Dermer called to tell him that the cabinet would heed Biden's advice; it had voted against striking Hezbollah. The Israelis had determined that no militants were paragliding into the country. By the narrowest of margins, Israel avoided going to war because of a failure to distinguish Hezbollah fighters from a flock of birds.

October 13 
 Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, who had argued vociferously for a preemptive attack on Hezbollah, was peeved that the Americans had pressured Israel to wait. Now it was U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin's job to wrap his arms around his distraught counterpart. The Biden administration was trying to smother Israel with reassurance so that it could nudge Israeli policy makers in its preferred direction.

The administration believed that the Israelis were on the brink of executing a brutal, poorly conceived war plan in Gaza. In fact, it was barely a plan. On October 7, the IDF didn't have the schematics for a ground invasion of Gaza on the shelf.

In the dazed aftermath of the massacre, the army had quickly cobbled one together. American officials considered the proposed assault to be intolerably blunt: a brief warning to evacuate, followed by bombardment, followed by 30,000 troops barreling into Gaza.

As Austin and Gallant met in the Kirya, the sprawling campus in Tel Aviv that houses the Ministry of Defense, the American tried to gently, and Socratically, express his skepticism. Austin believed that he and Gallant were talking soldier to soldier, so he described the hard lessons he'd learned while overseeing the battle of Mosul in the war against the Islamic State: "You've got to take into account how you're going to address civilians."

He also urged Gallant to consider how allocating so much of the IDF's resources to Gaza would create a vulnerability that Hezbollah might exploit.

Austin kept pressing, "How does this end?"

There was no clear answer.

After his own consoling visit to Tel Aviv, Antony Blinken sprinted across the capitals of the Middle East. In Doha, where the political leadership of Hamas resided in luxurious exile, Blinken arrived to tell the emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, that the U.S. wanted him to consider evicting Hamas from his country.

But the emir had a complaint of his own: "We've been talking to Hamas, and Hamas is ready to release some of the hostages." In return, Hamas wanted Israel to pause the air strikes that had been pounding Gaza. "We've been trying to talk to the Israelis," the emir said. "We can't get anyone to focus on it."

The problem, as the emir explained it, was that Hamas had succeeded beyond its most extravagant expectations on October 7, not simply murdering more Jews than it anticipated, but seizing more hostages than it could manage.

In his diplomatic deadpan, Blinken replied, "I will follow up on this." But some of his aides were gobsmacked. They couldn't believe that Israel would pass up an opportunity to rescue women and children kidnapped into Gaza. As soon as Blinken boarded his plane, he called Dermer.

Dermer said that he would get to work on it. But throughout October, Biden-administration officials kept finding themselves struck by the Israeli government's unwillingness to explore hostage negotiations. Perhaps it was just the chaos that reigned in the aftermath of the attacks, but they began to feel as if there was a stark difference in outlook: Where the Americans were prepared to negotiate with Hamas, the Israelis wanted to obliterate it. Where the Americans worried about hostages dying in captivity, Israel retained confidence in its ability to stage daring rescues.

The Americans believed that the threat of invasion gave the Israelis leverage over Hamas. The best chance at extricating women and children from the tunnels of Gaza, they thought, was before the IDF began a ground operation--a fleeting opportunity that might never come again.


Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Israel on October 16, 2023, after discussions in six Arab states to coordinate efforts against Hamas and address Gaza's humanitarian crisis. (Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty )



October 16 
 As Blinken toured the region, Israel began to bombard Gaza with an intensity that unnerved otherwise sympathetic Arab leaders. In Amman and Riyadh, Cairo and Abu Dhabi, Sunni heads of state privately intimated that they wished for the resounding defeat of Hamas, the Palestine branch of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood movement that threatened their own regimes. They also accused Netanyahu of bringing catastrophe upon his country by allowing Qatari money to strengthen Hamas's rule of Gaza--the other Gulf States resented Qatar's support for the Muslim Brotherhood--despite their emphatic warnings about the dangers of that arrangement. But Israel was making it difficult for them to remain neutral. Hearing the Arabs' complaints, Blinken decided to add one last stop on his tour, a return visit to Israel, where he would press Netanyahu to allow aid into Gaza.

Before he landed, he felt sure that the Israelis would accede to allowing trucks full of basic goods to enter the Strip. In the parlance of diplomacy, that agreement was "prebaked."

But when Blinken visited Netanyahu, the prime minister balked.

Netanyahu told Blinken that he would negotiate the matter with Biden when he arrived in two days. Blinken replied that the president wouldn't board a plane without a humanitarian agreement in place.

It was lunchtime, and Blinken retreated to the acting ambassador's home in Jerusalem, hoping that Netanyahu would reconsider in his absence.

At 6 p.m., Blinken met Netanyahu at the Kirya. But the hours apart had done nothing to resolve the differences. Netanyahu kept arguing that his hands were tied. "I have got people in the cabinet who don't want an aspirin to get into Gaza because of what's happened." Ministers wanted to inflict collective punishment. "That's not me," he added, "but that's people in my coalition."

An air-raid siren cut their discussion short, sending them to a tightly packed bunker, where Netanyahu, Blinken, and Gallant awkwardly passed the time. When they returned to their meeting, Netanyahu ended it. He told Blinken that he needed to discuss everything with his cabinet. He left the secretary and his staff in a bureaucrat's small underground office, so deep that it had no cellular connection, while Netanyahu ran his meeting several doors down.

Periodically, members of the cabinet would emerge and present the Americans with a new proposal. Gallant suggested building a new railway system to transport aid, rather than allowing trucks into Gaza.

Netanyahu suggested that Israel could send a team to Gaza to assess the situation.

"You can't eat an assessment," Blinken responded.

Blinken held the leverage: the promise of the presidential visit that Netanyahu craved.

At 1 a.m., Netanyahu said that Israel would open the Rafah border crossing, which connected Gaza with Egypt. But he also insisted on sitting with Blinken for another hour, drafting the announcement of the agreement. Once they'd hashed out a statement, they walked into a closet to make a copy. Netanyahu couldn't figure out how to operate the machine. He just stood there, punching buttons.

October 17-18
 Air Force One was supposed to leave for Israel in a matter of hours, but Brett McGurk had forgotten his passport at home. Weaving his way through traffic in Washington, he heard a news report on the radio that a rocket had just struck Al-Ahli Arab Hospital in Gaza City, killing 500 civilians. Shit, he exclaimed to himself; what's going on? Before he had time to think, Israeli officials began lighting up his phone, denying responsibility for the strike.

Twenty minutes later, back at the White House, he found the president huddled with Jake Sullivan, along with Steve Ricchetti and Mike Donilon, advisers who occupied Biden's innermost circle. King Abdullah of Jordan called. Amman was supposed to be Biden's second destination. He didn't want Biden coming to his country at such a sensitive moment.

As aides began to debate canceling the trip, Biden called Netanyahu, who quickly said, "It wasn't us. I'll get you all the intel." He promised that by the time Biden landed, he would be able to show definitively that Israel hadn't bombed the hospital. McGurk wasn't so sure. But Biden concluded that he couldn't tolerate the consequences of calling off the trip. The Israelis needed him.

(Proof soon came that the hospital had been hit by an errant rocket fired by the Iran-affiliated Palestinian Islamic Jihad movement.)

While Air Force One made its way through the night, Biden kept revising the speech he would deliver to the Israeli public. The president had long described himself as a Zionist, with sympathy for the Jewish people cultivated in him by his father. He had so many Jews on his staff that he sometimes joked with them about "our people." Now, at Israel's moment of greatest need, he wanted to be its friendly uncle, Ray-Bans dangling from his hand, dispensing hard-earned wisdom.

The October 7 attack had sapped Netanyahu of self-confidence. It had taken him more than a week to meet with hostages' families; he was avoiding the public, which blamed him for the security failure. After Biden arrived in Tel Aviv, he wasn't just bucking up the prime minister; he was, in effect, executing the parts of the job that Netanyahu couldn't manage in his stunned detachment.


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu hugs President Joe Biden upon his arrival at Ben-Gurion airport on October 18, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)



For hours, Biden huddled with the Israeli war cabinet. To the world, that meeting looked as if Biden was claiming ownership of Israel's coming military campaign. The bear hug risked becoming a bear trap.

But it wasn't his war to run; all he could do was pose questions about the planned invasion of Gaza.

Biden was trying to get the Israelis to pause long enough to regain their emotional equilibrium and better calibrate their response. He offered to send three generals to lend their experience by poking holes in Israel's plans and making suggestions. The Israelis had little desire to accept advice. But Biden was sitting in Tel Aviv, and an offer from the superpower that would help defend them in a war against Iran wasn't something they could decline.

October 27
 After his visit, Biden began to ratchet up the pressure. He wanted Netanyahu to refrain from launching a ground invasion. Instead of capturing major urban centers or displacing civilian populations, he urged Israel to consider waging a counterterrorism campaign, with a series of surgical raids and strikes against Hamas's leadership and infrastructure.

The Israeli war cabinet dismissed the president's alternative because it would leave Hamas intact and, the Israelis worried, able to carry out another assault like October 7. But Israel didn't want to broadcast differences of opinion with the Americans to their enemies. Quietly, Netanyahu told Biden that he had to go in.

The invasion plan, however, was scaled back. Israel would send a fraction of the soldiers it initially intended in order to capture Gaza City, the hub of Hamas's command-and-control structure. After a brief pause, the army would continue to Khan Younis, the epicenter of the tunnel network. The war would be over by Christmas.

What the Israelis described was much more aggressive than Biden's plan. But the administration considered it well reasoned, not an overreaction. It made provisions to protect civilian life.

Twenty days after October 7, the IDF cut cell service in the Gaza Strip. It seized the beach road into Palestinian territory, then curved toward Gaza City. Netanyahu told his nation, "This is the second stage of the war."


Blinken attends a meeting with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry and Palestine Liberation Organization Executive Committee Secretary General Hussein al-Sheikh on November 4, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AP)



November 24 
 All of the American warnings about the battle for Gaza City included premonitions of a high number of Israeli casualties. But only about 70 IDF soldiers died in the fighting. The Israelis succeeded in trouncing Hamas in the north far more efficiently than their leaders had dared hope. That victory presented a diplomatic opportunity, because the IDF had always intended to pause its attacks after the battle anyway.

Biden assigned Burns, the CIA director, to pursue a cease-fire deal. The rumpled, self-effacing spymaster was also the administration's most experienced diplomat, a former deputy secretary of state who had earlier served as ambassador to Jordan and then Russia. Biden liked to hand Burns tasks that would otherwise have flowed to the secretary of state. Unlike Blinken, the CIA director could travel the world unannounced, without a retinue of reporters trailing him. And he had relationships with the two figures who, in theory, had the greatest chance of persuading Hamas to come to the table: Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, known as MBAR, Qatar's prime minister and foreign minister, and Abbas Kamel, Egypt's intelligence chief.

The two countries held sway over different corners of Hamas. Qatar served as the primary patron of the group's exiled political wing, which had relocated to Doha in 2012. Egypt, abutting the Gaza Strip, shared the management of the Rafah border crossing with Hamas. It had a direct relationship with the militants waging war.

To influence the course of the conflict, the negotiators needed the assent of one man, Hamas's top leader in Gaza, Yahya Sinwar. His brutality toward Israelis; his indifference, at best, to the death of Palestinian civilians; his sense of theological certainty about his mission; and his resignation to the possibility of his own death made him an almost impossible negotiating partner.

Even so, Sinwar thought strategically. He'd spent many years in an Israeli prison, where he'd learned Hebrew and voraciously consumed news from international sources. And the hostage negotiators benefited from a fleeting confluence of interests: Sinwar wanted to release the babies and small children among the hostages; having militants change diapers was not the end goal of his operation.

When the four-day cease-fire deal began--50 hostages released in exchange for 150 Palestinian prisoners and a four-day pause in the fighting--Burns remained in a state of constant anxiety. Israel said it would extend the cease-fire an additional day for each 10 additional hostages Hamas released. According to the deal, the hostages and prisoners exchanged were limited to women and children.

Each day, when the two sides published the names of those to be released, Burns braced himself for an objection that would cause the tentative peace to collapse. The Biden administration had successfully prodded the Israelis to develop a more nuanced, more realistic battle plan--and to prioritize the release of the hostages. The benefits of its diplomacy were on display in the faces of the 105 hostages who returned to their families. (Twenty-three Thai nationals and a Filipino were freed in a separate deal.) Then, after seven days, everything fell apart.


Blinken departs Tel Aviv for Jordan on November 3, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AFP / Getty)





Early December
 In Gaza, the suffering was immense. As the fighting resumed, NGOs operating in the territory reported a humanitarian catastrophe: widespread hunger, a water system that had stopped functioning, a surge in infectious diseases, a near-total breakdown of the public-health apparatus. Although the death toll was subject to fierce dispute, and estimates rarely attempted to disentangle civilian and military casualties, the numbers were nonetheless harrowing. By early December, approximately 15,000 people had died. The Financial Times described northern Gaza as "virtually uninhabitable." The Wall Street Journal called the conflict "comparable in scale to the most devastating urban warfare in the modern record."

A backlash against Biden's support for Israel was growing, not just among pro-Palestinian activists, but within the administration itself. In early December, a group of White House interns published an anonymous letter accusing the president of callously ignoring civilian deaths. A State Department official resigned in protest. Dissent began to filter into the Situation Room. A group that included Jon Finer, the deputy head of the National Security Council, and Phil Gordon, national security adviser to Vice President Kamala Harris, quietly complained about Israeli tactics.

Brett McGurk would push back against the complaints, invoking his stint overseeing the siege of Mosul during the Obama administration, as the U.S. attempted to drive ISIS from northern Iraq: We flattened the city. There's nothing left. What standard are you holding these Israelis to?

It was an argument bolstered by a classified cable sent by the U.S. embassy in Israel in late fall. American officials had embedded in IDF operating centers, reviewing its procedures for ordering air strikes. The cable concluded that the Israeli standards for protecting civilians and calculating the risks of bombardment were not so different from those used by the U.S. military.

When State Department officials chastised them over the mounting civilian deaths, Israeli officials liked to make the very same point. Herzl Halevi, the IDF chief of staff, brought up his own education at an American war college. He recalled asking a U.S. general how many civilian deaths would be acceptable in pursuit of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the jihadist leader of the anti-American insurgency in Iraq. The general replied, I don't even understand the question. As Halevi now explained to the U.S. diplomats, Everything we do, we learned at your colleges. 

December 14-15 
 When the Israelis first outlined their campaign, they estimated that it would be over by Christmas, as if they would deliver an end to the conflict as a holiday gift for their American benefactor. Then they would shift to a counterterrorism operation using precision raids and targeted operations, just as Biden wanted.

But Christmas was little more than a week away--and an end to the war seemed distant. Jake Sullivan went to Tel Aviv to press the war cabinet to conclude the operation.

The Israelis assured Sullivan that the end would come soon enough. They were about to eliminate a substantial portion of the underground tunnel system, to break the military capacity of their enemy. They simply needed a few more weeks, until the end of January, or perhaps February.

"This is starting to sound like just basically smashing your way around the entire Strip indefinitely," Sullivan told them.

Despite his empathy for Israel, he had arrived at a dispiriting conclusion: The government had no plausible theory of victory, no idea how it might wrap up the conflict.

December 23
 Sullivan's doubts stoked Biden's frustrations. He was suffering politically on Israel's behalf, heckled at his public appearances by protesters and at odds with a faction of his own party, but Netanyahu didn't seem to care. The lack of reciprocity angered Biden. He was learning the hard way what his predecessors in the Oval Office had also learned the hard way: Netanyahu was not a give-and-take negotiating partner.

Biden called Netanyahu with a long list of concerns, urging him to release tax revenue that Israel owed to the Palestinian Authority, the government in the West Bank, which Netanyahu was always trying to undermine in his quest to prevent the establishment of an autonomous, fully functioning state there.

"You can't let the PA collapse," Biden told him. "We're going to have a West Bank catastrophe to go with the Gaza catastrophe."

As Netanyahu began to push back, Biden couldn't contain his pique and barked into the phone, We're done.

They wouldn't speak again for almost a month.


Antony Blinken meets with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, on January 8. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / Anadolu / Getty)



January 8 
 Al-Ula was the realization of Mohammed bin Salman's dreams--a remote oasis that had come to represent the young monarch's theory of modernization, how he would turn his country into the spear tip of the 21st century. In the middle of the desert, he had erected a destination brimming with five-star resorts and luxurious spas. There was even a plan to build a satellite branch of the Centre Pompidou.

The Saudi crown prince, known as MBS, maintained winter quarters at al-Ula. He took meetings in a tent lined with thick rugs and plush cushions. This is where he greeted Blinken, who arrived at dusk in pursuit of his own dream, a vision that traced back to the earliest days of the Biden presidency, when McGurk had traveled to the kingdom.

Biden took office spoiling for a fight with the Saudis. During the campaign, he had announced his intention of turning the kingdom into a "pariah." But after McGurk explained the sanctions that the administration was about to impose on Saudi Arabia, he found himself on the receiving end of one of the prince's flights of enthusiasm. MBS disarmed McGurk by announcing his desire to normalize relations with Israel, following the path that the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain had traveled a few months earlier with the signing of the Abraham Accords.

Netanyahu kept offering tantalizing hints of his own enthusiasm for the same vision. Two years after McGurk's visit, in early 2023, the prime minister called Biden and told him that he was prepared to reconfigure his coalition to build domestic support for a deal. Netanyahu would first have to overcome his lifelong aversion to a Palestinian state, because that was a nonnegotiable Saudi demand. But he said that he was willing to go there, even if he had to break with the theocrats in his coalition to make it happen.

And in the early fall of 2023, the administration moved ever closer to hatching a normalization deal between the old adversaries. The deal was a grand bargain: Saudi Arabia and the United States would enter into a mutual-defense treaty, which required Senate ratification. The United States would help the Saudis build a nuclear-power program for civilian purposes, and in return Saudi Arabia would remain committed to the dominance of the U.S. dollar and American interests in the region.

The events of October 7 seemed destined to doom the deal. When Blinken visited MBS soon after the attack, the crown prince could hardly contain his anxiety about the prospect of anti-Israel protests in his streets, about the prospect of a regional war.

But in Blinken's head, the contours of the deal still felt as relevant as ever. The administration began to imagine its diplomacy proceeding along two separate, but deeply interconnected, tracks. It would cut one deal with Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, which would have some of those countries supply troops to stabilize Gaza in the aftermath of the war. And then it would cut a separate deal with the Saudis, who would not only recognize Israel but also fund the reconstruction of Gaza.

Blinken had come to al-Ula looking for a signal from MBS that such a deal was still plausible.

As they settled in the tent, MBS shocked Blinken. A hardened piece of Washington conventional wisdom held that MBS felt a kinship, born of shared authoritarian tendencies, with Donald Trump. But after the 2018 murder of the Washington Post contributor Jamal Khashoggi, MBS had become a voracious student of American politics. He spoke frequently with Senator Lindsey Graham, a close ally of Trump's, and those conversations helped lead him to a fresh analysis of Saudi interests. (In the capitals of the Middle East, Graham is viewed as a potential secretary of state in a second Trump administration, so his opinions are given weight.)

From the April 2022 issue: Graeme Wood on the crown prince, a murder, and the future of Saudi Arabia

MBS told Blinken that the Biden administration represented his best chance for realizing his plans: Two-thirds of the Senate needed to ratify any Saudi-U.S. defense pact, and he believed that could happen only in a Democratic administration, which could help deliver progressives' votes by building a Palestinian state into the deal. He had to move quickly, before the November election risked returning Trump to power.

"What do you need from Israel?" Blinken wanted to know.

Above all, MBS said, he needed calm in Gaza. Blinken asked if the Saudis could tolerate Israel periodically reentering the territory to conduct counterterrorism raids. "They can come back in six months, a year, but not on the back end of my signing something like this," MBS replied.

He began to talk about the imperative of an Israeli commitment to Palestinian statehood.

"Seventy percent of my population is younger than me," the 38-year-old ruler explained. "For most of them, they never really knew much about the Palestinian issue. And so they're being introduced to it for the first time through this conflict. It's a huge problem. Do I care personally about the Palestinian issue? I don't, but my people do, so I need to make sure this is meaningful." (A Saudi official described this account of the conversation as "incorrect.")

He wanted Blinken to know that he was pursuing this deal at the greatest personal risk. The example of the assassinated former Egyptian President Anwar Sadat weighed on him, an unshakable demonstration that the Muslim Brotherhood would wait patiently to exact murderous revenge on an Arab leader willing to make peace with Israel.

"Half my advisers say that the deal is not worth the risk," he said. "I could end up getting killed because of this deal."

January 9 
 Blinken hoped that Netanyahu still hungered for diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia. Normalization would, after all, be the capstone of what the prime minister considered his legacy project: brokering peace with the Arab Gulf States. And, in MBS's view, it would almost certainly create space for other Muslim nations to follow: Qatar, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, a slew of African states.

Iran was the force that could weld together this unlikely coalition. The Islamic Republic's aspirations to regional hegemony, its pursuit of nuclear weapons, and its willingness to fund and train militant groups frightened both the Middle East's Sunni Arab rulers and its Israeli leaders. By working together, though, Israel and the Sunni states might be able to contain Iran. It was a plausible enough vision, but it had failed to account for an Iranian veto.

If October 7 was designed to halt Israeli-Arab rapprochement, it had been wildly successful. And the only hope of reviving the process rested on Netanyahu overcoming a deeply ingrained instinct. Ever since losing his premiership in 1999, after making concessions to the Palestinians under pressure from the Clinton administration, he'd seemed determined never to alienate the Israeli right wing again. He almost always choked when forced to utter the words Palestinian state.

Sitting with Netanyahu, Blinken asked if he wanted to continue pursuing a deal with MBS. "If you're not serious about this it's good to know, because we can just close up shop here."

Netanyahu said he remained emphatically interested.

Spelling out the obvious, Blinken told him that he would need to publicly express his support for Palestinian statehood. Netanyahu replied that he could find a way to make that commitment, although he allowed that it might take some finessing of language.

When Blinken mentioned that MBS also needed calm in Gaza, Netanyahu said that he could supply that, too.

After they finished their private discussion, Blinken joined Netanyahu in a cabinet meeting. Rather than seeking to restore calm, however, the ministers were discussing plans for ramping up the war. Netanyahu said nothing to contradict them.

As they left the meeting, Blinken grabbed him and said, "Prime Minister, what we just heard there--it's not consistent with what we talked about in your office."

He replied, "I know. I'm working on it."

January 31
 Beneath central Gaza City, the Israelis experienced the shock of another intelligence failure. Of course they knew about the tunnels of Gaza. In the popular vernacular of the prewar era, they were dubbed the Metro. But as the IDF cleared Hamas from the city and began to burrow beneath it, it was stunned by the branching passageways it encountered. The Israelis began to refer to it as the Kingdom. They realized that the tunnels were far deeper than they had known. And as the army moved into Khan Younis, it began to comprehend their scale. It was possible, the Israelis estimated, that as many as 450 miles of tunnel were beneath the Strip.

The network had been built to withstand an Israeli invasion. Entryways were booby-trapped. Steel blast doors protected living quarters so that they could withstand air strikes. Militants' apartments were adorned with ceramic tile to create a comforting illusion of home. The tunnels contained machinery to manufacture the long-range rockets that Hamas periodically launched at civilian targets in Israel. It was even possible to drive a car through the widest passageways.

The discovery of the full extent of the system extended Israel's timeline. Conquering the subterranean world was painstaking, perilous work; fanciful schemes, such as pumping the passages full of seawater, failed to clear the tunnels. And the IDF kept uncovering computers filled with revelatory information, leading it to new targets.

Israeli soldiers stumbled into Yahya Sinwar's lair under the city of Khan Younis soon after he had fled, leaving behind bags of cash that he desperately needed. The near miss was a forking moment: Killing Sinwar might have allowed Israel to feel the catharsis that comes with retribution, opening the way to negotiate an end to the war.

In the months that followed, Sinwar was the lizard that grew back its tail. After the IDF would crush his battalions, it would then withdraw its troops. Israel didn't want to become an occupying force, with the casualties and burdens that would entail. The world didn't want that either. But without a continued IDF presence in the cities it conquered, Hamas returned to the sites of its defeat. It reconstituted itself, both physically and spiritually. Sinwar had developed a new sense of his own resilience, American intelligence came to believe, and a suspicion that he might just survive.

March 5 
 Every time Antony Blinken visited Israel, he found himself in endless meetings with politicians who delivered posturing soliloquies, which reporters who hadn't been in the room somehow managed to quote later in the day. He began arranging private conversations with Benny Gantz and Yoav Gallant.

Gantz, a former IDF chief of staff turned leader of the centrist opposition, was the great hope for a politically viable alternative to Netanyahu. And in the late winter, he privately indicated to the State Department that the premiership might be within his reach.

The administration thought it could see a path to provoking a political crisis within Israel: Present the Saudi deal to the Israeli public, and if Netanyahu rejected it, Biden could explain its wisdom. Voters would be left to choose between Netanyahu and a sunnier alternative vision of Israel's future.

To boost his standing, Gantz scheduled a trip to the White House. The visit deeply irked Netanyahu. The Israeli embassy was instructed not to arrange meetings on Gantz's behalf while he was in Washington.

Two of Blinken's top deputies, Barbara Leaf and Derek Chollet, met Gantz in his suite at the Willard hotel. It was the former general's first trip outside Israel since October 7, his first time emerging into a world that had largely shifted its sympathy from Israeli hostages to Palestinian children. As Gantz sipped his coffee, Chollet and Leaf took turns excoriating him for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. It wasn't hard to read the surprise on his face; he wasn't prepared for how differently Americans had come to see the war.

Upon returning to Israel, Gantz told colleagues that Netanyahu was endangering Jerusalem's relationship with Washington. The warning was both accurate and self-serving; the time had arrived for Gantz to make his move.

But Gantz, ever the Boy Scout, hesitated to resign from the government in the middle of a war or to call for new elections, as he had long hinted he would. His hour had come, and then it swiftly passed him by.


Benny Gantz visits the U.S. State Department on March 5 to discuss humanitarian aid in Gaza. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / abacapress.com / Reuters)



March 9
 Biden was feeling hoodwinked. First, the Israelis had said the war would be over by Christmas; then they'd said it would be over by February. Now they said they wanted to invade Rafah, which would extend the war for several more months.

It seemed to the White House as if the Israelis had learned nothing. They planned to encircle Rafah, the last intact city in Gaza, where refugees from across the Strip had gathered, and then clear it block by block. They had no serious plan for evacuating and rehousing civilians.

In one meeting with Blinken, Ron Dermer boasted that the Israelis had ordered 80,000 tents for evacuees. But in the course of the meeting, the Israelis admitted that the number was actually closer to 40,000. Even the larger number, though, wouldn't come close to housing more than 1 million refugees.

Biden's team understood why the Israelis wanted to enter Rafah, which bordered Egypt. Every tunnel resupplying Hamas with smuggled bullets and rockets ran beneath it. The IDF had left it out of the initial plan because its leaders expected to sustain a large number of casualties just tackling their original targets. But as the war had gone on and they'd learned how to fight Hamas, their confidence had grown and their plans had evolved.

Five months into the fighting, Biden and his administration were still reacting to events as they unfolded, and appeared no closer to bringing the conflict to an end. Now, for the first time, he told the Israelis he'd had enough. He couldn't support an invasion of Rafah without a better plan for limiting Palestinian suffering. In an interview with MSNBC's Jonathan Capehart, he said that this was his "red line."


Palestinians rush trucks transporting international aid from the U.S.-built temporary aid pier near the Nuseirat refugee camp in central Gaza on May 18. (AFP / Getty)






 April 1
 At about 11 a.m., a group of Israeli officials piled into the White House Situation Room. Jake Sullivan had prepared a lacerating speech: "You're about to be responsible for the third famine of the 21st century." But before he could even sit down, Sullivan noticed that the face of the usually gregarious Hadai Zilberman, the military attache from the Israeli embassy, was creased with worry. He stepped out of the room to talk with Zilberman and Ambassador Herzog.

The Israelis explained that they had just struck a building in Damascus. That, in itself, was not a big deal. As far as the U.S. was concerned, Israel had freedom of action in Syria.

But Herzog and Zilberman intimated that this situation was different. For starters, they had killed three generals and four officers in Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. That included Mohammad Reza Zahedi, the general in charge of Iran's covert activity in Lebanon and Syria and an old friend of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. And there was a complicating wrinkle: The building abutted the Iranian embassy.

"You did what?" Sullivan asked in disbelief. "Was it part of the embassy?"

The Israelis said they couldn't be sure, but they didn't believe that it was.

On social media, however, the Iranians were already claiming that Israel had destroyed its consulate, which constituted sovereign Iranian soil.

Sullivan felt his frustration rising: Does Israel really need this right now? Does the United States really need this right now?

In truth, the Israelis hadn't fully considered the reverberations, although the Mossad had argued that the strike wasn't worth the risk. That evening, Iran sent the U.S. a message via the Swiss, holding it responsible and hinting that retaliation would extend to American targets.

Later in the week, the administration sent its own muscular message: Don't attack Israel. A strike on Israel would draw the region into war; it would draw the U.S. and Iran into conflict.  

April 12
 Iranian retaliation was often theatrical, severe enough to demonstrate resolve to the regime's hard-liners but mild enough to preclude a cycle of escalation. But this time, the intel suggested something worse.

At first, the three-letter agencies had predicted that Iran would hurl about a dozen ballistic missiles at Israel. Over the course of a week, however, those predictions had swelled to as many as 50. The number suggested an effort to draw not attention, but blood.

General Kurilla had flown across the region, coordinating an international response to the impending assault. Missiles would be tracked from space and shot down by American ships. The Israelis would use their layered interceptors: the Arrow systems, Iron Dome, David's Sling. American and British fighter jets would knock down drones before they could enter Israel, which meant operating in Jordanian and Saudi airspace. Kurilla even convinced Arab states that their air forces should participate in knocking down drones, proof of concept for an emerging anti-Iranian alliance.

Lloyd Austin reported that the allies were prepared, but the Pentagon worried that some missiles and drones would slip past the patchwork defense. It seemed almost inevitable that Israel would respond in turn, and that the wider war the administration had worked so hard to avoid would be on.

April 13 
 "It's already under way," Austin told the room.

At about 5:15 p.m., Biden had gathered his advisers in the Situation Room--his intelligence chiefs, his national security adviser, the secretaries of state and defense. The vice president joined remotely, via videophone, as did General Kurilla, who was in Jordan.

The Iranians had unleashed their first salvo, an armada of drones flying slowly toward Israel. This was just the prelude, but Austin was already rushing to tamp down the next phase of the conflict. He had called Yoav Gallant and urged him in the strongest terms not to retaliate without consulting the U.S.

Kurilla periodically disappeared from the screen in search of the latest intelligence. The U.S., the U.K., and their Arab allies had already begun swatting down the drones, he reported. Saudi Arabia, home to Islam's most sacred sites, was helping defend the Jewish state. (Saudi Arabia has not confirmed or denied its involvement.)

But drones were slow and easy pickings. The bigger tests, Kurilla warned, were the ballistic missiles. He estimated that they could be in the air within the hour.

"What are the primary targets?" the president asked.

The bulk of the missiles were expected to fall on an air base in Israel's Negev desert, but cities might also be struck. The Houthis, Iran's proxies in Yemen, might target the resort city of Eilat. Iraqi and Syrian militias might take aim at Haifa. "The numbers are the problem," Austin said. "They are trying to overwhelm air defense."

Biden, as always, worried about escalation. "I want to make sure we know what the hell we're doing," he said. "It's one thing to defend Israel. It's another thing to use force against Iran."

He was uncertain how ferociously the Israelis might react, but he was sure that they would. "If they don't respond, I'll eat this table," he said.

Then, at 6:34, Kurilla told the room that the full Iranian assault had begun. Screens filled with images of missiles launching. Maps of the Middle East were covered in arcing red lines, tracing the trajectory of lethal projectiles that would land in 12 minutes.

At 6:52, Kurilla appeared again, and said that at least four drones or ballistic missiles had struck their intended target at the Nevatim air base, but he didn't know the damage. Other drones and missiles were still in the air, and he was unsure if more would follow.

The officials at the table began to retreat from the room to call their own sources, in search of greater clarity. The meeting anxiously dissolved, without any sense of the scale of the crisis.

At 8:07, it reconvened. Austin had just spoken with Gallant. Five of the Iranian missiles hit the air base, he said. Only one struck an occupied building, but it inflicted minimal damage. There was one report of a civilian killed by shrapnel. (It turned out to be false.)

"This is extraordinary," Austin said, beaming.

It was one thing to design an air defense system, integrating land, sea, and space, and stitching together Arabs, Jews, and Americans. It was another for that system to work nearly perfectly in the heat of battle.

But Sullivan broke the ebullient mood: "I just spoke to my counterpart; there are many voices in the war cabinet that are strongly urging for striking back very quickly."

Biden picked up the phone to call Netanyahu. He wanted the prime minister to know that Israel had already miscalculated once, by attacking the Iranian facility in Damascus. It couldn't afford to miscalculate again.

"Tell people that you succeeded. Tell them that you've got friends. Tell them that you have a superior military. But if you go after Iran, we're not going to be with you. Not a joke."

"I understand, Joe," Netanyahu responded, "but these guys still have a lot of capability left, and they could do it again."

After he hung up, Biden told the room that although he'd instructed Netanyahu to "take the win," he knew he wouldn't. Biden's goal wasn't to prevent Israeli retaliation, but to limit it. He went to bed still unsure whether he had headed off a regional war.


Israel's war cabinet discusses an attack launched by Iran in Tel Aviv on April 14. (Israeli Government Press Office / Getty)



April 18
 In the days that followed, the Israeli war cabinet debated the form that retaliation would take. Sullivan feared that the Israelis wanted to put on a "firework show," calibrated to project superiority and provoking an endless exchange of missiles.

Sullivan kept calling Israeli officials, and he found that they understood the risks of escalation.

Gallant told him that Israel would engage in a precision response, without announcing the target of the strike or the damage it exacted, so that Iran could save face.

On the evening of April 18, Sullivan and Brett McGurk watched from the Situation Room as Israel struck an air base outside Isfahan, not far from an Iranian nuclear site. It wasn't the scale of the attack that impressed, but its stealth. Eluding Iran's air defenses implied that Israel could strike Iran anywhere it wanted, at any time it desired.

But McGurk and Sullivan couldn't be sure whether the restraint that Israel displayed would preclude escalation. That night, the intelligence showed that Amir Ali Hajizadeh, the Iranian commander who'd overseen the April 13 attack, was aching to fire more missiles at Israel. His view, ultimately, was the dissident one. Iranian media portrayed Israel's retaliation as ineffectual, hardly worthy of a response. The next day, the Iranians passed yet another message along to the U.S., this time through the United Nations envoy in Lebanon. They were done.




Blinken walks with Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant toward the Gaza border at the Kerem Shalom crossing on May 1. (Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty)



May 1
 Antony Blinken was headed back to Washington after an exhausting set of meetings. Even at home, he couldn't escape the conflict. In front of his suburban-Virginia house, protesters had erected an encampment, which they called Kibbutz Blinken, implying that he held dual loyalties. Blinken was the highest-ranking Jew in the executive branch--and the only member of the administration subjected to such treatment. Protesters threw red paint at cars that were leaving his house. They shouted at his wife, "Leave him, leave him."

When things seemed especially bleak, Blinken liked to quote an aphorism coined by George Mitchell, who negotiated the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, ending decades of sectarian strife in Northern Ireland. While pursuing the deal, Mitchell said, he'd had 700 days of failure and one day of success.

Blinken was at the end of one not particularly successful day. In Jerusalem, he'd confronted Netanyahu and his cabinet about Israel's plans for invading Rafah.

He told them: You're going to have to make your own decisions, but go into this clear-eyed; understand the consequences for our relationship. 

Netanyahu seemed braced for a possible rupture: If this is it, this is it. If this is where we end, this is where we end. You have to do what you have to do. We have to do what we have to do.

That wasn't the response the Americans in the room had expected, and it left them dazed. For the entirety of the war, they had avoided a rift in the alliance, but perhaps the alliance was dissolving, despite Biden's warm feelings, despite all the political costs he'd absorbed on Israel's behalf.

May 8 
 Biden told aides that he didn't want to see Israel raze Rafah, where the IDF was already operating, with the same American bombs that had flattened northern Gaza, so he ordered the suspension of the shipment of certain heavy munitions. But this was an impulsive decision--rendered in anger after Netanyahu crossed Biden's Rafah red line. The administration hadn't figured out how to communicate the decision to the Israeli government, but the Israelis were bound to notice that the weapons shipments had been delayed.

Yoav Gallant learned about it from underlings, then confronted Blinken to confirm it. Reports of the slowdown leaked to the press. But instead of discouraging Netanyahu, Biden's rash move had thrown him a political lifeline.

Over the course of his career, Netanyahu had always excelled at picking fights with Democratic presidents as a means of boosting his standing with right-wing Israeli voters. Now Biden had given him the pretext for the same comfortably familiar play once more.

Netanyahu began to publicly argue that Biden's caution, his hand-wringing about civilian casualties, was preventing Israel from winning the war. Republican members of Congress were leveling the same accusation, only without any pretense of diplomatic niceties. Senator Tom Cotton told Face the Nation, "Joe Biden's position is de facto for Hamas victory at this point."

May 31
 After months of drift, Biden was at last aggressively attempting to impose his will and bring the fighting in Gaza to a close. In the State Dining Room of the White House, he delivered a speech--and presented a four-and-a-half-page plan--describing the mechanics of a cease-fire, distilling months of negotiation between Israel and Hamas. Only this time, the proposed deal wasn't being hashed out behind the scenes between the parties, but issued from the mouth of the president of the United States.

Biden intended to stuff Netanyahu in a box by insisting publicly that Israel had agreed to his proposal--even though he knew that the right-wing members of the Israeli government would likely reject it, and that Netanyahu had made a habit of pushing for better terms even after he'd committed to a deal. But with its invasion of Rafah advancing, and as it gained control of the smuggling tunnels in the south, Israel was on the brink of ending the most intensive phase of the war.

The president described Hamas as the key obstacle to the deal, and he directed his administration to use every means at its disposal to pressure the group. After Biden's speech, Blinken called MBAR, Qatar's prime minister, and told him that he needed to evict Hamas from his country if it rejected the cease-fire. Before Blinken hung up the phone, MBAR agreed.

By now, it had been 237 days since Hamas had kidnapped some 250 hostages. And by the IDF's count, it still held about 100 alive, and the bodies of at least 39 others. Striking a deal offered the best chance of bringing them home, and Biden was finally investing the prestige of the presidency to make it happen.

August 1
 Throngs crammed the streets of Tehran, accompanying a casket carrying the body of Ismail Haniyeh, the head of Hamas's political wing and its chief negotiator in the cease-fire talks. A remotely detonated bomb had exploded at the guesthouse where he was staying for the inauguration of Iran's new president.

Israel declined to publicly assume responsibility, but in a message to the State Department, it bluntly owned the assassination and blamed Haniyeh for a long list of horrific acts. Although the Israelis had given no specific warning, they had previously told the Americans of their intent to eliminate the upper echelon of Hamas's October 7 leadership; with Haniyeh gone, only two remained.

As Blinken absorbed the news on a trip to Asia, he called MBAR. "It was shocking because he was the one that was mainly overcoming the obstacles to get into a deal," the Qatari prime minister complained.

But American officials weren't overly concerned about the negotiations. Hamas, they judged, would replace Haniyeh and continue to negotiate, just as Haniyeh had continued to negotiate after Israel killed three of his 13 sons and four grandchildren.

What worried them more was that Haniyeh's death was just one of several attacks by the Israelis. Hours before, an air strike had killed Fuad Shukr, a top Hezbollah commander, in retaliation for a rocket that killed 12 children playing on a soccer pitch in the Golan Heights. About a week before that, Israel had struck the Houthis in Yemen, avenging a drone attack on Tel Aviv.

After Haniyeh's death, Iran threatened to reprise its April attack on Israel. In response, the United States began following the same well-trodden steps, moving a carrier and a submarine into the region, and sending stern warnings to Tehran through back channels. Officials began mobilizing the allies. This time, though, other countries were hesitant to come to Israel's defense. The Saudis and Jordanians worried that by protecting Israel, the U.S. was giving it license to launch ever more perilous attacks in the region. Although they eventually joined the preparations for defending against an assault, the administration began to worry that these repeated trips to the brink were exhausting its luck.

August 21
 When President Biden had presented his outline for a cease-fire in May, Netanyahu's advisers had signaled that he endorsed it. But in late July, Israeli negotiators sent a letter backing away. To agree to the deal, Israel said that it needed five new amendments, including stationing Israeli troops on Gaza's southern border, along the Philadelphi corridor.

The administration felt as if Netanyahu was scuppering a deal just as one seemed plausible. It leaked the Israeli letter to The New York Times in frustration, as evidence of the prime minister's bad faith.

But Biden thought he needed to bring Netanyahu back in line himself. On the phone, he implored him to compromise, implying that he would pin blame for any collapse of the talks on the prime minister.

The burst of presidential pressure was hardly unexpected--and Netanyahu was clearly prepared for it. Worried that he might be portrayed as the saboteur who prevented the return of the hostages, he told Biden that he would dial back his demands. His counterproposal didn't diverge much from the deal that the administration had judged that Hamas would accept.

For a time in August, Hamas was an equally frustrating barrier to progress, as it waited for Iran to avenge Haniyeh's death. But as time passed without a counterstrike, the administration began to believe that Iran, like Netanyahu, didn't want to be accused of ruining a deal. Hamas's tone shifted, suggesting a willingness to negotiate.

A cease-fire, and the release of hostages, seemed closer than ever.

August 31
 Jake Sullivan decamped to New Hampshire for Labor Day weekend, so that he could be with his wife, Maggie, who was running in a Democratic primary for Congress. That Saturday, he received a call from William Burns, reporting that the IDF had found six corpses in a tunnel beneath Rafah. The Israelis couldn't yet confirm it, but they were convinced that the bodies were those of hostages, murdered execution-style, and that Hersh Goldberg-Polin was among them.

Over the past 11 months, Sullivan had met regularly with the families of the American hostages held by Hamas, often in a group. But he also spoke separately with Hersh's mother, Rachel, with whom he felt a particular connection. Through their conversations, Sullivan had formed a mental portrait of her 23-year-old son, a dual U.S. and Israeli citizen--a single human face for Sullivan's broader effort to reunite the hostages with their families.

Day after day, he had worked to save Hersh's life. I've failed, he thought to himself. I've objectively failed.

Read: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

At 8 o'clock that evening, Sullivan dialed into a secure call with Biden, Finer, Blinken, and McGurk. Phil Gordon joined on the vice president's behalf. As a group, they reviewed the past 11 months. Could they have done anything differently? Had they overlooked any opportunities for securing the release of the hostages?

Sullivan wondered if a deal had ever been possible. Hamas had just killed six of its best bargaining chips, an act of nihilism.

Over the course of two hours, the group batted ideas back and forth. In the end, they threw up their hands. There was no magical act of diplomacy, no brilliant flourish of creative statecraft that they could suddenly deploy.

After all the trips to the region, all the suffering witnessed on those trips, all the tough conversations, all the cease-fire proposals, the conflict raged on. Three hundred thirty-one days of failure, and the single day of success was still beyond their grasp.



* Illustration sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty; Menahem Kahana / AFP / Getty; Abed Rahim Khatib / Anadolu / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Jalaa Marey / AFP / Getty; Bashar Taleb / AFP / Getty; Khames Alrefi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Ali Jadallah / Anadolu / Getty; Alexi Rosenfeld / Getty
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Republicans Are Finally Tired of Shutting Down the Government

Despite all the chaos of their narrow House majority, Republicans have avoided disaster.

by Russell Berman




This week, Speaker Mike Johnson surrendered a spending battle that Republicans had hardly even fought. The House will vote on legislation today to avert a government shutdown without demanding any significant concessions from Democrats. In a letter to Republican lawmakers on Sunday, Johnson acknowledged that the bill "is not the solution any of us prefer." But, he wrote, "as history has taught and current polling affirms, shutting the government down less than 40 days from a fateful election would be an act of political malpractice."

Johnson's retreat highlights a strange, seemingly contradictory truth about the 118th Congress: It's been extremely chaotic, and yet the dysfunction has barely affected most Americans. The GOP's House majority proved to be too thin to govern, and Republicans spent at least as much time bickering over who would lead them as they did voting on bills of consequence. Electing Kevin McCarthy as speaker required 15 rounds of voting, and he was ousted nine months later; a few months after that, a Republican fraudster, George Santos, was expelled. Somehow, though, Congress has escaped catastrophe: The U.S. did not default on its debt. Lawmakers managed to approve $61 billion in new aid to Ukraine that House Republicans had held up for months. And the government stayed open--largely because Republicans seem finally to have grown tired of shutting it down.

The GOP's two speakers this term, first McCarthy and now Johnson, have each struggled to wrangle a divided party, placate former President Donald Trump, and confront President Joe Biden and the Democratic majority in the Senate. But both of them repeatedly avoided disaster. "They've taken the lumps and done the things they need to do to keep the place afloat," Matthew Glassman, a former congressional aide who is now a senior fellow at Georgetown University, told me.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The accidental speaker

That's not to say either leader deserves all that much credit. Ukrainians said the long wait for more U.S. assistance cost its forces lives and territory. Domestically, funding the federal government through temporary extensions known as continuing resolutions hampers agency planning. And neither McCarthy nor Johnson were able to turn Republican priorities into law.

Johnson's latest folly came last week, when he attached to a government spending bill a partisan proposal aimed at ensuring that only U.S. citizens vote in federal elections (which the law already requires). Fourteen Republicans joined with most of the Democrats to defeat the measure, leaving the speaker with little leverage in negotiations. The gambit had been doomed long before it came to a vote. Yet with his own future as speaker in doubt and Trump egging on a shutdown, Johnson made at least a perfunctory attempt to get it passed. "I think he had to put it on the floor to say, 'Hey, I tried,'" Representative Don Bacon, a Nebraska Republican who has been critical of the hard-liners in his party, told me.

In his letter to lawmakers, Johnson cited the upcoming election as reason to keep the government open. But as plenty of Republican leaders have concluded over the years, shutdown fights have rarely turned out well for the GOP, whether an election is looming or not. "They never have produced a policy change, and they've always been a loser for Republicans politically," Mitch McConnell, the party's longtime Senate leader, said a year ago, when a similar surrender by McCarthy cost him his job as speaker. Last week, the senator said a Republican-orchestrated shutdown would be "politically beyond stupid."

Russell Berman: Why Republicans can't keep the government open

McConnell, who is giving up his post after this year, has played some part in all of the government shutdowns of the past 30 years--when Newt Gingrich was battling President Bill Clinton in the mid-1990s, when Senator Ted Cruz and his conservative House allies pressured a reluctant Speaker John Boehner to wage a fight over Obamacare in 2013, and when Trump was demanding that Democrats fund his Southern border wall in 2018-19. Holding up federal operations to extract policy concessions has become synonymous with the party of smaller government, as Democrats are fond of pointing out. "Government shutdowns are in the DNA of the Republican Party," the House Democratic leader, Representative Hakeem Jeffries, told Jeffrey Goldberg at The Atlantic Festival last week.

Johnson's maneuvering this week suggests that Republicans might be evolving. "I think we've learned shutdowns don't work," Bacon said. "People feel good on day one [of a shutdown], and then you realize it's stupid."

Republicans will face one more test this year, assuming the House and Senate approve (as is expected) the three-month stopgap measure Johnson unveiled on Sunday. This round of funding will expire on December 20. If Trump wins the presidency, the GOP will have little incentive to wage a shutdown fight only a month before he takes office. If Kamala Harris wins, Republicans' calculus could change. But just as lawmakers are itching to leave Washington for the campaign trail now, they will likely want to head home for the holidays in late December. As Bacon said: "I don't think there's an appetite for it."
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Trump Was President Once

And it was a total failure, even by the standards he set for himself.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump's best line in the September debate against Vice President Kamala Harris came near the end, when he sought to tie her to the unpopular president under whom she serves.

"She just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things," Trump said. "Why hasn't she done it? She's been there for three and a half years. They've had three and a half years to fix the border. They've had three and a half years to create jobs and all the things we talked about. Why hasn't she done it?"

The only problem with this attack is that it applies to another unpopular president as well: Trump himself. Time and again during the 2024 campaign, he's promised to do something that he failed to do in his first term, that he didn't bother to do during his first term, or is the opposite of what he did during his first term. Whenever he makes these claims, it's worth remembering that Trump was president once--a fact he seems to hope you'll forget. Maybe he doesn't remember himself.

Read: An article the likes of which nobody has ever seen before

"The most optimistic outlook from his most ardent supporters is, 'Well, I'm sure he'll do better in his second term,'" Geoff Duncan, a Republican former lieutenant governor of Georgia, told me in August, shortly after he endorsed Kamala Harris. "'He won't do another January 6. He's not going to spend another $8 trillion. He'll actually do something on the border, with the wall.' It's like, 'All right, uhh ...'"

The gap between what Trump says he'll do in office and what he actually did runs through nearly every subject. Start with immigration, Trump's favorite issue. He's still promising to build a wall on the southern border with Mexico. As president, he tried to do that, and found himself repeatedly frustrated; in the end, he was able to construct only small portions of a barrier, many of which have been easily breached. He keeps saying he wants to build the wall, but he hasn't offered any new explanation for how he'd be able to do it this time.

Instead, he's spent more time in this election cycle talking about his plans for mass deportation--something that he usually says will apply to undocumented immigrants, though now he's promising to deport Haitian migrants from Springfield, Ohio, even though they are in the United States legally. Any mass deportation would require a huge military mobilization, entail enormous brutality, and disrupt large portions of the American economy, which are a few reasons to doubt that Trump would do it. Another reason for skepticism is that he made a similar promise to kick all unauthorized immigrants out of the country in 2016. In the end, though, he deported fewer people than Barack Obama did in either of his terms. Joe Biden has also deported more people than Trump did.

David A. Graham: Trump's new big lie

The same gulf between promises and past actions exists on economic issues, too. One of Trump's big new ideas this cycle is eliminating the federal income tax on tips. That's economically questionable but politically clever enough that Harris now says that she would do the same. But during his first term, Trump sought to allow employers to take tips that workers received. His vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, wants a $5,000 child tax credit, but Trump's big 2017 tax bill--passed when Republicans controlled both the House and the Senate--increased the child tax credit from $1,000 to $2,000, placing greater emphasis on slashing the tax rate for high earners. Nonetheless, Trump says that bigger tax cuts in his second term would lower the debt, though that's not what happened when he cut taxes before.

Trump's 2024 platform promises to "stop outsourcing, and turn the United States into a manufacturing superpower," but he was no more successful at returning manufacturing jobs to the United States than Obama had been, even before the enormous disruption of the coronavirus pandemic. He and Vance are also campaigning as a pro-worker ticket, and he managed to wrestle the Teamsters to a non-endorsement. But his National Labor Relations Board was business-friendly, and judges he appointed have consistently ruled against workers, including blocking a rule against noncompete agreements and siding with a company arguing that the NLRB itself is illegal.

Trump also spent the 2016 campaign promising (as other Republicans did) to repeal the Affordable Care Act. Once in office, he tried, but did not succeed, in part because the GOP hadn't managed to come up with something that would eliminate the law without being a huge political liability. Yet during the current campaign, Trump has insisted that he would preserve the ACA, unless he can come up with something better. When asked about this during the debate, he replied (unforgettably) that he had "concepts of a plan." He has also tried to pull off a diametric shift on abortion. Having run promising to overturn Roe v. Wade and then appointed conservative Supreme Court justices who did just that, he is now trying to style himself as a defender of women's rights. "YOU WILL NO LONGER BE THINKING ABOUT ABORTION," he promised in a recent Truth Social post.

David A. Graham: Trump has somehow stumbled into a very likable policy idea

In the realm of foreign policy, Trump says that he will "strengthen and modernize our military, making it, without question, the strongest and most powerful in the world," but after promising to increase the size of the military in 2016, he did not. He is critical of the Biden administration's withdrawal from Afghanistan, and said during the debate, "We would have been out faster than them, but we wouldn't have lost the soldiers." But Biden only oversaw the withdrawal because Trump committed to exiting Afghanistan but then didn't do it while in office.

As the election nears, Trump has warned, baselessly, that it may be rigged. He says he would "secure our elections, including same-day voting, voter identification, paper ballots, and proof of citizenship," yet he did none of these things when he was president. He continues to insist that the 2020 election was stolen from him, a false claim, without ever acknowledging that he was president at the time. He's promised to seek retribution against political adversaries and to jail election officials, and his first term showed that's not bluffing. He tried devotedly.

One of the curious things about the gap between record and promise is that in some cases, Trump is promising to do more than he did before (deport immigrants, build the wall), and in others, he's promising to do less (give power to employers, limit abortion). Trump critics have been frustrated by a certain amount of amnesia among voters about how chaotic and unpleasant the Trump years were--not just by the critics' standards, but based on popular impressions at the time. This amnesia depends in part on voters being willing to believe promises that cut directly against what he did as president. No one could seriously argue that by the end of his term, Trump had managed to "unite our country by bringing it to new and record levels of success," as his platform says he will this time.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump isn't bluffing

But journalists have been overly credulous as well. In July, Harris said that Trump would cut Medicare. Politifact ruled that "mostly false" because Trump has said on the trail this year that he would not cut the program--even though, as the fact-checkers acknowledged, "during his presidency, Trump released four successive annual budgets that proposed cutting Medicare." Careful parsing of the words of a prolific liar, at the expense of his demonstrated actions, is an exercise in futility, and does little service to readers.

"I'm an open book," Trump said during the debate. "Everybody knows what I'm going to do." They certainly ought to. After all, he was president once.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/trump-erase-presidency-forget/680012/?utm_source=feed
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On This Corner, January 6 Was a Glorious Revolution

<em>We Live Here Now</em><span>. A new podcast from </span><em>The Atlantic</em><span>.</span><em> </em><span>Episode two.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

In Episode 1, we learned that one of our new neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt. In this episode, we learn more about why she moved to D.C. Every night without fail, Witthoeft and her housemates hold a vigil outside the D.C. jail where the rioters arrested for their actions on January 6 are held. We begin visiting these vigils and discover an alternate universe, where the people we know as insurrectionists are considered heroes.

We also get invited to Witthoeft's house, which she refers to as the "Eagle's Nest." There we learn about how her life and the lives of her roommates were turned upside down after January 6. And Witthoeft, for the first time, tells the story of how she learned about her daughter's death, and how it radicalized her.

This is the second episode of We Live Here Now, a six-part series about what happened when we found out that our new neighbors were supporting January 6 insurrectionists.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: You know what I've always been really curious about? Why you?

Lauren Ober: Why me what?

Rosin: Like, she's very suspicious of a lot of things. She really can turn on a dime on anybody.

Ober: She has on me.

Rosin: And yet, I do have a sense that she specifically trusts you, in some way. Do you have any guesses why? 

Ober: I mean, sometimes I've thought, like, Maybe I remind her of her daughter. I don't know.

Rosin: Wait. Of Ashli?

Ober: Yeah. I mean, she described Ashli as, like, basically an acquired taste. Like, people didn't feel neutrally towards Ashli. You either loved her or you hated her.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin.

Ober: And I'm Lauren Ober. And from The Atlantic, this is: We Live Here Now.

Rosin: The "she" in that conversation is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of the only person shot and killed on January 6. We introduced you to her in the previous episode. She moved into our D.C. neighborhood to get some sort of justice for her daughter. And that quest takes the form of a vigil held outside the D.C. jail--every night, uninterrupted, for two years.

Do you remember the first time you decided to go to the vigils?

Ober: I was ramping up to go to the vigil for days. Like, I kept being like, Tonight's the night I'm going to go to the vigil. Tonight's the night I'm going to go to the vigil.

Rosin: How did you think they were going to treat you or talk to you?

Ober: Before I showed up there, I definitely thought that I was going to get kicked out or something. I just figured I would be met, at bare minimum, with intense skepticism. Like, Who is this person? Why are they here?

Rosin: Right. Lauren, I have a really good idea. Can you read me that script that you wrote on the notes app, please? Now. Like, right now.
 
 Ober: (Laughs.) Okay, in my own defense, I sometimes bumble my words, so I needed a little guidance. So that's just a caveat. It said, "Hey. I'm Lauren. I make audio documentaries, and I recently heard about your vigils and wanted to know more about what's been going on down here."

Rosin: That's good. That's good. (Laughs.) Thumbs up. Very good.

Ober: (Laughs.) Thank you. Glad you approve.

Anyway, I got out of my car. I walked towards a bunch of American flags, which were an obvious tell that I was in the right place. I passed a truck that had the words we the people stenciled on it. Then there was another one parked right next to it with a 1776 sticker in the window. So--

Rosin: Clearly, you were in the right place.

Ober: Because also, you have to understand, the physical geography of the vigil is, like, down at the end of a sidewalk, and the sidewalk starts at the top of this little hill, and you land at the end of the sidewalk where the vigil is. And so it's like, you know, you can see the enemy coming.

[Crowd murmurs and loudspeaker announcement]

Ober: When I landed at the vigil, there's a table set up with some speakers and a sound system, and behind that, a bunch of American flags. There's another table for snacks and coffee, and a couple of camp chairs strewn about. And the whole of "Freedom Corner" was ringed by metal barricades set up by police.

When I arrived, I spotted Micki, gathered up my nerve, walked up to her, and delivered my script. It went about as well as you might expect. But she didn't kick me out. She just put out her cigarette and walked back towards the various cameras livestreaming the vigil.

[Music]

Ober: Since that first time I went, I've now been to the vigil maybe a dozen times. And this is generally how it goes: The guys in the prison, which they call the "D.C. Gulag," are in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail, which they call the "Patriot Pod." Most of them are in there awaiting trial or sentencing for charges like assault and civil disorder relating to January 6. And every night between 7 and 9 p.m., a bunch of them call in to the vigil. But before that, there's a roll call.

Person at microphone: Duke Wilson.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Ricky Wilden.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Shane Woods.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Chris Worrell.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Ober: During this roll call, someone at the vigil reads off the names of people detained as a result of January 6, plus the people who died on January 6 and the folks who took their lives after the riot. There are so many names that the roll call takes a solid five, six minutes to get through. At the end of this portion of the vigil, the assembled crowd, maybe five to 10 people--maybe more--breaks into a chant.

Person at microphone: Now let's say her name.

Crowd in unison: Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt!

Ober: Anyway, the combination of vibes is weird. On one hand, it's like a funeral that never ends. And as such, it's appropriately somber. A young woman died, and here on this corner, time stands still for her--and for her mother. Every night at the vigil is Ashli Babbitt night.

But then, the other vibe is like a MAGA rally or a tent revival, because after the chants, it's time for the prisoners slash patriots to call in to the vigil and testify.

Prisoner James Strand: Hey. What's going on?

Ober: From inside the jail, the J6ers call out to one of the vigil-goers' phones, and then whoever fields the call broadcasts it through the speakers on Freedom Corner.

Person at microphone: Oh, just living--

Strand: This is James Strand. Yeah, go ahead.

Person at microphone: Living the American dream out here on Freedom Corner.

Crowd member: Hey, hey.

Strand: Out there on Freedom Corner, right next to the graveyards.

Person at microphone: That's right.

Ober: They talk about all kinds of goings-on in the jail--the homemade haircuts, the rank food, the bodybuilding competitions. They send messages to their wives and solicit donations for their legal fees. And almost to a person, they use their nightly phone calls to air their grievances against the government, which are many.

That first night I went, one guy called in and said he couldn't believe that people who love America could be made out as terrorists. Tami, one of Micki's roommate's, fielded that call--and commiserated.

Tami: I never thought I'd see the day that people would go to jail for thought crimes. But as I've been here in D.C. the last several months, I've seen it over and over and over again.

Ober: Another guy called in to explain that he hadn't really committed a crime.

Prisoner: If you were there, it does not match the narrative that is being portrayed on the outside.

Ober: Then this electrician from New Jersey called in with some choice words about America.

Prisoner: In 10 years or in five years or in eight years, America's gonna be a shithole. It doesn't matter whether it's 20 years from now or 10 years from now.

Ober: Basically, every vigil goes this way.

Prisoner: If we don't win in the next year--

Crowd member: That's over.

Tami: That's true. He's not lost.

Prisoner: That's it! Who cares?

Tami: Obviously, not you.

Ober: None of the guys who call in say they did anything wrong. Most of them say they are being mistreated. And they refer to themselves as political prisoners and, more recently, hostages. The folks at the vigil, like Micki's housemate Nicole, use this language, too.

[Music]

Nicole: At this point, he is now really a hostage. He's no longer a political prisoner. He's done his time. He is a hostage.

Ober: "Hostage." "Political prisoner." Trump himself has picked up this rhetoric.

Donald 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.

Ober: So this little homespun vigil operation organized by our neighbor has somehow transmitted this language--these ideas--from jail payphones to Freedom Corner loudspeakers to YouTube live streams to Trump's mouth. How did that even happen?

But then, that first day I was there, something else happened, too. One of the men who called in was Jeffrey Sabol. He's a Colorado geophysicist convicted of beating and dragging a law enforcement officer down the Capitol stairs.

Jeffrey Sabol: Same old stuff in here. It's just another day.

Ober: He gave a short update on the boring goings-on in the jail: Some guys were working out, some guys were watching TV, and some guys were in need of a lesson on cleaning up.

Person at microphone: You know, Jeff always says it's Groundhog Day in there, but it's Hotel California for us out here.

Ober: And then Micki got on the phone and explained that there was somebody from the neighborhood in attendance tonight.

Micki: So we actually have informed the neighborhood tonight.

Sabol: One at a time. It's one at a time.

Micki: You gotta take 'em how you get 'em.

Ober: Now, you could see this as a cute, little outreach, or you could see it as vaguely menacing. Like, Welcome to our little corner, you spy. We see you. We know you're here. And I'm telling the guys on the inside, there's an outsider here.

Micki sent a message that night for sure, though just what it meant, I didn't know. But it did make me want to know more about the woman running this Groundhog Day funeral slash conspiracy-corner mini MAGA rally. Was this vigil the result of grief gone haywire? Or was it some sort of shrewd political movement?

[Music in crowd]

Ober: At the end of that first visit to the vigil, Micki offered me coffee and a slice of blueberry pie--a nice gesture, for sure. But I don't drink coffee. And I don't eat fruit pie. And I definitely do not eat when I'm on a very important reporting mission.

But I did appreciate the offer. It felt neighborly. So I kept returning to the vigil.

Ober: How are you?

Tami: Good. How are you?

Ober: Great. What's going on?

Tami: Another beautiful night vigilizing. Vigilizing.

Ober: You're vigilizing.

Tami: Vigilizing.

Ober: And I got to be pretty friendly with the folks there, including Micki's housemate Nicole.

Nicole: God bless them, but that is not the mastermind that was taking over our government that day. The Proud Boys were not--

Ober: I know this is weird, but one day we joked about militias because, during a conversation, I got the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers confused.

Nicole: That was the Oath Keepers.

Ober: Oh, I'm sorry. (Laughs.)

Nicole: I know. You've got to get your militias straight.

Ober: (Laughs.) "You've got to get your militias straight."

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. Well, the thing that I find funny about people thinking--

[Music]

Ober: Because Freedom Corner isn't exactly a place to have an intimate conversation, what with all the roll calling and patriotizing, I wanted to visit Micki and her crew at the "Eagle's Nest"--a white row house just down the block. So I asked if I could come over.

[Break]

Ober: Where are we right now?

Nicole: Our common space. Our living area.

Ober: Where?

Nicole: D.C.

Ober: This is the "other White House"?

Tami: Yes.

Nicole: Okay. I get it.

Ober: That's what I've been calling it.

Nicole: Okay. I like "other White House." We like that.

Ober: The Eagle's Nest is a four-bedroom rental with an American flag hanging out front and a red-white-and-blue pinwheel in the yard.

Ober: Do you wan to call it the "real White House"?

Tami: I would say this White House is way more legitimate than the one over there.

Ober: I figured you would say that.

Ober: The first thing I noticed, right away, was how devoid the house was of MAGA anything. Bald-eagle stuffed animals? Check.

A whiteboard with the names of their enemies, including Lieutenant Michael Byrd, the guy who runs Cowboys for Trump, and quote "That bitch Judge Friedrich"? Check.

But no real Trump anything. That surprised me. I thought they were all about MAGA, but judging by their decor, it seemed like they were mostly all about the U.S. of A.

Ober: There are, like, 9,000 American flags in here.

Micki: Well, we have some.

Ober: You have so many flags in here. There's another one. American flag. Flag. Flag comforter.

Micki: Well, it went with our motif.

Ober: At the time of my first visit, Micki lived in the house with two other women: Nicole Reffitt, whose husband, Guy, was the first person to be tried and sentenced for January 6-related crimes, and Tami Perryman, whose partner, Brian Jackson, had been held in the D.C. Jail for more than a year as his J6 case made its way through the court.

The three women spend their days going to court for trials and sentencing hearings, making jail visits, and meeting with politicians on Capitol Hill.

Micki: And then we come home, and then we make coffee and go to the vigil.

Tami: We do like to be home around three.

Micki: And then we come home, and then we have a pretty late dinner, and then we go to bed, and then we get up and do it all over again.

Ober: In the two years that the trio have been in D.C., they've become almost like Washington insiders. They know their way around the D.C. federal court docket and congressional buildings way better than I do, and I've been a reporter here for more than a decade.

Ober: None of you had ever been to a congressional hearing before.

Tami: No. I didn't even know you could go to a congressional hearing. And I thought that the people that were running the country were supposed to be smarter than the average, everyday citizen, and they're not.

Ober: What about you, Micki? Were you this invested in the news and politics?

Micki: No. I lived in blissful ignorance.

Ober: What does that mean?

Micki: That means I was lucky enough to live in the same house for 24 years and raise my children. And then my husband and I moved on to a boat, and we lived in, you know, in the San Diego Bay, and my life was good. I was happy.

[Music]

Ober: Micki describes her life before Ashli's death as uncomplicated. She worked in a daycare and read a million books. She gardened, and she hung out with her family. She didn't have a lot of money, and sometimes things were tight. But she liked her life, even through the pandemic. Her peace was only slightly interrupted by her daughter coming over and going on about mask mandates or missing ballots or whatever.

Micki: Ashli would talk to me about politics, and I'm like, You know what, baby? You know, go get them. But not me. I'm gonna go 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. I'm gonna go work my couple hours in the morning with my little, teeny baby lovables, and then I'm gonna go home, and I'm gonna love my life and live my life.

And that is truly what I did. You know, I had no patience for politics. And I kind of had the attitude where, I can't fix it. You're kind of stuck in the status quo. Your life's good. What's the problem? But then: It's not anymore.

Ober: Micki and her daughter, Ashli, lived about 12 minutes from each other in San Diego--Micki on her boat and Ashli in an old-school hippie surf neighborhood called Ocean Beach. But at the time of Ashli's death, the pair weren't really speaking, and they hadn't seen much of each other in months--the result of a family spat that Micki didn't want to get into with me. So Micki had no idea Ashli was planning to go to Trump's "Stop The Steal" rally on January 6. She didn't really know anything about the event.

Micki: I didn't even realize what was going on in D.C. was going to be such a big frickin' deal. You know, I was very much removed from that.

Ober: Ashli traveled to D.C. by herself. She texted her husband a selfie and wrote, "Tons of Trump supporters on my plane!!!" After Trump's speech, Ashli walked to the Capitol and made her way inside the building. At some point that afternoon, Micki remembers getting a call from her daughter-in-law telling her that Ashli was hurt.

[Music]

Ober: The details about what happened next are cloudy for Micki. But in the days that followed January 6, Ashli's remains were cremated and brought back to San Diego by a family friend. The family grieved and had a memorial, and a debate raged in the country about whether Micki's daughter was a hero or a monster. It was all too much for Micki.

Micki: I spent quite a few months, literally, underwater. It's a very intense time, Lauren. You know, it can, like, blur one day into another, and next thing you know, you've been underwater for six months.

Ober: Micki could barely get up to bathe or eat.

Micki: I had not watched any television, couldn't listen to music, couldn't turn on the radio. But in the process, I had a dream about Ashli.

It was about political prisoners. She had been arrested for shooting a red-white-and-blue rocket around the moon. And she said they're gonna execute her. And she was like, I'm a goner. And I was like, Get in my purse, and let's go. And she was like no. I said, Well, then just tell them you didn't do it. And she 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. 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 and her fresh out of the shower, talking about how they were going to kill her.

You know, I couldn't help her, but it fostered my concern for other people that were affected by the situation.

[Music]

Ober: Even in her haze, Micki was inching towards a different version of herself. This woman who had never cared about politics committed to a task: She would get out of bed and make one phone call every day.

Micki: That's really all I could do. I would get up, and I'd make calls to Nancy Pelosi's office, Dianne Feinstein's office, Tad DiBiase, Congressman Issa. Although he'll argue the point that I didn't, I know I did. It's in my death notebook.

Ober: Your what, now?

Micki: My death notebook. That's what I call it. Like, after Ashli died, I had notes every time I talked to somebody. I know it's kind of a morbid thing to say, but that's what it is.

Ober: Micki didn't get anywhere with those folks, and that's not surprising. But something else happened.

Micki: Probably about three months in, my friend Wilma came over and said, You have got to get up, get in the shower, and get the fuck outside. Get some sunlight. Get some--whatever you need to do, you need to start with the shower, and let's go. And she would walk with me and listen to me, you know--a true blessing.

Ober: Her friend Wilma figured Micki needed to do more than just her one phone call a day, so she suggested an outing.

Micki: She decided to take me on a Mother's Day healing trip. So she has a camper, and off to Sacramento we went. We were going to talk to some people.

Ober: You were going there because it's the capital.

Micki: We were.

Ober: Not because it's a cool place to hang out.

Micki: Right. But it was actually an amazing trip. The Capitol was closed down, fenced off. But we had little flyers that we handed out and some bracelets. And the city did not receive us well.

Ober: People didn't want the bracelets or the flyers, and they definitely didn't want to hear about January 6. But then, on the way home--

Micki: We were in a campsite, and I heard Paul Gosar had said something about Ashli.

Paul Gosar: Was Ashli Babbitt armed?

Ober: That's Republican Congressman Paul Gosar of Arizona.

Jeff Rosen: Again, Congressman, I mean to be respectful of your observations, but I just don't want to talk about individual situations.

Gosar: Mr. Rosen, I declare reclaiming my time. Mr. Rosen. No, she wasn't. She was wrapped in a U.S. flag.

Ober: What Micki heard was Congressman Gosar questioning Acting Attorney General Jeff Rosen during a House Oversight Committee hearing on May 12, 2021--just after Mother's Day.

Gosar: Was the death of Ashli Babbitt a homicide?

Rosen: Congressman, I'm not trying to be unhelpful here, but I just cannot comment.

Gosar: I understand. But I mean--reclaiming my time--as the death certificate says, it was a homicide.

Micki: And it was my first glimmer of hope that somebody is paying attention.

[Music]

Ober: Talking about Ashli this way, Gosar seemed to be trying to tell a different story about January 6. And Hanna was interested in how this retelling evolved.

Rosin: At the very beginning, a lot of Republicans, including Trump loyalists, condemned the riots. For example, on January 7, Republican Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma said he had witnessed Ashli's shooting, and the officer who shot her "didn't have a choice." Mullin talked about him with great sympathy, and he called the Capitol Police officers "the real heroes."

Markwayne Mullin: And his actions may be judged in a lot of different ways moving forward. But his actions, I believe, saved people's lives even more.

Rosin: On Tucker Carlson's show, Representative Jim Banks, a Republican from Indiana, called for the rioters to be prosecuted.

Jim Banks: Well, Tucker, this was an absolutely wrenching--heart-wrenching, gut-wrenching--day on Capitol Hill today. As someone who's worn the uniform and served our country abroad in Afghanistan and now serving my country on Capitol Hill, I couldn't believe what I was seeing unfold right before my eyes here, in our nation's capital.

Rosin: Even Trump weighed in.

Trump: The demonstrators who infiltrated the Capitol have defiled the seat of American democracy. To those who engaged in the acts of violence and destruction, you do not represent our country. And to those who broke the law, you will pay.

Rosin: Here and there, a Trump supporter--like Congressman Matt Gaetz--would drop a hint that maybe Antifa was involved. But it wasn't until spring, just as Micki was poking out of her grief hole, that a new line about January 6 started to coalesce. It came, at first, from the fringe--but the powerful fringe. Gosar is a far-right congressman known for his association with white supremacists and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election.

If you remember, Micki told us that prior to January 6, she wasn't at all political. So at the time, she didn't know Paul Gosar. What she did know was that he'd 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 U2 lyric, which is actually about Martin Luther King Jr.

And then in July 2021, Gosar invited Micki to be his guest at the Turning Point USA Student Action conference in Phoenix, which is a group that trains student leaders to combat liberalism on campus. So Micki and Wilma hopped in the RV and drove to Arizona. And when they arrived, they were escorted to Gosar's VIP seats.

Gosar: On my wrist is a memory wristband: "Who killed Ashli Babbitt?"

[Applause]

Rosin: Micki had no idea what to expect. But then--

Gosar: I want you to hold your applause for one second. I want you to hold your applause for one second. Because that lightning struck again. In our midst, who came all the way over here to tell you thank you, is Ashli Babbitt's mom, Mick Wilbur.

[Music]

Rosin: In case you didn't catch that, he called her Mick Wilbur. Anyway, the point is: After all that time trying to talk to congresspeople, one of them was finally talking back.

Gosar: What has she given? She has given everything: her daughter. We need answers. Things weren't right that day.

Rosin: Gosar then walked down to the end of the stage and stopped where Micki and Wilma were seated. The pair stood and held up two huge, homemade signs. The crowd cheered. Someone gave Micki a hug.

Afterwards, Gosar followed up with her.

Micki: But he made no promises, other than the fact that he was going to go to the jail.

Rosin: It was just one thing, but it meant a huge amount to Micki.

Micki: I had hopes for some justice for my daughter and for people to have some righteous indignation about her murder and the way that she died, and I felt like people were becoming aware of that. It did feel like there was momentum.

[Break]

Rosin: After the rally, Micki went back home, to San Diego. And then Trump sent Ashli's family a video tribute on what would have been her 36th birthday.

Trump: It is my great honor to address each of you gathered today, to cherish the memory of Ashli Babbitt, a truly incredible person.

Together we grieve her terrible loss. There was no reason Ashli should have lost her life that day. We must all demand justice for Ashli and her family. So on this solemn occasion, as we celebrate her life, we renew our call for a fair and nonpartisan investigation into the death of Ashli Babbitt.

Rosin: And in Washington, the momentum continued. In November of 2021, Marjorie Taylor Greene and Louie Gohmert visited the D.C. jail. They soon issued a report called "Unusually Cruel."

Marjorie Taylor Greene: "Unusually Cruel." That's the title that we gave this report because this is the treatment that we found of the pretrial January 6 defendants being held right here in Washington, D.C., in the jail.

Rosin: The report, the jail visit, the press conference--it was all starting to paint a picture to match what Micki felt and what Gosar had said at the rally: Something was wrong that day.

Greene: Right now, what we have happening in America is a two-tiered justice system.

Rosin: They mentioned the conspiracy that it was government plants who started the violence--

Speaker: If they were gonna charge someone with insurrection, it's beginning to sound more and more like those would be agents for the federal government that were there stirring things up.

Rosin: --and that the defendants were not so much criminals but victims of government overreach.

Gosar: My question is this: Mr. Biden, Attorney General Garland, why are you so interested in ruining the lives of these folks instead of equal justice? Why won't you publicly release the hours and hours of video surveillance taken on January 6? What are you hiding?

Rosin: As this alternate reality of January 6 was getting colored in, it wasn't as hard for Micki to get people to say Ashli's name. January 6, Ashli Babbitt--these terms were no longer political liabilities.

[Music]

Ober: Back in San Diego, Micki was getting restless. People around her just wanted her to move on, to move through her grief and come out the other side. They would tell her that the forces she was up against to try to get justice for Ashli were just too big to fight. But she just couldn't let it go.

Micki: Obviously, I just was lost. I was lost. And I've never been an extremely religious person, but I do believe in a higher power. And I did need something. So I did go home and pray about it. And then, it was clear to me that I needed to be here in D.C., but I'm not a woman of means, so I had to, you know, get organized and funded to get here.

Ober: By August 2022, Micki had raised enough money for a flight and a one-month stay. She didn't have a plan, but she figured being in the belly of the beast was better than sitting on the sidelines in San Diego, waiting for change. On August 1, she landed in D.C. and drove straight to the federal courthouse.

Inside was the first sentencing for a J6er convicted by a jury. Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, had come to the Capitol that day 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 then-18-year-old son, Jackson, turned him into the FBI.

Nicole had no idea what kind of sentence her husband would get. Would it be a slap-on-the-wrist type of sentence? Or a hard-bitten-felon kind of sentence? Turns out: It was somewhere in the middle--a little more than seven years in federal prison. Nicole's family was the J6 test case. And Micki wanted to be there to support her, just like Ashli told her to do in that dream.

And that's when the mother of the martyr and the wife of political prisoner #376789 first laid eyes on each other.

Micki: She was standing out there with her two girls, and I went like, Are you Nicole Reffitt? She's like, Yeah, and kind of apprehensive because usually there's a reason for, Hey. I know you, you know.

Nicole: We had never met prior to that. And she came, and it always chokes me because Guy being the first trial and everything was very polarizing, because nobody wanted to touch it in any direction. So we were very alone. And then here comes Micki.

Ober: Call it a kinship or a trauma bonding, but whatever their connection was, it was immediate.

Nicole: When I met Micki, I knew she was grieving, and I felt that grief. I think Micki and I saw a lot of that in each other--that we weren't alone, but we felt very alone.

Micki: When I first saw Nicole, I knew instantly who she was, and she just had this defiant, "strong-ass woman" look on her face, and I just knew she was somebody I could be friends with.

Ober: After Guy's sentencing, Nicole walked toward a scrum of reporters. Micki watched from the side, shouting support as Nicole told the assembled media.

Nicole: All I can say--

Micki: Tell them, Nicole.

Nicole: --is that y'all can all go to hell, and I'm going back to Texas.

Micki: Amen.

Ober: Then, Micki and Nicole--complete strangers up to this point--have a sort of ride-off-into-the-sunset moment together. They walk away from the courthouse hand in hand. The online trolls had a field day with the photos that later circulated. But it didn't matter. They weren't alone anymore.

Nicole: She 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.

Ober: On the next episode, Trump really leans in and picks up the cause as his own.

Trump: The person that shot Ashli Babbitt--boom, right through the head. Just boom. There was no reason for that. And why isn't that person being opened up? And why isn't that being studied? They've already written it off. They said, That case is closed. If that were the opposite, that case would be going on for years and years, and it would not be pretty.

Ober: So it's time to ask the big question: Did these two hand-holding, strong ass-women divert the course of history?

Rosin: That's next on We Live Here Now.

[Music]

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.
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Trump and His Allies Are Still Trying to Change Election Rules

In the final stretch of the race, Republicans are attempting to tilt election law to benefit Donald Trump.

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.


This month, a small group of Nebraska state senators found themselves in a position to potentially shape the outcome of the 2024 election.

In one of multiple last-ditch efforts to shore up a Trump victory, leaders in the national GOP attempted to change the way that Nebraska allocates its Electoral College votes. Currently, the state is a rare example of a "hybrid" system, where different parts of the state can award electoral votes to a candidate based on how locals vote. The state reliably votes Republican, but the Omaha area represents a "blue dot" that sometimes gives an electoral vote to Democrats--a vote that may prove decisive for Kamala Harris in a close race.

Trump's allies tried to foreclose this option. In Nebraska last week, Senator Lindsey Graham spoke with lawmakers and advocated changing the process so the state would give all of its electoral votes to a single candidate--most likely Trump, considering the makeup of the state. Yesterday, Republican State Senator Mike McDonnell, on whom the future of the change hinged, announced that he would not support the measure: "After deep consideration, it is clear to me that right now, 43 days from Election Day, is not the moment to make this change," he said in a statement. McDonnell's decision, which he suggested was final, effectively halts the initiative. Had it not been for this lawmaker breaking with the wishes of fellow Republicans both in and out of state, Trump and his allies could have succeeded in rolling out a substantive change at this late point in the race.

Such Republican machinations in this cycle are not isolated to Nebraska--and Trump's allies are finding more traction altering election rules in other states. The "sheer volume of litigation we're seeing just two months before Election Day ... is far from the norm," Megan Bellamy, the vice president of law and policy for Voting Rights Lab, a nonpartisan voting organization, told me via email, citing examples of Republican-led litigation related to voting lists in Arizona and North Carolina and mail ballots in Pennsylvania (all swing states). Last Friday, a controversial rule was passed in Georgia--the state in which Trump is facing an indictment for alleged attempts to overturn the 2020 election--that would require election workers to hand-count ballots after the polls close, a process usually reserved for a recount. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey explained last week, Donald Trump sees the "new far-right majority" on Georgia's state board as an extension of his own campaign, referring to them as his "pitbulls" for victory.

States generally have the authority to administer federal elections as they wish, and officials tinkering with state election law for a variety of reasons is nothing new. In the months leading up to the 2020 election, many states made quick-turn changes to voting rules in an attempt to adapt to pandemic restrictions. The current election season has seen a series of changes from both parties: States whose legislatures are led by Democrats have, by and large, altered rules to make registering and voting easier, and those led by Republicans in various states have added restrictions, including ID laws.

Some of the GOP's latest attempts to change rules in swing states may face legal action. But even for those lawmakers whose efforts prove legal, the reasons not to make last-minute changes to the voting process are both obvious and persuasive: Such moves can make a political party look cynical, confuse voters, and undermine trust. Even rules intended to make the process of voting easier can create uncertainty for voters unfamiliar with the new steps, Jacob Neiheisel, a political-science professor at the University at Buffalo, told me. But "winning" has become more important for Trump's "core constituency than any kind of appearance of fairness," Neiheisel said. And much of Trump's base is already primed to distrust elections: Polling from 2023 showed that nearly 70 percent of surveyed Republicans believed that Joe Biden's 2020 win was fraudulent. If there's a chance that changing the rules leads to victory, then the way MAGA Republicans see it, these gambits are worthwhile, Neiheisel suggested.

Last-minute changes could also introduce errors or confusion that give pretext to Republicans already setting the stage to cast doubt on the legitimacy of the race if it doesn't go their way. The new hand-counting policy in Georgia, for example, is "absolutely inducing more potential failure points," Neiheisel told me. If, say, overtired election workers make minor errors in their hand-counts on Election Night, this could give ammunition to those who seek to deny the results of the election (even if such errors had no bearing on the final outcome).

Some election workers and local politicians have attempted to serve as a guardrail against late-stage alterations to the law. But their efforts are not always enough. Trump and his motivated allies are trying to squeeze in changes even as, for many Americans, the election has already begun. Voters abroad and in the military were sent ballots last week, and early in-person voting started in certain states this month. The weeks ahead are a crucial time for candidates to make their most persuasive appeals to voters--but also, it seems, for those determined to bend the outcome to their will.

Related:

	How the election-denial mindset works
 	"Stop the Steal" is a metaphor. (From 2022)
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Today's News

	President Joe Biden gave his fourth and final address to the United Nations General Assembly and said that the world is at a historical "inflection point."
 	The Israeli military said that it had conducted "extensive strikes" on Hezbollah targets across southern Lebanon and killed a Hezbollah commander in Beirut.
 	Tropical Storm Helene threatens to become a hurricane and make landfall in Florida. The storm is set to be the strongest one to reach the United States in more than a year.
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	The Weekly Planet: Europe's heat pumps put America's to shame, Bryn Stole argues.
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Carlson and Vance--Two Smart Guys Who Play Dumb for Power

By Helen Lewis

One of my favorite things about America is its limitless tolerance for personal reinvention. In Britain, where I live, lingering, unspoken remnants of the class system define you from birth to death. But you can make a brand-new start of it in old New York. There is no better place to live unburdened by what has been.
 However, this same tendency also makes Americans easy prey for hucksters, mercenaries, and narcissists who cycle through identities to find the best version for their current situation. Which brings me to Tucker Carlson's interview this past weekend with his friend J. D. Vance, the Republican candidate for vice president.


Read the full article.
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Chuck Zlotnick / Marvel



Watch. Agatha All Along, streaming on Disney+, is great fun--and fits almost too neatly with 2024's key plotlines, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Stare. Spend time with this collection of winners of the Bird Photographer of the Year competition.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Caroline Ellison, Sam Bankman-Fried's close colleague and on-and-off girlfriend, and the star witness in the government's case against him, was sentenced today to two years in prison. While attending Bankman-Fried's trial in Manhattan federal court last fall, I watched parts of Ellison's testimony, which she delivered as part of a plea deal.

As I wrote then in The Daily, on the stand, Ellison calmly described harebrained schemes, shoddy recordkeeping, and fraught power dynamics as typical parts of the FTX workplace. The judge, sentencing her today for her role in the $8 billion fraud, reportedly said that, although he recognized that she was remorseful and that Bankman-Fried--himself at the start of a 25-year prison sentence--was her "kryptonite," he could not give her a "'get out of jail free' card."

-- Lora

Isabel Fattal 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/trump-and-his-allies-are-still-trying-to-change-election-rules/680016/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Woo-Woo Caucus Meets

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s appearance at a "health and nutrition" event hosted by a Trump ally showcased a congruence of crunchy and cranky.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


If Robert F. Kennedy Jr. were president, this is the kind of Cabinet he might appoint: Vani Hari, a.k.a. the "Food Babe" influencer; The Biggest Loser's Jillian Michaels; the conservative psychologist Jordan B. Peterson and his daughter, the raw-meat enthusiast Mikhaila Peterson Fuller; and 18-year-old Grace Price, a self-identified citizen scientist.

The former Democrat turned spoiler presidential candidate served as a headliner for a four-hour roundtable presentation yesterday on Capitol Hill. Moderated by Senator Ron Johnson, a hard-right Republican from Wisconsin, the event was titled American Health and Nutrition: A Second Opinion--an apt name, given that the whole thing had a very do-your-own-research vibe.

When Kennedy endorsed Donald Trump for president last month, the two forged an alliance that Kennedy has begun referring to as MAHA (Make America Healthy Again). The partnership has produced a super PAC; also, hats. The alliance was the natural culmination of a broader trend in American politics that has seen the Trumpian right meld with the vax-skeptical, anti-establishment left: Woo-woo meets MAGA, you could call it, or, perhaps, the crunch-ificiation of conservatism. Since dropping out of the presidential race, Kennedy has been angling for a role in Trump's orbit, because he--like others in the room yesterday--is desperate for any vehicle toward relevance. And so far, allegiance to Trump has offered more of a spotlight than anything that came before.

"The U.S. health-care system is an existential threat to our country," Kennedy told the crowd in the standing-room-only caucus room named for his uncle President John F. Kennedy. "If America fails, the chief reason will be because we let our country get sicker, more depressed, fatter, and more infertile, at an increasing rate." Kennedy had gotten to know Johnson during the pandemic, when Johnson was undermining public confidence in vaccines and touting unproven treatments for COVID-19. "He was the only member of this body for some time who was willing to challenge the orthodoxy," Kennedy said, describing Johnson as a "close personal friend."

And so it went on, and on. From my seat in the audience, I listened to statement after statement decrying pharmaceutical firms, seed oils, and the lies of the food pyramid. Speakers cited the rates of obesity, cancer, and diabetes, and blamed them on "metabolic dysfunction." They warned of the presence of microplastics in food and in the air, which can end up settling in the human brain. "The brain is about 0.5 percent microplastics," Kennedy said, which a few recent studies have found; in Kennedy's case, it also contains a percentage of worm. Four hours was a very long time.

The event felt intended to be subversive, as though the panelists were providing the truth that the media will never tell you--because, of course, Big Media is in cahoots with Big Pharma, Big Ag, Big Tech, Big Everything. But the truth, you could say, is already out there. An entire media ecosystem of podcasts is devoted to telling you the sort of stuff laid out by the panel. Many of yesterday's panelists have their own shows, and several of them have made an appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience, which is consistently the world's most popular podcast.

Fuller, one such podcast host and the CEO of her father's online education site, the Peterson Academy, explained that she had fixed her autoimmune and mood disorders by eating only meat. She now promotes the "Lion Diet," which involves consuming nothing but ruminant meats, salt, and water. "I'm not suggesting the average person does this," she said, but, she insisted, the government should definitely study the diet's therapeutic effects.

Next went Peterson the elder. Prone to long diatribes delivered with the cadence of a congregational preacher, he offered a lesson about the scientific process and ketogenesis. Frankly, I had trouble following his point, and apparently I wasn't the only one: Onstage next to Peterson, Kennedy was staring off into the middle distance, his mind somewhere else.

For her presentation, the Food Babe held up placards with ingredient lists for Gatorade and Doritos in America versus in Europe, calling for limits on additives and dyes in children's cereal (Make Froot Loops Boring Again). Hari has built up a following of people, parents especially, who are legitimately concerned about what goes into highly processed foods, but she has also faced criticism for fearmongering with unfounded claims. Alex Clark, a commentator for the conservative group Turning Point USA and the host of the conservative Culture Apothecary podcast, railed against the vaccine schedule for children: Parents "did not sign up to co-parent with the government. We want a divorce!"

Somewhere during hour three, Kennedy advised against eating any food that comes in a package. Starving and bored, I unwrapped and scarfed down my chocolate-chip Kind bar. A few rows in front of me, Florida Republican Congressman Matt Gaetz's wife, Ginger Luckey Gaetz, was posting happily: "Truth bombs being dropped," she wrote on X.

Why is America's list of accepted chemicals so much longer than Europe's, and why are the Europeans so much better at this than we are? Speaker after speaker wanted to know. The answer, of course, is that the regulations followed in the European Union are more stringent than ours. And some of the panelists demanding change have allied themselves with a party that--like Clark--does not exactly share their regulatory goals.

Which brings us to the strangeness of the alliance between Kennedy and Trump. Their partnership can be explained by their shared distrust in institutions. Their respective movements have bonded over a sneaking suspicion that the liberal elite is conspiring against them. But that may be where the similarities end. For all of his populist campaign bluster, during his first term, Trump was an ally to Big Business, appointing what ProPublica called a "staggering" number of lobbyists to positions of power, unraveling nutritional standards for school meals, and reversing bans on chemical and pesticide use in agriculture. If tougher, European-style regulation is desired by some of the panelists, he is the arch-deregulator. What's more, Trump has demonstrated next to zero interest in seed oils and neurotoxins and metabolic ketosis. He has only "concepts" of a health-care plan for America. He is a big fan of the Big Mac--he is Mr. Filet-O-Fish.

Kennedy surely knows this. Only months ago, Trump called him a "Radical Left Lunatic" and the "dumbest member of the Kennedy Clan." Yet Kennedy now bends the knee. But from Trump's point of view at least, the MAGA-MAHA congruence seems tactical and temporary. If he becomes president again, Trump seems sure to disappoint the woo-woo caucus.
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        OpenAI Takes Its Mask Off
        Karen Hao

        There's a story about Sam Altman that has been repeated often enough to become Silicon Valley lore. In 2012, Paul Graham, a co-founder of the famed start-up accelerator Y Combinator and one of Altman's biggest mentors, sat Altman down and asked if he wanted to take over the organization.The decision was a peculiar one: Altman was only in his late 20s, and at least on paper, his qualifications were middling. He had dropped out of Stanford to found a company that ultimately hadn't panned out. After...

      

      
        Confessions of a Russian Propagandist
        Andrew Ryvkin

        In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Rus...

      

      
        The Anti-abortion Activists Who Want to Stop People From Having Kids
        Kristen V. Brown

        In the days after former President Donald Trump declared that he'd make in vitro fertilization more accessible for Americans, the anti-abortion movement went to work. The activist Lila Rose urged her social-media followers not to vote for Trump, equating his enthusiasm for IVF with support for abortion. The Pro-Life Action League asked Trump to walk back his remarks, citing the "hundreds of thousands" of embryos that would be destroyed. Meanwhile, Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Li...

      

      
        High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes
        Matteo Wong

        For years now, generative AI has been used to conjure all sorts of realities--dazzling paintings and startling animations of worlds and people, both real and imagined. This power has brought with it a tremendous dark side that many experts are only now beginning to contend with: AI is being used to create nonconsensual, sexually explicit images and videos of children. And not just in a handful of cases--perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this tech...

      

      
        Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking
        Ross Andersen

        For nearly five decades, Richard Dawkins has enjoyed a global fame rarely achieved by scientists. He has adapted his swaggering Oxbridge eloquence to a variety of media ecosystems. He began as an explainer of nature, a David Attenborough in print. His 1976 mega-best seller, The Selfish Gene, incepted readers with the generation-to-generation mechanics of natural selection; it also coined the word meme. In 2006's The God Delusion, another mega-best seller, Dawkins antagonized the world's religions...

      

      
        The Undecided Voters Are Not Who You Think They Are
        Ronald Brownstein

        For the great majority of Americans who have firmly settled on Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, the idea that anyone could still be undecided in that choice is almost incomprehensible. But the incredulity may be rooted in confusion about who most undecided voters really are.When most people think about a voter still trying to make up their mind, they probably imagine a person who is highly likely to vote but uncertain whether to support Harris, Trump, or a third-party candidate. Both political part...

      

      
        Ellen DeGeneres Still Wants You to Love Her
        Fran Hoepfner

        Ellen DeGeneres has been raising chickens. She loves those chickens, and the feeling, she thinks, is mutual. She watches them play on a little swing. It's been two years since the comedian was last in the public eye, and she's eager to chat about what she's been doing in the interim. "Let me see what else I can tell you about that's been going on," she muses in her latest--and, according to her, last--stand-up special, Netflix's For Your Approval. She's stopped getting Botox injections, she notes. ...

      

      
        How to Stop Self-Obsessing and Be Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In Dante's Inferno, the Roman writer Virgil leads the story's narrator down through the circles of hell. Each circle is more grotesque and frightening than the last, until finally the pair reach the ninth circle, where Satan himself resides. Contrary to what you (or Dante) might expect, the Prince of Darkness is not found laughing maniacally, poking condemned sinners with his pitchfork. Rather, h...

      

      
        Mitt Romney Braces for Trump's Retribution
        McKay Coppins

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On a swampy afternoon this past spring, I met Mitt Romney in his soon-to-be-vacated Senate office. It was strange to see him in person again. For two years, we'd talked almost every week as I worked on a biography that would cement his reputation as a Republican apostate. Since the book's publication last year, we'd kept in sporadic touch--mostly through texts, the senator's preferred medium for venting about politics--but ...

      

      
        A Harmless Volcanic Eruption Has Its Charms
        Robin George Andrews

        Earth is an endlessly convulsing world. So much of it is in disequilibrium, riddled by heat, pressure, and chemicals trying to get from their current location to somewhere else. And these forces are powerful enough that they manifest in ways that inadvertently make us feel small: tremendous hurricanes barreling across the sea, thundering earthquakes that can tear apart mountains, tsunamis that wash over and subjugate the land with a preternatural ease. Put us surface dwellers in their path, and w...

      

      
        Cultural Shifts Alone Won't Persuade People to Have Kids
        Stephanie H. Murray

        When the U.S. fertility rate began falling, toward the end of the 2000s, it at first seemed a predictable response to the hardships of the Great Recession. But as the economy has recovered, fertility has only continued dropping, reaching yet another historic low last year--and raising doubts among some commentators about whether financial concerns are the true cause. Multiple books by such doubters have recently argued, each in its own way, that the primary factors holding people back from parenth...

      

      
        The War That Would Not End
        Franklin Foer

        On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with...

      

      
        Trump Was President Once
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump's best line in the September debate against Vice President Kamala Harris came near the end, when he sought to tie her to the unpopular president under whom she serves."She just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things," Trump said. "Why hasn't she done it? She's been there for three and a half years. They've had three and a hal...

      

      
        Why Katy Perry Can't Get Her Groove Back
        Spencer Kornhaber

        When people talk about the sparkly, vodka-sloshed sound of pop in the 2000s and early 2010s--an era of music that's romanticized a lot lately--the names of two men tend to come up: Max Martin and Dr. Luke. Because the producers helped shape many of the biggest songs of the new millennium, and because they've often worked together, they're frequently discussed in the same breath. But Katy Perry's new, Luke-driven dud of an album, 143, is an opportunity to examine these producers' separate outlooks--a...

      

      
        On This Corner, January 6 Was a Glorious Revolution
        Hanna Rosin

        Editor's Note: Read Hanna Rosin's story, "The Insurrectionists Next Door". Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsIn Episode 1, we learned that one of our new neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt. In this episode, we learn more about why she moved to D.C. Every night without fail, Witthoeft and her housemates hold a vigil outside the D.C. jail where the rioters arrested for their actions on January 6 are held. We begin visiting these v...

      

      
        Dear James: I Hate My Post-college Life
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles a reader's existential worry. He wants to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox. Dear James,I am a young adult who recently graduated from college, finally getting a taste of the real world, and I hate it. No longer bound by classes or any requirements, I am feeling more lost th...

      

      
        The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging
        Yasmin Tayag

        Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."Like normal Botox, baby Botox involves injections of a muscle paralytic...

      

      
        Nice Little Jewish Community You Have Here
        David Frum

        Donald Trump's former longtime adviser Michael Cohen has said of the ex-president, whom he has likened to a Mob boss: "He speaks in code." Trump used the code last week to send a warning to American Jews. "If I don't win this election," he said, "the Jewish people would have a lot to do with a loss."Flanked by American and Israeli flags, Trump delivered this warning at an event in Washington organized by the Republican mega-donor Miriam Adelson. He said he was speaking "very simply and as gently ...

      

      
        The Woo-Woo Caucus Meets
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.If Robert F. Kennedy Jr. were president, this is the kind of Cabinet he might appoint: Vani Hari, a.k.a. the "Food Babe" influencer; The Biggest Loser's Jillian Michaels; the conservative psychologist Jordan B. Peterson and his daughter, the raw-meat enthusiast Mikhaila Peterson Fuller; and 18-year-old Grace Price, a self-identified citizen scientist.The former Democrat turned spoiler presidential candidate served as a he...

      

      
        Lighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids
        Russell Shaw

        Updated on September 25, 2024, at 5:12 p.m. ETWhen my son was a toddler, he liked to run in our driveway until he fell. He would then turn to me to see if he was hurt. If my face betrayed worry or if I audibly gasped, he would wail. If I maintained equanimity, he would brush himself off and get back to running. Learning that I could so powerfully influence his mental state was a revelation. Here was this human being who was counting on me to make sense of the world--not just how to tie his shoes o...

      

      
        The Modern Political Assassin
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOne prevailing stereotype of a political assassin is someone with strong convictions: John Wilkes Booth, for example, who is thought to have shot Abraham Lincoln because he was a Confederate sympathizer. Another stereotype conjures up James Bond, a professional with a silencer acting on higher orders. But Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Routh, the two men who attempted to assassinate former President Donald Trump earlier t...

      

      
        331 Days of Failure
        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.For a new feature article, my colleague Franklin Foer interviewed two dozen participants at the highest levels of governments in both the U.S. and the Middle East to recount how "11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy" have so far ended in chaos. Since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel, the U.S. adm...

      

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our communi...

      

      
        A Simple Lab Ingredient Derailed Science Experiments
        Sarah Zhang

        Last year, in July, Reine Protacio's experiments suddenly stopped working. Every scientist encounters baffling results from time to time; you chalk it up to error, repeat the experiment, and hope for the best. But in this case, the problem didn't resolve and in fact spread to other members of the lab: Their yeast, which normally multiples with such intense fecundity that 500 colonies might bloom across a single laboratory dish, had become stunted. Now they were getting just two colonies, maybe th...

      

      
        Trump's Most Misunderstood Policy Proposal
        Oren Cass

        Donald Trump's proposal to impose tariffs as high as 60 percent on imports from China, and a global tariff of 10 to 20 percent, takes the right approach to addressing globalization's failures--but it has drawn resounding mockery from economists, and, in turn, from the mainstream media. "Trump Is Proposing a 10% Tariff. Economists Say That Amounts to a $1,700 Tax on Americans," a representative CBS News headline declared in June.At a moment when the cost of living is consistently one of voters' top...
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OpenAI Takes Its Mask Off

Another restructure, and the clearest signal yet of what the company really is

by Karen Hao




There's a story about Sam Altman that has been repeated often enough to become Silicon Valley lore. In 2012, Paul Graham, a co-founder of the famed start-up accelerator Y Combinator and one of Altman's biggest mentors, sat Altman down and asked if he wanted to take over the organization.



The decision was a peculiar one: Altman was only in his late 20s, and at least on paper, his qualifications were middling. He had dropped out of Stanford to found a company that ultimately hadn't panned out. After seven years, he'd sold it for roughly the same amount that his investors had put in. The experience had left Altman feeling so professionally adrift that he'd retreated to an ashram. But Graham had always had intense convictions about Altman. "Within about three minutes of meeting him, I remember thinking, 'Ah, so this is what Bill Gates must have been like when he was 19,'" Graham once wrote. Altman, too, excelled at making Graham and other powerful people in his orbit happy--a trait that one observer called Altman's "greatest gift." As Jessica Livingston, another YC co-founder, would tell The New Yorker in 2016, "There wasn't a list of who should run YC and Sam at the top. It was just: Sam." Altman would smile uncontrollably, in a way that Graham had never seen before. "Sam is extremely good at becoming powerful," Graham said in that same article.



The elements of this story--Altman's uncanny ability to ascend and persuade people to cede power to him--have shown up throughout his career. After co-chairing OpenAI with Elon Musk, Altman sparred with him for the title of CEO; Altman won. And in the span of just a few hours yesterday, the public learned that Mira Murati, OpenAI's chief technology officer and the most important leader at the company besides Altman, is departing along with two other crucial executives: Bob McGrew, the chief research officer, and Barret Zoph, a vice president of research who was instrumental in launching ChatGPT and GPT-4o, the "omni" model that, during its reveal, sounded uncannily like Scarlett Johansson. To top it off, Reuters, The Wall Street Journal, and Bloomberg reported that OpenAI is planning to turn away from its nonprofit roots and become a for-profit enterprise that could be valued at $150 billion. Altman reportedly could receive 7 percent equity in the new arrangement--or the equivalent of $10.5 billion if the valuation pans out. (The Atlantic recently entered a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



In a post on X yesterday, Altman said that the leadership departures were each independent of one another and amicable, but that they were happening "all at once, so that we can work together for a smooth handover to the next generation of leadership." In regards to OpenAI's restructuring, a company spokesperson gave me a statement it has given before: "We remain focused on building AI that benefits everyone, and as we've previously shared, we're working with our board to ensure that we're best positioned to succeed in our mission." The company will continue to run a nonprofit, although it is unclear what function it will serve.



I started reporting on OpenAI in 2019, roughly around when it first began producing noteworthy research. The company was founded as a nonprofit with a mission to ensure that AGI--a theoretical artificial general intelligence, or an AI that meets or exceeds human potential--would benefit "all of humanity." At the time, OpenAI had just released GPT-2, the language model that would set OpenAI on a trajectory toward building ever larger models and lead to its release of ChatGPT. In the six months following the release of GPT-2, OpenAI would make many more announcements, including Altman stepping into the CEO position, its addition of a for-profit arm technically overseen and governed by the nonprofit, and a new multiyear partnership with, and $1 billion investment from, Microsoft. In August of that year, I embedded in OpenAI's office for three days to profile the company. That was when I first noticed a growing divergence between OpenAI's public facade, carefully built around a narrative of transparency, altruism, and collaboration, and how the company was run behind closed doors: obsessed with secrecy, profit-seeking, and competition.



I've continued to follow OpenAI closely ever since, and that rift has only grown--leading to repeated clashes within the company between groups who have vehemently sought to preserve their interpretation of OpenAI's original nonprofit ethos and those who have aggressively pushed the company toward something that, in their view, better serves the mission (namely, launching products that get its technologies into the hands of more people). I am now writing a book about OpenAI, and in the process have spoken with dozens of people within and connected to the company.



In a way, all of the changes announced yesterday simply demonstrate to the public what has long been happening within the company. The nonprofit has continued to exist until now. But all of the outside investment--billions of dollars from a range of tech companies and venture-capital firms--goes directly into the for-profit, which also hires the company's employees. The board crisis at the end of last year, in which Altman was temporarily fired, was a major test of the balance of power between the two. Of course, the money won, and Altman ended up on top.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

Murati and the other executives' departures follow several leadership shake-ups since that crisis. Greg Brockman, a co-founder and OpenAI's president, went on leave in August, and Ilya Sutskever, another co-founder and the company's chief scientist, departed along with John Schulman, a founding research scientist, and many others. Notably, Sutskever and Murati had both approached the board with concerns about Altman's behavior, which fed into the board's decision to exercise its ousting power, according to The New York Times. Both executives reportedly described a pattern of Altman manipulating the people around him to get what he wanted. And Altman, many people have told me, pretty consistently gets what he wants. (Through her lawyer, Murati denied this characterization of her actions to the Times.)



The departure of executives who were present at the time of the crisis suggests that Altman's consolidation of power is nearing completion. Will this dramatically change what OpenAI is or how it operates? I don't think so. For the first time, OpenAI's public structure and leadership are simply honest reflections of what the company has been--in effect, the will of a single person. "Just: Sam."








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/sam-altman-openai-for-profit/680031/?utm_source=feed
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'The First Thing Viewers Do Is Shit Themselves.'

The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front.

by Andrew Ryvkin




In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.

What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, including the Oscar-winning 20 Days in Mariupol, Trofimova's work focused on the invaders. The filmmaker, embedded with a Russian unit for seven months, humanized Moscow's troops as lost, confused, and disheveled. The men joke, miss their families, and even criticize the Russian government, though they never speak against Putin. A love-on-the-front-lines plot trains the viewer's sympathy on the soldiers, even while the film avoids any reference to atrocities committed by Russian forces in Ukraine.

So is Russians at War a propaganda film, as its Ukrainian critics argue? Financed in part by the Canada Media Fund and produced in partnership with Ontario's public broadcaster TVO, Russians at War avoids the trope of "Russian savior liberates ancestral lands from NATO invaders" that is typical of Kremlin propaganda. But all of Trofimova's previous documentaries, filmed in Syria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Iraq, were made for RT--the Kremlin's global propaganda network. In an interview with Deadline, Trofimova claimed that she embedded with a Russian unit without any military authorization, and just "stuck around." In a country where a Wall Street Journal reporter gets sentenced to 16 years for merely handling a piece of paper, an independent filmmaker roaming the front lines, filming military installations, and interviewing soldiers without facing repercussions raises questions. Trofimova did not respond to a request for comment for this article.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

One thing that the confused response to Russians at War makes clear is that eight years after the revelation that Moscow attempted to influence a U.S. presidential election, most Westerners still don't really know how Russian propaganda campaigns work. Americans have become familiar with AI botnets, salaried trolls tweeting in broken English about Texas secession, deranged Russian TV hosts calling for a nuclear strike on New York, and alt-right has-beens. But what to make of a French and Canadian documentary, tucked between Pharrell's Lego-animated film and a Q&A with Zoe Saldana, that seems cozy with the Russian military and blurs the line between entertainment and politics?

Here is a clue: The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front. I know this because I was in that earlier war, and, regrettably, I fought on the wrong side.



I began working for Kremlin-linked media during my junior year in college. At the time, the Russian government was apparently hoping that by leveraging high energy prices, it could regain a bit of the influence it had lost after the Cold War. The state called this being an "energy superpower." In practice, high oil and gas prices abroad translated into more Michelin chefs, German cars, and Italian suits for the select few at home.

In 2005, a close friend introduced me to Konstantin Rykov, known as the godfather of the Russian internet and, later, the man who revolutionized digital propaganda in Russia. In 1998, he launched a website called fuck.ru, which included a provocative magazine and mixed Moscow nightlife, humor, and art. With a blend of pop culture and media savvy, Rykov built an empire of news websites, tabloids, and even online games.

Rykov's latest endeavor at the time of our meeting was The Bourgeois Journal, a glossy luxury-lifestyle magazine aimed at Russia's affluent class. He hired me to head up the St. Petersburg bureau, not because of my background in student journalism, but in large part because I grew up in Boston, meaning that I was fluent in English and, apparently, the ways of the West. During my interview (a sushi-and-vodka breakfast), the word Kremlin never came up.

Rykov made the Journal available, for free, only at the most exclusive restaurants, gyms, private clinics, and five-star hotels. Inside, between ads for Richard Mille watches and prime London real estate, were interviews with figures such as Vladimir Medinsky and Alexander Dugin--now the ideologues behind Russia's war in Ukraine. In a single issue, you could read a review of a restaurant located in a 15th-century building in Maastricht, an essay about the West's fear of a strong Russia, and a report from Art Basel. The Bourgeois Journal used luxury to mask propaganda aimed at Russia's elite.

Like many people working in Russian propaganda at the time, I didn't agree with the narrative that my publication was spreading. And, as most people in propaganda will tell you, I was simply doing my job. I was there a little over a year--selling ads, reviewing restaurants, and occasionally interviewing a Western celebrity. The tedious essays on Russia's place in the world were outweighed by the benefits of running a magazine for the rich: private palaces, private parties, and escapes to the Caribbean sun--something that the birthplace of Dostoyevsky had little of.

After the success of The Bourgeois Journal, Rykov launched Russia.ru, the country's first online television network, in 2007. Here, pro-Kremlin news ran alongside obscene reality shows, attracting nearly 2.5 million viewers a month. The network's slogan, "Glory to Russia"--now a battle cry in Russia's war in Ukraine--demonstrated just how seamlessly Rykov blended patriotism with entertainment to reach an enormous audience.

Building on this, Rykov introduced ZaPutina ("For Putin"), a movement designed to help Vladimir Putin secure an unconstitutional third term. The project included an online platform that aggregated news from various sources, including original reporting from its own correspondents; a ZaPutina campaign bus to take Kremlin-loyal bloggers across the country; and attractive women--proto-influencers--who attended press conferences, introducing themselves by name and their outlet ("For Putin") before asking their questions.

My biggest contribution to Russian propaganda came in 2009. By then, Russia was positioning itself as an inventive, Western-oriented economy. Vladislav Surkov--an adman, a poet, a columnist, and a Kremlin ideologue--dubbed this period one of "managed democracy," which will likely be remembered as the midpoint between Russia's post-Soviet anarchy and its modern-day fascism. Political parties were numerous, but all controlled from the Kremlin, as was almost every form of media. Yet the country sought a veneer of freedom. That's where Honest Monday came in--a prime-time talk show that I co-created, wrote, and co-produced.

Our remit was to reach the sorts of viewers who ignored the in-your-face messaging of broadcast talk shows. Each week, the Kremlin assigned these shows a topic it wanted highlighted, and most would comply in a very blunt fashion: Do this, vote for that, Russia's great. With a young host and a flashy studio modeled on French TV, Honest Monday took a different approach. Every week, I wrote up a summary of the left, center, and right perspectives on the topic we were given; I also delineated a viewpoint that reflected the Kremlin's stance on the matter and sketched a justification for why this view was better than the other three. The producers would then scour the country for guests whose views reflected each of the three perspectives. The three speakers--politicians, celebrities, or pundits--had to defend their stance to, say, a factory worker we flew in from Siberia whose experience was relevant to the topic we covered. The debates were real, many of them heated, and with views contradicting the Kremlin's. Still, the house always won.

Toward the end of our first season, the ratings for Honest Monday dipped, and the Kremlin's tolerance waned. The network introduced a new director. As I recall, he outlined for us his vision of the show's future: "When the viewers tune in, the first thing they should do is shit themselves."

The Kremlin instructed us to take aim at the powerless Russian opposition, and in a matter of weeks, the messaging turned into outright bashing of everything that stood against Putin. I resigned--publicly--by sanctimoniously calling the show's producers and host "Kremlin shills." A couple of years later, two people connected with the Russian propaganda machine lured me outside and assaulted me in broad daylight (one of them later tweeted that he was motivated by a personal issue rather than a political one). When I hit the ground, half a mile from the Kremlin, I was finally out of the game.

Perhaps Rykov's greatest contribution to Russian propaganda remains his cadre of media managers and propagandists, who now grace Kremlin corridors (and U.S. Treasury sanctions lists). One such protege was Vladimir Tabak. Formerly a producer at Russia.ru, he rose to prominence in 2010, when he organized a now-infamous birthday calendar for Putin, featuring 12 female students posing in lingerie and captioned with quotes like "I love you," "Who else but you?," and "You're only better with age." The calendar, designed to create buzz and cultivate Putin's image, dominated the news cycle for weeks. In an interview with the model Naomi Campbell, Putin even commented on how much he liked it. Legend has it that Surkov personally approved the project.

Although Tabak's initial endeavor may have seemed playful, his later efforts illustrate just how insidious his propaganda techniques have become. Since 2020, Tabak has led Dialog, a powerful, Kremlin-affiliated organization tasked with controlling and shaping all social-media narratives in the country. If someone uses social media to criticize, say, the mayor of a small town, Dialog knows about it. According to a joint investigation by the independent Russian outlets Meduza, The Bell, and iStories, the organization took on a significant role during the coronavirus pandemic, virtually monopolizing the flow of COVID-related information in Russia by launching the website Stopkoronavirus.rf as the primary source for daily pandemic updates (the investigation report notes that Dialog denies being associated with this site).

At the height of the pandemic, the Kremlin decided to hold a vote on constitutional amendments that would allow Putin to serve two more terms, and Dialog immediately shifted to encouraging people to go to the polls, downplaying COVID-19 concerns. Later, after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Dialog was reportedly tasked with spreading fake news about the war not just in Russia, but in Ukraine. Some of the narratives included Ukrainian soldiers selling their awards on eBay, high-ranking Ukrainian officials owning expensive property in the European Union, and Kyiv ordering the mobilization of women.

Tabak's organization has become a key player in Russia's digital warfare abroad, including in its most recent campaign targeting Western audiences. On September 4, the U.S. Justice Department seized numerous internet domains allegedly involved in Russia's Doppelganger campaign--an influence operation designed to undermine international support for Ukraine and bolster pro-Russian interests. The domains, many of them made to resemble legitimate news outlets, were linked to Russian companies, including Dialog. According to an unsealed affidavit, the goal of the operation was to spread covert Russian propaganda, manipulate voter sentiment, and influence the 2024 U.S. presidential election.

Doppelganger appears to be a sophisticated operation that used deepfakes, AI, and cybersquatting (registering domains designed to mimic legitimate websites). But the Kremlin's real innovations were those it employed in Russia in the 1990s; in the West today, it is simply repeating the same playbook using new technology. Washingtonpost.pm, a fake news website created to spread Russian propaganda, was an evolution of the fake newspapers that circulated in Russia during the '90s ahead of elections. The purpose of those outlets--made to resemble legitimate media but filled with kompromat, gossip, and propaganda--was to get the right people elected.

Since the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian propaganda has churned out absurd and repulsive lies, such as that Ukraine has biolabs where NATO scientists are working on a virus that targets Slavic DNA, and that Zelensky, who is Jewish, presides over a neo-Nazi regime. Yet, in a way, it has become honest with itself--at least for the domestic audience. There's no longer a need for platforms like Russia.ru or The Journal, because the message is clear: This is who we are, and you're either with us or against us. And yet, the entertainment aspect didn't disappear. Rather, it was absorbed into the propaganda machine through the Institute for Internet Development.

Founded in 2015 with Kremlin backing, and currently under the direction of the former Journal producer Alexey Goreslavsky, the IID helps direct state funds toward producing everything from box-office releases to YouTube videos, blogs, and video games. With a yearly budget of more than $200 million, it dwarfs any private film studio or streaming platform in Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the institute has become the go-to hub for content. Initially, its output was dull and overtly propagandistic, but that has changed. Its catalog now includes 20/22, a TV series about a soldier fighting in Ukraine and his anti-war girlfriend, as well as A Thug's Word, a 1980s period piece about a street gang, which became the No. 1 show in Russia and surprisingly popular in Ukraine--much to the dismay of the Ukrainian government. A Thug's Word contains no politics, no war, and no Putin, yet IID--a propaganda organization--considers it its greatest success, because it legitimized the institute in the world of popular entertainment, which it fought so hard to break into.

One reason Russian propaganda is running circles around the West is that the internet was one of the few domains where the Russian state arrived late, forcing it to co-opt those who understood it. RuNet, the Russian segment of the World Wide Web, was created--and run--by people like Rykov: artsy 20-somethings, filled with cynicism, post-Soviet disillusionment, and a cyberpunk mentality. The collapse of the Soviet Union taught them that truth was whatever they wanted it to be, and that survival was the ultimate goal. The advertising executives, philosophy students, and creatives who once made video art, lewd calendars, and scandalous zines are the same minds who in 2016 said, "Let's make memes about Hillary Clinton," and in 2024 suggested using AI to flood X with believable comments. In many ways, this confrontation mirrors what's happening in Ukraine: This time, however, the West is the massive, unwieldy force being outsmarted by a smaller, more tech-savvy adversary.

The good news is that the Kremlin is a graveyard of talent. In time, every gifted person I knew who went behind its brick walls was devoured by deceit, paranoia, and fear of losing one's place in the sun. Konstantin Rykov was exceptional at his job, so much so that the Kremlin offered him a seat in the Russian Parliament when he was just 28. He accepted the offer. But being a member of the Duma Committee on Science and High Technologies and the Committee for Support in the Field of Electronic Media wasn't the same as being the editor of fuck.ru. Despite being involved in some foreign influence operations, Rykov, now 45, hasn't produced any significant work for Russian audiences since he joined Parliament.

From the December 2021 issue: The bad guys are winning

Asked by an audience member in Toronto whether Russia was responsible for the war in Ukraine, Trofimova replied, "I think there are a lot of other factors involved. Yeah, like they are definitely sending troops in to solve whatever grievances there are." Even if it wasn't financed by Moscow, Russians at War reminds me of a Rykov production: slick, scandalous, and with a ton of free press. The message the film conveys is that war, not the country that started it, is bad in this scenario. Trofimova seems to portray Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and the astonishing scale of the atrocities it has committed there, as something impersonal and inexorable, like a tsunami: We can only accept it and sympathize with the victims, including Russian soldiers.

I stopped working for the Kremlin long before the Russo-Ukrainian war, and whatever I did as the head of a magazine bureau and as a talk-show producer pales in comparison with what some of my former colleagues are doing today. Still, I know that in every bullet flying toward Ukraine--the country where my parents were born--there's a small part of me. I wonder if Trofimova sees that she's part of it, too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/russian-propaganda-putin-ukraine-invasion/680021/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Anti-abortion Activists Who Want to Stop People From Having Kids

The fight over IVF is really about who can start a family.

by Kristen V. Brown




In the days after former President Donald Trump declared that he'd make in vitro fertilization more accessible for Americans, the anti-abortion movement went to work. The activist Lila Rose urged her social-media followers not to vote for Trump, equating his enthusiasm for IVF with support for abortion. The Pro-Life Action League asked Trump to walk back his remarks, citing the "hundreds of thousands" of embryos that would be destroyed. Meanwhile, Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Life of America, tagged Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, in a social-media post arguing a different point: that the policy would "be encouraging families to delay childbirth." Supporting IVF, in other words, would give women a free pass to put off child-rearing until they felt like it.

Anti-abortion groups have long had an uneasy relationship with IVF, because embryos are sometimes destroyed in the course of treatment, which is a problem if you believe that embryos are people. After Trump promised that he would make the government or insurers cover the cost of the procedure, though, a different anti-IVF argument has gained ground among some anti-abortion activists. IVF isn't just destroying life, they say--it's destroying the sanctity of the American nuclear-family unit.

The technological marvel of growing embryos in a petri dish has opened up biological parenthood to new groups of people, and not just those dealing with more traditional reproductive challenges. It's helped enable a large cohort of women to have their first child in their late 30s and beyond. That change, alongside growing numbers of single women and LGBTQ couples seeking to have genetically related kids of their own, has helped fuel a veritable IVF boom. And IVF, in turn, has radically expanded the American notion of family beyond the default of mom, dad, and children.

Some of the most vocal opponents of IVF also oppose that changing definition of family. After Trump's endorsement of IVF for all, Katy Faust, an anti-abortion activist, posted on X that "when you vote to 'protect' or subsidize #IVF, you are endorsing the manufacture of intentionally fatherless and motherless children"--that is, she suggests, children whose parents are single or queer. Hawkins told me in an interview that waiting to have a child until it becomes biologically challenging is a choice women aren't entitled to make, and going through IVF asserts the same problematic bodily autonomy that abortion does. "We're commodifying children," she said.

Read: An unexpected window into the Trump campaign

But the movement to limit IVF has far less support than the anti-abortion movement. In a Pew Research Center poll published in May, 63 percent of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents said they support IVF, as did 60 percent of those who said abortion should be illegal. "As the reproductive-justice movement has become more mainstream, so has the idea that, not just that you have the right to abortion, but also that you also have the right to have children," Lisa Campo-Engelstein, the chair of bioethics at the University of Texas Medical Branch, told me. "For the conservatives, that makes them very worried." (Hawkins told me exactly that: "Children are not a right. They are a privilege.") So now some activists are telling a different story about IVF: that it's expanded the ability to have a family to specific groups of people who, in their view, shouldn't.

The roots of this tactic go back more than half a century. Even before the birth of the first test-tube baby, conservative thinkers were distinctly preoccupied with what IVF might do to the structure of the American family. IVF was originally conceived to serve a very narrow medical purpose: allowing women with blocked fallopian tubes to get pregnant. Writing in 1972, the physician and bioethicist Leon Kass surmised that once IVF was achieved, nothing would limit it to infertile married couples. "Why stop at couples?" he wrote. "What about single women, widows, or lesbians?" As the fertility historian Margaret Marsh and the gynecologist Wanda Ronner wrote in their IVF history, The Pursuit of Parenthood, "Conservatives were almost universally opposed to in vitro fertilization as a threat to the moral order." After IVF arrived in the United States in 1981, Kass's predictions proved true: IVF became just one of the many tools that has removed barriers to parenthood for more diverse groups of people, alongside changes to adoption laws and less invasive technologies such as intrauterine insemination.

Anti-abortion activists maintained an uneasy peace with these new reproductive technologies until earlier this year, when the Alabama Supreme Court ruled that frozen embryos should be considered children. In the aftermath of the ruling, clinics in the state stopped providing the treatment for fear of legal liability. Defense of IVF on both sides of the aisle came swiftly. In Alabama, lawmakers passed legislation protecting clinics. Republican lawmakers tripped over themselves to pledge their support, even as those in the Senate blocked Democrats' IVF-protection bill twice.

Read: Christian parents have a blueprint for IVF

The anti-abortion movement has long claimed to be defenders of American families, and in recent weeks, some members have called on Trump to reduce the costs associated with childbirth instead of IVF. Since the Alabama ruling, they've also had to defend their objections to technology that has helped many people build families. Some have argued that fertility treatment harms women and families, because it can be sold as a miracle cure rather than the crapshoot that it is. Behind the scenes, the anti-abortion movement has been circulating talking points and policy recommendations designed to curb the practice of IVF. They've already had one major win, when the Southern Baptist Convention condemned IVF at its annual meeting this June.

These advocates are right about what's at stake: Making IVF more affordable would expand even further the ranks of American parents. Most Americans who give birth through IVF are white. And rich, married, and heterosexual people tend to have the easiest access. The majority of people do not have benefits that cover fertility treatments, which average close to $50,000 per patient. Only about half of large employers offered fertility coverage in 2022, and fewer than half of states mandate coverage. And many fertility benefits that do exist exclude access to treatment for LGBTQ and single people. In Arkansas, a state mandate requires that eggs be fertilized with a spouse's sperm to get coverage. Even deep-blue New York City's health-insurance plan, which covers IVF for all employees, doesn't cover costs associated with egg or sperm donation or with surrogacy, which LGBTQ couples or single people might require to start a family. Just this past March, the Department of Defense extended its own benefits policy after a lawsuit charged that the policy was discriminatory because it offered benefits only to married, heterosexual people.

Read: More people should be talking about IVF the way Tim Walz is

Trump's vision of fertility care for all could upend this status quo, making IVF benefits universal, rather than a perk of whom you work for or what state you live in. It could make parenthood more accessible to people who aren't married and white and wealthy and heterosexual. And for anti-abortion activists, that might be the biggest threat of all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/09/trump-ivf-abortion-family/680027/?utm_source=feed
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High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes

AI-generated child-sexual-abuse images are flooding the web.

by Matteo Wong




For years now, generative AI has been used to conjure all sorts of realities--dazzling paintings and startling animations of worlds and people, both real and imagined. This power has brought with it a tremendous dark side that many experts are only now beginning to contend with: AI is being used to create nonconsensual, sexually explicit images and videos of children. And not just in a handful of cases--perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this technology, either directly victimized themselves or made aware of other students who have been.



This morning, the Center for Democracy and Technology, a nonprofit that advocates for digital rights and privacy, released a report on the alarming prevalence of nonconsensual intimate imagery (or NCII) in American schools. In the past school year, the center's polling found, 15 percent of high schoolers reported hearing about a "deepfake"--or AI-generated image--that depicted someone associated with their school in a sexually explicit or intimate manner. Generative-AI tools have "increased the surface area for students to become victims and for students to become perpetrators," Elizabeth Laird, a co-author of the report and the director of equity in civic technology at CDT, told me. In other words, whatever else generative AI is good for--streamlining rote tasks, discovering new drugs, supplanting human art, attracting hundreds of billions of dollars in investments--the technology has made violating children much easier.



Today's report joins several others documenting the alarming prevalence of AI-generated NCII. In August, Thorn, a nonprofit that monitors and combats the spread of child-sexual-abuse material (CSAM), released a report finding that 11 percent of American children ages 9 to 17 know of a peer who has used AI to generate nude images of other kids. A United Nations institute for international crime recently co-authored a report noting the use of AI-generated CSAM to groom minors and finding that, in a recent global survey of law enforcement, more than 50 percent had encountered AI-generated CSAM.



Although the number of official reports related to AI-generated CSAM are relatively small--roughly 5,000 tips in 2023 to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, compared with tens of millions of reports about other abusive images involving children that same year--those figures were possibly underestimated and have been growing. It's now likely that "there are thousands of new [CSAM] images being generated a day," David Thiel, who studies AI-generated CSAM at Stanford, told me. This summer, the U.K.-based Internet Watch Foundation found that in a one-month span in the spring, more than 3,500 examples of AI-generated CSAM were uploaded to a single dark-web forum--an increase from the 2,978 uploaded during the previous September.



Overall reports involving or suspecting CSAM have been rising for years. AI tools have arrived amid a "perfect storm," Sophie Maddocks, who studies image-based sexual abuse and is the director of research and outreach at the Center for Media at Risk at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. The rise of social-media platforms, encrypted-messaging apps, and accessible AI image and video generators have made it easier to create and circulate explicit, nonconsensual material on an internet that is permissive, and even encouraging, of such behavior. The result is a "general kind of extreme, exponential explosion" of AI-generated sexual-abuse imagery, Maddocks said.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of school now

Policing all of this is a major challenge. Most people use social- and encrypted-messaging apps--which include iMessage on the iPhone, and WhatsApp--for completely unremarkable reasons. Similarly, AI tools such as face-swapping apps may have legitimate entertainment and creative value, even if they can also be abused. Meanwhile, open-source generative-AI programs, some of which may have sexually explicit images and even CSAM in their training data, are easy to download and use. Generating a fake, sexually explicit image of almost anybody is "cheaper and easier than ever before," Alexandra Givens, the president and CEO of CDT, told me. Among U.S. schoolchildren, at least, the victims tend to be female, according to CDT's survey.



Tech companies do have ways of detecting and stopping the spread of conventional CSAM, but they are easily circumvented by AI. One of the main ways that law enforcement and tech companies such as Meta are able to detect and remove CSAM is by using a database of digital codes, a sort of visual fingerprint, that correspond to every image of abuse that researchers are aware of on the web, Rebecca Portnoff, the head of data science at Thorn, told me. These codes, known as "hashes," are automatically created and cross-referenced so that humans don't have to review every potentially abusive image. This has worked so far because much conventional CSAM consists of recirculated images, Thiel said. But the ease with which people can now generate slightly altered, or wholly fabricated, abusive images could quickly outpace this approach: Even if law-enforcement agencies could add 5,000 instances of AI-generated CSAM to the list each day, Thiel said, 5,000 new ones would exist the next.



In theory, AI could offer its own kind of solution to this problem. Models could be trained to detect explicit or abusive imagery, for example. Thorn has developed machine-learning models that can detect unknown CSAM. But designing such programs is difficult because of the sensitive training data required. "In the case of intimate images, it's complicated," Givens said. "For images involving children, it is illegal." Training an image to classify CSAM involves acquiring CSAM, which is a crime, or working with an organization that is legally authorized to store and handle such images.



"There are no silver bullets in this space," Portnoff said, "and to be effective, you are really going to need to have layered interventions across the entire life cycle of AI." That will likely require significant, coordinated action from AI companies, cloud-computing platforms, social-media giants, researchers, law-enforcement officials, schools, and more, which could be slow to come about. Even then, somebody who has already downloaded an open-source AI model could theoretically generate endless CSAM, and use those synthetic images to train new, abusive AI programs.



Still, the experts I spoke with weren't fatalistic. "I do still see that window of opportunity" to stop the worst from happening, Portnoff said. "But we have to grab it before we miss it." There is a growing awareness of and commitment to preventing the spread of synthetic CSAM. After Thiel found CSAM in one of the largest publicly available image data sets used to train AI models, the data set was taken down; it was recently reuploaded without any abusive content. In May, the White House issued a call to action for combatting CSAM to tech companies and civil society, and this summer, major AI companies including OpenAI, Google, Meta, and Microsoft agreed to a set of voluntary design principles that Thorn developed to prevent their products from generating CSAM. Two weeks ago, the White House announced another set of voluntary commitments to fight synthetic CSAM from several major tech companies. Portnoff told me that, while she always thinks "we can be moving faster," these sorts of commitments are "encouraging for progress."

Read: AI is about to make social media (much) more toxic

Tech companies, of course, are only one part of the equation. Schools also have a responsibility as the frequent sites of harm, although Laird told me that, according to CDT's survey results, they are woefully underprepared for this crisis. In CDT's survey, less than 20 percent of high-school students said their school had explained what deepfake NCII is, and even fewer said the school had explained how sharing such images is harmful or where to report them. A majority of parents surveyed said that their child's school had provided no guidance relating to authentic or AI-generated NCII. Among teachers who had heard of a sexually abusive deepfake incident, less than 40 percent reported that their school had updated its sexual-harassment policies to include synthetic images. What procedures do exist tend to focus on punishing students without necessarily accounting for the fact that many adolescents may not fully understand that they are harming someone when they create or share such material. "This cuts to the core of what schools are intended to do," Laird said, "which is to create a safe place for all students to learn and thrive."



Synthetic sexually abusive images are a new problem, but one that governments, media outlets, companies, and civil-society groups should have begun considering, and working to prevent, years ago, when the deepfake panic began in the late 2010s. Back then, many pundits were focused on something else entirely: AI-generated political disinformation, the fear of which bred government warnings and hearings and bills and entire industries that churn to this day.



All the while, the technology had the potential to transform the creation and nature of sexually abusive images. As early as 2019, online monitoring found that 96 percent of deepfake videos were nonconsensual pornography. Advocates pointed this out, but were drowned out by fears of nationally and geopolitically devastating AI-disinformation campaigns that have yet to materialize. Political deepfakes threatened to make it impossible to believe what you see, Maddocks told me. But for victims of sexual assault and harassment, "people don't believe what they see, anyway," she said. "How many rape victims does it take to come forward before people believe what the rapist did?" This deepfake crisis has always been real and tangible, and is now impossible to ignore. Hopefully, it's not too late to do something about it.
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Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking

As his career wraps up, a man of big ideas takes on ever smaller targets.

by Ross Andersen


Richard Dawkins in 1989 (Stephen Hyde / National Portrait Gallery)



For nearly five decades, Richard Dawkins has enjoyed a global fame rarely achieved by scientists. He has adapted his swaggering Oxbridge eloquence to a variety of media ecosystems. He began as an explainer of nature, a David Attenborough in print. His 1976 mega-best seller, The Selfish Gene, incepted readers with the generation-to-generation mechanics of natural selection; it also coined the word meme. In 2006's The God Delusion, another mega-best seller, Dawkins antagonized the world's religions. He became a leading voice of the New Atheist movement. His talks and debates did serious numbers on YouTube. Refusing to be left behind by the social-media age, he also learned to get his message across on Twitter (and then X), although sometimes as a bully or troll.

Now, at age 83, Dawkins is saying goodbye to the lecture circuit with a five-country tour that he's marketing as his "Final Bow." Earlier this month, I went to see him at the Warner Theatre in Washington, D.C. Dawkins has said that when he visits the U.S., he has the most fun in the Bible Belt, but most of his farewell-tour appearances will take place in godless coastal cities. After all, Dawkins has a new book to sell--The Genetic Book of the Dead--and at the Warner, it was selling well. I saw several people holding two or three copies, and one man walking around awkwardly with nine, steadying the whole stack beneath his chin. The line to buy books snaked away from the theater entrance and ran all the way up the stairs. It was longer than the line for the bar.

I ordered a whiskey and went to find my seat. The packed theater looked like a subreddit come to life. Bald white heads poked above the seat backs, as did a few ponytails and fedoras. This being an assembly of freethinkers, there was no standard uniform, but I did spot lots of goatees and black T-shirts. The faded silk-screen graphics on the tees varied. One was covered in equations. Another featured a taxonomy of jellyfish extending onto its sleeves. These people had not come here merely to see a performer; Dawkins had changed many of their lives. A man in the row behind me said that he had attended Dawkins's show in Newark, New Jersey, the previous night. As a Christian teen, he had sought out videos of Dawkins, hoping that they would prepare him to rebut arguments for evolution. He ultimately found himself defeated by the zoologist's logic, and gave up his faith.

Jake Klein, the director of the Virginia Chapter of Atheists for Liberty, told a similar conversion story onstage, before introducing Dawkins. Klein said The God Delusion had radicalized him against the Orthodox Judaism of his youth. Millions of other creationists had similar experiences, Klein said. He credited Dawkins with catalyzing an important triumph of reason over blind superstition. Klein's opening remarks, to that point, could have described Dawkins of 20-odd years ago, when he was first going on the attack against religion's "profligate wastefulness, its extravagant display of baroque uselessness." But then things took a turn. Klein told the crowd that they couldn't afford to be complacent. Human ignorance was not yet wholly vanquished. "Wokeness and conspiratorial thinking" had arisen to take the place of religious faith. Klein began ranting about cultural Marxists. He said that Western civilization needed to defend itself against "people who divide the world between the oppressors and the oppressed." He sounded a lot like J. D. Vance.

The day before, on a video call, Dawkins told me that he was puzzled--and disquieted--by the support he has received from the political right. He tends to support the Labour Party. He loathes Donald Trump. The New Atheist movement arose partly in response to the ascent of George W. Bush and other evangelicals in Republican politics. Its leaders--Dawkins, along with Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett--worried that public-school students would soon be learning creationism in biology class. But there has since been a realignment in America's culture wars. Americans still fight over the separation of church and state, but arguments about evolution have almost completely vanished from electoral politics and the broader zeitgeist. With no great crusade against creationism to occupy him, Dawkins's most visible moments over the past 15 years have been not as a scientist but as a crusader against "wokeness"--even before that was the preferred term.

Dawkins the culture warrior could be snide, off-the-cuff, and downright toxic. In 2011, the atheist blogger Rebecca Watson spoke about the discomfort she felt when a man followed her into an elevator early in the morning at a Global Atheist Conference in Ireland. Dawkins--the most famous atheist of all--responded by posting a sarcastic letter to a hypothetical woman in the Muslim world, asking her to "think of the suffering your poor American sisters have to put up with." A few years later, a Muslim teen in Texas was handcuffed and detained by authorities after showing his teacher a clock that he'd made, which she mistook for a bomb. Dawkins weighed in to argue that the boy had only pretended to make the clock, and that he might have wanted to get arrested. In 2021, he tweeted a just-asking-questions request for discussion of the differences between trans people and Rachel Dolezal, once the president of a local NAACP chapter who deceptively identified as Black.

When Klein kicked off the event at the Warner Theatre with a warning about the spread of cultural Marxism, Dawkins's fans cheered him on, loudly. The only time I heard a bigger response was when Dawkins himself finally took the stage, wearing a gray suit, blue shirt, and white tie covered in "crocoducks," imaginary creatures that figure prominently in a creationist argument against evolution. He looked 10 or 15 years younger than President Biden, our current standard candle for octogenarian fitness. His gin-dry wit is largely intact, and in the U.S., he can still coast on his English accent and habits of speech--his "quite" and his "lovely," his tendency to end sentences with a lilting "isn't it?," his occasional offer to "have a go." But he stops more frequently to collect his thoughts; it's not as easy for him to purr along in the same pleasingly nasal cadence for long stretches at a time.

The format for the evening was a fireside chat between Dawkins and the economist and Freakonomics author Steven Levitt. They began with a discussion of natural selection, and stayed in that general register for quite a while. There were flashes of Dawkins in his prime. At one point, he slipped into a fluid five-minute riff on the "extended phenotype." The basic idea--original to him--is that an organism's genome will determine more than just its body makeup and behavior. It may also shape inanimate objects, as in the case of a bird and its nest, or other organisms, as with a parasite and its host. Considered in a certain light, a human's phenotype could include not just the layer of technology that we have wrapped around our planet, but also the space probes that we have flung beyond the solar system's borders. It's a grand thought.

For nearly an hour, Dawkins stuck largely to science, and it served him well. The latter half of the evening was heavier on culture-war material. To whoops and hollers, Dawkins expressed astonishment that anyone could believe that sex is a continuum, instead of a straightforward binary. He described safety-craving college students as "pathetic wimps." It all seemed small, compared with the majesty of the ideas he'd been discussing just minutes before.

Near the night's end, Dawkins told the old story of Trofim Lysenko, Stalin's chief agronomist. Lysenko did not believe in Mendelian genetics. He thought that after sprouting, crops could acquire new traits and pass them down to their seedlings, and he did not care to hear counterevidence. To the contrary, he brutally persecuted the scientists who disagreed with him. More than 3,000 biologists were fired, arrested, or executed, and yet, they were not the most numerous victims of Lysenko's close-mindedness, not by a long shot. Under his influence, agricultural production in the Soviet Union--and China--suffered grievously. Historians estimate that his policies may have led to millions of famine deaths.

The tale of Lysenko is almost fable-like in its moral purity, and Dawkins told it well, but only as a setup for a contemporary controversy that he wished to discuss--an ongoing dispute over school curricula in New Zealand. According to one proposal, students there would learn traditional creation stories and myths alongside standard science lessons, out of deference to the Maori, whose language and culture British settlers had tried earnestly to erase. Dawkins noted that some eminent New Zealand scientists had "stuck their heads above the parapet" to object to this idea with an open letter in 2021, and were "unpleasantly punished" for doing so. He called this mob rule, and expressed concern for the young students. They could end up confused, he said, forced as they would be to reconcile lessons about the "sky father" and "earth mother" with those that concern the Big Bang and evolution.

I suspect that kids can hold those two things in mind. I suspect also that the project of science--no innocent bystander in the treatment of Indigenous people--will be best served if its most prominent voices address themselves to the Maori, and other such groups, in an imaginative spirit of synthesis and reconciliation. But even if I am wrong about all that, the specter of Lysenko would seem to have little bearing on a case in which no scientist has been officially punished. Complaints about the open letter did produce an initial investigation by the Royal Society Te Aparangi, as a matter of process, but nothing more.

Dawkins seems to have lost his sense of proportion. Now that mainstream culture has moved on from big debates about evolution and theism, he no longer has a prominent foe that so perfectly suits his singular talent for explaining the creative power of biology. And so he's playing whack-a-mole, swinging full strength, and without much discernment, at anything that strikes him as even vaguely irrational. His fans at the Warner Theatre didn't seem to mind. For all I know, some of them had come with the sole intent of hearing Dawkins weigh in on the latest campus disputes and cancellations. After he took his last bow, the lights went out, and I tried to understand what I was feeling. I didn't leave the show offended. I wasn't upset. It was something milder than that. I was bored.
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The Undecided Voters Are Not Who You Think They Are

For most, the big decision is about whether to vote at all.

by Ronald Brownstein




For the great majority of Americans who have firmly settled on Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, the idea that anyone could still be undecided in that choice is almost incomprehensible. But the incredulity may be rooted in confusion about who most undecided voters really are.

When most people think about a voter still trying to make up their mind, they probably imagine a person who is highly likely to vote but uncertain whether to support Harris, Trump, or a third-party candidate. Both political parties, however, are more focused on a different--and much larger--group of undecideds: potential voters who are highly likely to support Harris or Trump, but unsure if they will vote at all.

Campaigns typically describe the first group of reliable but conflicted voters as persuadable; they frequently describe the second group as irregular voters. Persuadable voters get the most attention from the media, but campaigns recognize that irregular voters can loom much larger in the outcome--especially in presidential elections when more of them ultimately participate.

"There are a gajillion more of those [irregular] people than the Harris/Trump 'I don't know; I'm still thinking about it'" kind of voter, Anat Shenker-Osorio, a communications consultant for Democrats and progressive groups, told me. "There are more humans who are non-habitual voters than there are voters who swing back and forth. That's just math."

David A. Graham: Trump was president once

The first group of undecided Americans--the persuadable voters still vacillating between Harris and Trump--are always the subject of intense media focus. Pollsters use an assortment of questions to gauge how many people fit that description. The NBC News national poll released Sunday, for instance, found that almost exactly one-sixth of voters either declared themselves undecided in the race or said that there was at least a chance they would switch from the candidate they're now supporting. The most recent national Pew Research Center survey likewise found that the same proportion of Harris and Trump backers said that they either were merely "leaning" toward their candidate or could change their mind. The latest New York Times/Siena College national poll put the shares of undecided voters and persuadable voters at almost exactly the same level.

All of these results suggest that the pool of likely voters not firmly bound to either Harris or Trump is more than large enough to tip the election. The problem is that most strategists in both parties consider those numbers an illusion: They do not believe that roughly one-sixth of likely voters are ambivalent enough about one candidate that they could still switch to the other before November.

"There is an immaterial number of 'certain to vote' people who are undecided," says the longtime GOP pollster Bill McInturff, whose firm has conducted the NBC poll along with a Democratic partner for decades. This is a view widely shared among strategists in both parties.

Mike Podhorzer, a former AFL-CIO political director who has built a large audience among Democrats and progressive groups for his detailed analyses of voting behavior, says that traditional polling questions significantly overstate the number of voters truly up for grabs between the parties. "There are people who will say that they are undecided in a survey," Podhorzer told me, "and it's just not true." Podhorzer says that in polls he's commissioned over the years, he always asks voters whether they have mostly voted for one major party or the other in the past.

"The effect of turning the question from making a statement about how you identify yourself to reporting on your previous behavior was kind of jaw-dropping," he told me. "Almost all" of the people who said they were undecided at any given time turned out "to actually be on one side or the other. It was just how they were asked."

Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump's campaign, notes that as the electorate has grown more polarized since 2000, winning presidential candidates of both parties have shifted strategy. "You look at Obama's election," McLaughlin told me. "It was a turnout election. The same thing with George W. Bush. You've got to keep that base motivated, so you are messaging toward that--and what they are voting for and against matters." This dynamic has only hardened in the age of Trump. "No question, there are not a lot of 'persuadables' at this point," McLaughlin said.

Among the operatives and strategists that I spoke with in both parties, the best estimate is that just 4 to 7 percent of voters in the battleground states are such persuadables--people highly likely to vote but genuinely uncertain about whom they will support.

These include people like Fred, a white project manager from Minneapolis, and Ronmel, a Hispanic securities analyst from Dallas, who participated in a focus group of undecided voters convened in late August, after the Democratic National Convention, by Sarah Longwell, a political consultant and the executive director of the anti-Trump Republican Accountability Project. (Longwell's focus groups reveal only the first names of participants.) Although both men had supported Biden in 2020, neither was ready to commit to Harris. "I think the issue with Kamala for me is that she does not have or has conveyed the gravitas for the role," Fred said. Ronmel expressed frustration over inflation under Biden: Even though "you're making a good living, you still feel like you're living paycheck to paycheck," he said.

When Longwell's firm contacted the two men again last week, after the Harris-Trump debate, Fred had made his choice: "Kamala eliminated all my doubts about gravitas: She is 100 percent ready to be president on day 1." Fred wrote in a text. "Trump, on the other hand, exacerbated every concern I had."

But Ronmel was still conflicted. "They don't seem to have any clear economic project," he texted, "only promises that we know are not going to be fulfilled."

The remaining persuadable voters, strategists and pollsters told me, are mostly people like Ronmel who believe that Trump's presidency generated better results than Biden's has, particularly on the economy, but who remain hesitant about entrusting Trump again with the presidency. (They cite various doubts--about his character and his views on issues beside the economy, such as abortion rights.)

These persuadable voters wavering between the two candidates split mostly into two camps. The largest group may be the traditionally Republican-leaning voters (including many who identify as independents) uneasy about Trump. These voters are the remnants of the suburban, largely college-educated constituency that favored Nikki Haley during the GOP primaries.

Based on the focus groups she has conducted with a wide array of voters, Longwell said that the persuadable voters "who are left are [mostly] two-time Trump voters who don't want to vote for him again but are really struggling to get to [Harris]." After listening carefully to their answers and watching their body language, she told me that she expects most of these voters to support Harris eventually, because they are now so resistant to Trump. But she also believed that some of them are "leave-it-blank types" and won't vote for either candidate.

The other big group of potentially persuadable voters, according to the NBC, Pew, and New York Times/Siena polls, are younger and minority voters who dislike Trump but are disappointed by their economic experience under Biden--and are uncertain whether Harris offers a sufficient change in approach. In the recent Pew survey, Hispanics who currently support Trump were much more likely than white voters to indicate that they might change their mind; for Harris-leaners, both Hispanic and Black voters were more likely to say they might reconsider. For both candidates, more younger than older voters indicated that they might switch.

In the end, however, neither party expects too many of the voters who are telling pollsters today that they might switch to the other candidate to actually do so. The bigger prize for the two campaigns is the irregular voters who are, as Longwell put it, deciding "whether they are going to get off the couch" to vote at all.

Adam Serwer: The Trump campaign wants everyone talking about race

How many of these irregular voters are available for the campaign to pursue? Even in the 2020 election, which produced the highest turnout rate since 1900, about one-third of eligible voters didn't vote. That's about 80 million people. About two-fifths of both eligible people of color and white people without a college degree didn't vote last time; neither did nearly half of young people.

Those patterns frame the 2024 mobilization challenge for each party. Catalist, a Democratic voter-targeting firm, shared with me data rarely disclosed in public, based on its modeling, that attempt to quantify the number of infrequent voters in each of the swing states who lean strongly toward Harris or Trump. That research shows, first, that across the battleground states white people without a college degree routinely account for 70 percent or more of the Trump-leaning nonvoters; and, second, that people of color make up a big majority of Harris's potential targets across the Sun Belt battlegrounds, as well as in Michigan. In the three big Rust Belt battlegrounds--Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--working-class white women without a college degree, Catalist's projections show, also make up a significant share of the voters who lean Democratic but don't vote regularly.

The infrequent voters on both parties' target list have some common characteristics, other strategists say. "Part of what you are seeing in this electorate is: a) a lot of anger; but b) discouragement," Page Gardner, a Democratic expert on voter turnout, told me. "People are discouraged about their lives and feel ... I'm trying really hard and I'm not getting anywhere." Against that backdrop, she said, the challenge for Democrats is "giving them some sort of agency to feel like My vote matters, because a lot of people feel that no one is paying attention to them."

As a lead organizer for the Sunrise Movement, a liberal group focused on mobilizing young people to support action on climate change, Paul Campion knows the challenge of engaging irregular voters for Harris. Sunrise is trying to reach young voters of color in battleground states through a combination of phone-banking, door-knocking, and text-messaging.

Like other campaigners seeking to organize young and non-white voters, Campion told me that "the biggest issue is not people choosing between Trump and Harris, but choosing between not voting ... or voting for Harris-Walz." Campion sees a fundamental conflict between Harris's attempts to reassure centrist swing voters, by emphasizing moderate positions on energy from fossil fuels and on the war in Gaza, and her need to activate more progressive young voters uncertain whether to vote at all. "Young people want to hear Harris articulate over and over again more forcefully how she will fight for them and listen to their demands," Campion told me.

Ronald Brownstein: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

For years, Podhorzer, the former AFL-CIO official, has been among the Democrats who have argued most ardently that expanding the electorate--rather than focusing on the smaller number of genuine swing voters--can be the key to the party's success. This, he argues, is especially true when competing against Trump, who has proved so effective at activating his own constituency of infrequent voters. Podhorzer has calculated (using data from Catalist) that about 91 million separate individuals have turned out at least once in the four national elections since 2016 to vote against Trump or Republican candidates, while about 83 million have come out to vote for Trump or the GOP.

Although Democrats have improved their performance in recent years among the most reliable voters--largely because the party has gained ground among college-educated white people, who vote more regularly than any other major group--Podhorzer has calculated that people who voted in all four national elections since 2016 still narrowly favored the GOP in the battleground states. In those crucial Electoral College states, however, Democrats have posted commanding advantages among the infrequent voters who entered the electorate only after Trump's victory in 2016. That group is disproportionately younger, Black, and Latino. This surge of new voters has been crucial in creating what Podhorzer and other Democratic strategists such as the Hopium Chronicles author Simon Rosenberg call the "anti-MAGA majority" that mostly frustrated GOP expectations in the elections of 2018, 2020, and 2022.

Shenker-Osorio said that replacing Biden with Harris has engaged more of these less reliable voters resistant to Trump. "When we were in the place of an exact rematch between the same two people that we had in 2020, the election was boring for a lot of people," she told me. "And now it's Okay, we at least cast somebody different in this season of the reality show, so that's good." But Shenker-Osorio added, the level of concern among these inconsistent voters about the potential downsides of another Trump presidency still has not reached the level Democrats need. "The task is to raise the salience of the election itself ... and its pivotal role as a crossroads between two extraordinarily different futures," she told me. "That is just something we have to hammer home and lift up."

The thin sliver of reliable but persuadable voters still undecided between Harris and Trump matter in the crucial states, Podhorzer said, "because everything matters" there. But he predicted that whichever party turns out more of the irregular voters in its favor will win those states. That's the bitter irony of modern U.S. politics: In a country divided so ardently and irrevocably between the two parties, the people who aren't sure they care enough to participate at all are the ones who could tip the balance.
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Ellen DeGeneres Still Wants You to Love Her

In her new--and reportedly last--stand-up special, the comedian struggles to find the humor in her mistakes.

by Fran Hoepfner




Ellen DeGeneres has been raising chickens. She loves those chickens, and the feeling, she thinks, is mutual. She watches them play on a little swing. It's been two years since the comedian was last in the public eye, and she's eager to chat about what she's been doing in the interim. "Let me see what else I can tell you about that's been going on," she muses in her latest--and, according to her, last--stand-up special, Netflix's For Your Approval. She's stopped getting Botox injections, she notes. She looks to the theater ceiling for other answers; she briefly glances down at her shoes. Frowning, she takes out a crumpled bit of paper to a smattering of audience support. She looks up. "Oh yeah," she deadpans. "I got kicked out of show business."

After a warm wave of laughter and applause, DeGeneres specifies that the reason she was "kicked out"--a.k.a. deprived of her once-beloved, long-running talk show, following an image-damaging controversy--was that she was "being mean." "You can't be mean and be in show business," she adds, with a wry shake of her head. The set-up prepares viewers for her culminating thoughts on a four-decade career. Capturing the final stop on her "Last Stand ... Up" tour, the special functions as a defiant 70-minute coda, in which the comedian relishes the freedom to let herself off the hook.

For Your Approval's scripted cold open, a common practice for filmed stand-up, is particularly telling. Scored by a twinkling piano, a montage shows highlights from her career: appearing for the first time on The Tonight Show, coming out on her eponymous sitcom, voicing Finding Nemo's Dory, hosting the Oscars. Then, the tone shifts; the music stops. "Breaking news tonight: Is the queen of nice really the queen of mean?" asks a newscaster-y voice. It's an odd first note that infuses the special with an overwrought sentimentality while undercutting the question of how the comedian will address her fall from grace. By the time DeGeneres walks onstage, home viewers may already have a sense that she's looking for sympathy more than laughs. The comedian may joke about her expulsion from Hollywood, but it's clear how hurt she feels. And when it comes to owning her mistakes, DeGeneres struggles to find the humor.

Read: What Ellen's kindness concealed

The incidents serving as her source material date back to March 2020. DeGeneres faced a series of escalating social-media rumors about her purported "meanness," toward both her show's employees and celebrity guests. That July, current and former The Ellen DeGeneres Show staffers made allegations about its workplace culture in a BuzzFeed News report; these ranged from pay inequity and intimidation tactics to microaggressions toward non-white employees. An Ellen spokesperson issued a statement expressing remorse and a commitment to "do better"; staffers followed up by alleging sexual harassment on and off set. (An investigation led to the departure of three executive producers.) The story continued to snowball: Other celebrities came out of the woodwork to share unflattering anecdotes, and #ReplaceEllen trended on Twitter. DeGeneres apologized--first to her staff, then to her audience and the public--and the show continued for 20 more months. But Ellen ended in May 2022, after 19 seasons and sharply declining ratings.

DeGeneres now approaches these allegations, somewhat surprisingly, with a jocular-seeming sense of pride. For being called "the most hated person in America," she complains that there was "no trophy, no awards banquet, nothing." This "sorry, not sorry" stance initially feels fitting for DeGeneres's acerbic wit; she's always pushed boundaries for the sake of a joke, no matter how small (or bad) the target. In the special, she receives some of her biggest laughs when she embraces her past behavior--sharing stories of chasing her employees and scaring them, only to realize, Wait, that doesn't sound very good. These amusingly frank moments ring truer to DeGeneres's style of comedy than the serious asides or justifications that soon follow.

Throughout For Your Approval, DeGeneres sidesteps any real soul-searching about her reported behind-the-scenes conduct. Instead, she makes cracks about her attention deficit disorder (which, she says, explains her short attention span and curt personality), obsessive-compulsive disorder (that's why she's ornery about things being correct), and insufficient qualifications for being anyone's boss. "I don't think Ronald McDonald's the CEO of McDonald's," DeGeneres argues, implying that she sees herself more as a mascot than a leader. These bits start to knock the air out of how she talked about her actions earlier in the special: At their most self-aggrandizing, they warp the language of mental health to explain her failings within a workplace infrastructure.

Read: Sorry/Not Sorry and the Paradox of Louis C.K.

DeGeneres may be right about her bad management skills, but these jokes suggest a lack of self-awareness. She was popular because she seemed kind, not because she seemed morally upstanding, but the abdication of responsibility clouds the comedy. She appears disconnected from why her staff and the public lost their faith in her, in moments even seeming ignorant about how she might have exploited her authority. It's hard to imagine a viewer who's unaware of the controversy coming away with any real sense of its stakes.

By the end of the set, DeGeneres appears to want to remember that more people love her than don't. For Your Approval makes ample use of extended applause breaks, during which the comic soaks up her live audience's attention; the longest of these cheers occurs when DeGeneres brings out her wife, a tearful Portia de Rossi. DeGeneres forgoes humor in these closing minutes to plead that she's nothing if not human. It's a request for grace that she doesn't quite earn.
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How to Stop Self-Obsessing and Be Happier

Some introspection is healthy and necessary, but too much can trap you in a cycle of misery.

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.

In Dante's Inferno, the Roman writer Virgil leads the story's narrator down through the circles of hell. Each circle is more grotesque and frightening than the last, until finally the pair reach the ninth circle, where Satan himself resides. Contrary to what you (or Dante) might expect, the Prince of Darkness is not found laughing maniacally, poking condemned sinners with his pitchfork. Rather, he is stuck up to his waist in a block of solid ice, weeping bitterly.

Satan is so absorbed in his misery that he doesn't even notice the narrator and his guide when they intrude. It is a picture not of wicked glee, but of the darkest depression. Dante's portrait is a very humanly recognizable condition, and inspires pity, not hatred.

If you haven't experienced serious depression, you almost certainly know someone who has. According to Gallup, the proportion of Americans who have been diagnosed with clinical depression at some point in their lifetime reached an all-time high last year, at 29 percent. People describe such a spell as involving a suffocating sadness, an inability to feel pleasure, and a lethargy that makes the smallest tasks seem insurmountable.

But as Dante suggests, another common characteristic might be the most miserable of all. Someone I knew and loved for many years, who lived with disabling depression, told me that what bothered her most was that it made life terribly boring. "All I think about is myself," she told me. Her depression, she said, was like living with a person who won't stop talking, droning on and on about the most tedious topics in the world and making it impossible to concentrate on anything else. This is a phenomenon known as maladaptive self-focus, which does indeed characterize--and perpetuate--major depression.

This symptom contains valuable information for all of us. Even if, mercifully, you are not depressed, you would nonetheless probably like to be happier. You think about yourself a great deal, as we all do, but this almost certainly hurts your happiness, even if your self-preoccupation is not maladaptive. Fortunately, you can learn to think about yourself less--and reap benefits for your well-being.

From the July 1884 issue: The underworld in Homer, Virgil, and Dante

No reliable scientific data exist for how much of our time we spend focusing on ourselves, but we know it is a lot. To begin with, consider what we talk about. One study revealed that when one man talked with another man, about 53 percent of the conversation, on average, was spent discussing his own experiences or relationships. When a woman spoke with another woman, she talked about herself and her relationships or experiences about 39 percent of the time. But that is just the beginning; typically when we aren't talking to others, or are not otherwise engaged, our brains switch to the default mode network--at which point our thinking becomes almost entirely self-referential. Even while we sleep, we are inevitably the star in our dreams. We basically think and talk about ourselves all day and all night.

This intense self-focus makes sense from an evolutionary perspective. As an adult human, you are primarily responsible for your own survival and success, and the very fact that you are alive today means that your prehistoric ancestors also thought sufficiently about these matters--because if they'd failed to, they would have been unlikely to pass on their genes. In that respect, self-referential thinking is a necessary way of staying focused on life's core tasks.

This observation is not just an anachronism from the Pleistocene period; researchers today have shown that people who think about themselves a lot tend to get along well with others and get ahead in life (provided that their thoughts are not excessively negative). Even when such self-focus is pathological, as it is with narcissists, it can still confer benefits. As two psychologists argued in 2015, and other studies have largely confirmed, narcissists tend to do well in short-term mating and dominance hierarchies. In other words, they find it easy to get dates and are initially persuasive as leaders.

That's the upside, but the downside is very significant. Constant self-absorption generally makes you feel terrible. One 2002 meta-analysis of more than 200 studies found a marked positive correlation between self-focused attention and negative affect (bad feelings). Excessive self-referential thinking appears to be especially misery-making for anxious people.

In addition, highly self-focused people tend to struggle to maintain emotional stability. The reason for this is that thinking about yourself causes your worries and afflictions to intrude more into your thinking, and that tends to induce such harmful emotions as anger and jealousy. Arguably worst of all, self-referential thinking can make relationships harder. I noted above that narcissists do well in short-term dating, a finding long-observed by researchers. That is one kind of success, but not something associated with the deep satisfaction of an enduring relationship. Notably, casual sex lowers happiness for most people. That is particularly true for women, who are 21 percent more likely than men to say that a hookup ultimately makes them feel lonely, 19 percent more likely to say that it makes them unhappy, and 14 percent more likely to say that it makes them feel regret.

As I have previously written, studies across the span of people's lives show that secure, long-term relationships are key to the highest levels of life satisfaction. This requires thinking a lot about your partner, and thus less about yourself, which leads to higher, more stable well-being.

Read: Eight books that will inspire you to move your body

Most of life is made up of experiences and impulses we need to keep in balance. We must eat in order to survive and thrive--but not too much and not the wrong things! Exercise is good, but if you get too obsessed with it, you can harm your physical and mental health. So it is with thinking about yourself. You can't stop entirely, nor would you want to if you care about staying alive and well. But I am confident that most of us could cut back a bit on the self-referential thinking and gain substantial happiness benefits.

The problem is that willpower alone doesn't work because, ironically, "I won't think about myself" is an entirely self-referential intention. The solution is constructive distraction.

1. Bring happiness to others.
 A number of researchers over the years have undertaken experiments in which participants are assigned activities and behaviors that they enjoy, as opposed to actions that elevate others (such as making a point of expressing gratitude). You might think that the pleasure principle would win out, but the scholars have consistently found that doing something for another person confers a significant happiness advantage over having a good time for yourself. Two effects are surely at work here: First, when you are looking for ways to help another, you are distracted from your own preoccupations and problems; second, by bringing happiness to someone else, you can "catch" that happiness through what behavioral scientists call emotional contagion.

2. Serve the world.
 An act of kindness toward another person works well--but, as four psychologists showed in 2016, so does an act of kindness to the world in general. The researchers compared acts of generosity directed at specific individuals with general good deeds toward the broader world. This didn't entail Nobel Peace Prize-winning actions, but simply such small-scale generous, considerate behavior as picking up litter or donating to a charity. The researchers found that these good deeds were similar in their beneficial effect on well-being as those aimed at a particular individual.

3. Be more mindful.
 One of the most common characteristics of self-referential thinking is that it is both retrospective and prospective, about what I've done and what I plan to do. So it makes sense that greater discipline about paying attention to the present might help to displace the self-focused thinking that ruminates on the past and the future. One way to improve that present-focused discipline is through mindfulness training, and this comes in at least two basic varieties: focused attention (such as single-point meditation) and open monitoring (such as training to observe the moment with reaction or judgment). Practicing these techniques has been shown by researchers to lower self-referential thinking and--not coincidentally--reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety. These days, any number of mindfulness methods and apps are widely available to help you learn these skills.

Arthur C. Brooks: Three myths and four truths about how to get happier

An ultimate solution to excessive self-referential thinking is to turn one's focus outward to the metaphysical aspects of life. Early Christian writers, such as Saint Augustine in the fourth century, are credited with the concept of homo incurvatus en se, a state of being that involves being curved in on oneself, or ingrown, leading to a restless discomfort with life. Augustine's famous answer for this, in the first paragraph of his Confessions, was "Our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee."

Whether centered on God or not, spiritual traditions teach the paradoxical truth that only by looking outside ourselves can we find ourselves. In the words of the 13th-century Zen Buddhist master Dogen Zenji:

To study the Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be enlightened by all things.

This is precisely what Dante's weeping, self-absorbed Satan missed. We don't have to make this error.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/self-obsession-happiness-dante/680017/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Mitt Romney Braces for Trump's Retribution

Romney has good reason to fear Trump's vengeance.

by McKay Coppins




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




On a swampy afternoon this past spring, I met Mitt Romney in his soon-to-be-vacated Senate office. It was strange to see him in person again. For two years, we'd talked almost every week as I worked on a biography that would cement his reputation as a Republican apostate. Since the book's publication last year, we'd kept in sporadic touch--mostly through texts, the senator's preferred medium for venting about politics--but we hadn't spoken in much depth.



Some things hadn't changed. Romney was, as ever, acutely attuned to his own mortality. "I saw an article this morning saying that they find your chances of getting Alzheimer's are significantly increased based upon two things," he told me as soon as we sat down. One factor was alcohol consumption; the other was stress at work. The latter had him worried. Romney is a teetotaler but has been addicted his whole life to stressful jobs. "I mean, I've felt high stress in my work since--" He thought about it. "Well, since I went to grad school." He's stepping down when his term ends in January. Retirement, he told me, would be good for his health.

Read: What Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

As we chatted, though, I noted a change in his countenance. In the past, his frustration--with the Senate, with the Republican Party, with politics in general--had always seemed tinged with resignation. Maybe he was miserable, but he felt obligated to stay in Washington and do his part. Now, at 77, he couldn't wait to leave. He seemed lighter in a way, but also more restless. Mormon missionaries have a term for the feeling of distraction and homesickness that sometimes settles in as they approach the end of their service: trunky. I asked if the term applied to him now, and he smirked: "Oh yeah."


This essay was adapted from the new afterword for the paperback edition of Romney: A Reckoning.



Romney had mentioned to me repeatedly, in those brief exchanges over the preceding months, that life in Congress was getting worse. He wasn't alone in feeling this way. His planned departure was part of an unusually large wave of retirements from Congress in 2024--52 as of May--and the phenomenon had prompted much discussion about why lawmakers were rushing for the exits. "It is the worst year of the nine years and three months that I've been in Congress," Ken Buck, an outgoing Republican congressman from Colorado, told CNN. "And having talked to former members, it's the worst year in 40, 50 years to be in Congress."

When I asked Romney why his colleagues seemed so miserable, he surprised me by launching into an uninterrupted, seven-minute diatribe about everything that was wrong with Washington. He talked about growing polarization, and the radicalizing effects of the primary process, and the institutional dysfunction of the House, and the indignity of serving in Congress during a presidential-election year.

To illustrate this last point, he offered an example. Last year, a bipartisan group of lawmakers had negotiated a bill aimed at restricting illegal immigration. It had been written at the behest of Republicans, who said they would fund new Ukrainian military aid only if Congress also tackled the "crisis" at America's southern border. Then Trump came out against the immigration bill, having reportedly decided that the crisis at the border was good for his reelection prospects, and Republicans promptly fell in line. To Romney, it was clear that the priority for most of his colleagues was "to do whatever their nominee wants"--not to solve the problems they'd been elected to solve: "If Donald Trump says, 'Hey, kill that immigration deal,' [they're] gonna kill the immigration deal."

Romney told me he'd been invited to deliver a commencement speech, and he planned to illustrate the cynical nature of politics today by talking about his childhood fascination with professional wrestling. As a kid, he'd been enthralled by the theatrical rivalry between "Dick the Bruiser," a muscle-bound former NFL player, and "Haystacks Calhoun," a 600-pound farm boy from Texas. The two men riled up crowds by thumping their chests and talking trash about each other. "I was intrigued," Romney told me, "until my brother, six years older, said it's all fake. And it suddenly became less interesting." Congress, he'd come to discover, was more or less the same. "Most of what's going on in these buildings is just fake"--less policy making than performative animosity and posturing.

I thought it sounded a little bleak for a commencement address, but Romney wasn't soliciting feedback. Before I could say anything, he was venting about the lack of seriousness in legislative debates over the federal debt and climate change, and the plague of partisan "messaging bills" that are written to score points instead of make law. Finally, when he'd tired himself out, he slumped back in his chair. "We've got some real challenges," Romney said, "and we just don't deal with them."

"So that's--anyway, that's a long answer," he said with a sigh.

I joked that it seemed like he had a lot to get off his chest. He didn't laugh.

It was not lost on me that the publication of my book, Romney: A Reckoning, was a more fraught experience for Romney than it was for me. As a biographer, I'd looked at his stories about the dissolution of the GOP under Trump as a valuable contribution to the historical record. But Romney had paid a price for his candor.

To the extent that there had been any doubt before, the book sealed his status as a villain in MAGA world. Conservative publications ran takedowns with headlines such as "Mitt Romney, We Hardly Knew Ye." Sean Hannity, a onetime cheerleader for Romney's presidential campaign, denounced him as a "small, angry, and very bitter man." Trump himself weighed in with a characteristically rambling post on Truth Social in which he seemed to confuse the biography for a memoir. "Mitt Romney, a total loser that only a mother could love," the review began, "just wrote a book which is, much like him, horrible, boring, and totally predictable."

Romney was mostly amused by Trump's reaction ("Hahaha!" he texted me at the time. "He's such a whack job!"), but the book's chilly reception among Republicans on Capitol Hill must have been upsetting. Some of his colleagues made known their disapproval in private. Others, including Senator J. D. Vance, lashed out in the press. "If he has a problem with me," Vance told a reporter, "I kind of wish he just acted like a man and spoke to me directly, not whining to a reporter about it." Romney wasn't exactly surprised by the attacks from people he'd criticized in such withering fashion. ("I don't know that I can disrespect someone more than J. D. Vance," he had told me.) Still, the hostility was unpleasant enough that, after The Atlantic published an excerpt from the book, he opted to skip the GOP caucus lunch.

The Trump-era GOP's perception of Romney as a devious traitor put him in a precarious position. The 2024 presidential election had, by that point in the spring, played out exactly as he'd predicted. Trump had easily defeated a large and feckless field of Republican challengers to clinch the party's nomination, despite facing 88 criminal charges. And Joe Biden looked to be on a glide path to renomination, despite having some of the worst approval ratings of any modern first-term president. In the months that followed, the race would become more volatile--a disastrous debate performance by Biden; a party-wide panic and push to replace him on the ticket; the nomination of Kamala Harris; the assassination attempts on Trump. But that spring, polls showed Trump clinging to a persistent lead, and Romney was convinced that a second Trump term was imminent.

Romney had made this prediction before, telling anyone who would listen in the run-up to the 2020 election that he thought Trump was going to get a second term. He'd even bet one of his sons his prized 1985 BMW that Biden would lose. But back then, he'd told me, it was a kind of psychological game he played with himself--predicting the outcome he most dreaded as a form of "inoculation."

This time felt different. Trump had repeatedly pledged to use the Justice Department and the FBI to go after his political enemies if reelected. "I am your retribution," he enjoyed telling his crowds. Romney knew that he was likely to appear on any enemies list kept by the former president, and he'd privately mused to friends that it might be time for him and his wife, Ann, to consider moving abroad. (A spokesperson for the senator told me he was not serious about this.)

But when I asked Romney, in the spring, what a Trump reelection would mean for him and his family, he was careful at first. "I don't know the answer to that," he said. If Trump tried to sic the Justice Department on him, Romney told me, "the good news is I haven't had an affair with anybody; I don't have any classified documents; I can't imagine something I've done that would justify an investigation, let alone an indictment."

What about his sons? I asked. Might they be targeted?

"I mean, hopefully they've all crossed their t's and dotted their i's," Romney replied, straining to sound casual. "But it's hard for me to imagine that President Trump would take the time to go out and see if [he] can find something on members of my family."

"You might need to expand your imagination," I suggested.

Romney grew irritated. "Yeah, but I've got 25 grandkids!" he said, throwing up his hands. "How am I going to protect 25 grandkids, two great-grandkids? I've got five sons, five daughters-in-law--it's like, we're a big group." This was clearly a problem to which he'd given serious thought, and realized there was no solution. In the weeks after January 6, he'd spent thousands of dollars a day to protect his family from red-capped vigilantes. But how do you hide a family of 40 from a president hell-bent on revenge?

Recognizing that I'd hit a nerve, I said it was possible, of course, that Trump's "retribution" rhetoric was all bluster. But Romney didn't seem comforted.

"I think he has shown by his prior actions that you can take him at his word," he told me, his voice suddenly subdued. "So I would take him at his word."

Romney is the first to admit that retirement has never been his strong suit. The last time he attempted it, after losing the 2012 presidential election, the boredom nearly drove him crazy. Writing in his journal at the time, he struggled to even use the term retirement. "Terrifying word," he wrote, "but worse reality." Among those who know him best, the consensus is that he'll need a post-Senate project--but what will it be?

Romney told me he's received invitations from multiple universities to teach, and was considering a campus lecture tour. He also remained fixated on finding ways to pull American politics back toward the center. He wanted to collect data on how reforming the primary system to allow ranked-choice voting and greater participation from independents might yield less extreme candidates. And he was eager to see more coordination among the various centrist nonprofits and third parties--No Labels, Forward, Unite America--that are devoted to depolarization.

He conceded that there were hurdles impeding such efforts. Romney himself had been recruited by No Labels to run as an independent. Like everyone else approached by the group, Romney had turned them down. "The reality that anyone who looked at it had to confront was that you can't win, right?" he told me. "And if you can't win, you're a spoiler, and you're not quite sure who you're going to spoil." Sure, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. seemed content at the time to play the 2024 spoiler, but Romney didn't exactly consider the anti-vaccine former Democrat a role model. The senator mentioned a recent New York Times article revealing that doctors had discovered a dead parasite in Kennedy's brain in 2010. "I'm sorry, but there are certain people I will not vote for for president," Romney told me. "People who've had a worm eat part of their brain should probably not be given the nuclear code." (Kennedy dropped out over the summer and, perhaps confirming the wisdom of Romney's litmus test, endorsed Trump.)

There was, of course, one other possibility for Romney's final act: a position in the next Biden administration. The two men have become unlikely friends in recent years. And according to one person close to the Biden campaign, senior Democrats in the president's orbit had discussed appointing Romney to a high-profile diplomatic post in a second term, before Biden dropped out of the race. The conversations were hypothetical--ambassadorships aren't typically doled out six months before an election--but such an offer would presumably be conditioned on an endorsement. And Romney wasn't sure he could oblige.

"Biden's policies drive me crazy," he told me. "And one of the reasons I think there are people like me who shrink at the idea of endorsing Biden is, does that mean I endorse his border policies? Or do I endorse giving trillions of dollars to college students to pay their debt?" He knew Trump's authoritarianism and commitment to undermining America's electoral system made him more dangerous than Biden. "The fact that if you want to be in the good graces of MAGA world you've got to say the election was stolen is extraordinary to me--but that is the test," Romney said. Still, throwing his support behind a president whose policies he'd spent decades fighting against was a difficult thing to do. He told me he wasn't ruling it out.

In September, after Harris's ascent to the top of the Democratic ticket, I asked Romney if he wanted to talk again, hoping to understand how the news might change his expectations for the election. He declined, but there are signs that his impression of the vice president, like that of many Americans, might be evolving. On the few occasions when he mentioned her in our interviews over the years, it was usually to describe the Democrats' political bind. Romney had internalized the Washington consensus that, although Biden was clearly weak, Harris had no chance of beating Trump. But after her debate performance earlier this month, Romney seemed impressed. "Most people didn't know her terribly well other than a few clips that were not flattering that you might see on the internet," he told reporters. "And people saw, actually, she's an intelligent, capable person."

As our conversation in the spring wound down, I decided to ask Romney a question I'd somehow neglected to bring up in our dozens of interviews before: What--if anything--gave him hope about the future?

This question had come up repeatedly on my book tour. Invariably, after listening to me recount the sordid tales of cynicism, hypocrisy, and unbridled malice that Romney had witnessed inside Congress, someone in the audience would politely raise their hand and ask for a happy ending--and I'd draw a blank.

When I put it to Romney in his office, he told me about a book he'd recently read, The Age of Acrimony. The book chronicled America from 1865 to 1915, a period in which the country was exploding with political energy, much of it destructive. Torch-carrying mobs held massive rallies that turned into riots. Political assassinations were widespread. Many people were predicting a second civil war. Then, in relatively short order, "the air went out of the balloon," Romney told me. Presidential-election turnout rates plunged from 80 percent in 1896 (when many people were bribed for their vote) to less than 50 percent two decades later. Romney invited the author, a historian at the Smithsonian, to his office. He wanted to know what had changed. How had a nation addicted to partisan tribalism and political violence managed to break the cycle? The author told him that members of the generation that had come of age during this "age of acrimony" simply decided they didn't want to live that way anymore.

Romney thought about the young Americans who'd entered political consciousness during the Trump era. They'd watched their parents and grandparents fight endlessly with one another about politics on Facebook and fall down conspiracy-theory rabbit holes. They'd seen the caliber of politicians who rose to the top in this climate, and the havoc they'd wrought on democratic institutions. And he hoped that perhaps they were ready to try something different.

When Romney announced his retirement last year, he framed the decision as a move to make room for "a new generation of leaders." At the time, I didn't pay much attention to this notion. It seemed like a savvy bit of rhetoric aimed as much at dinging the two geriatric presidential contenders at the time as it was at explaining his own thinking.

But listening to him talk that day in his office, I was struck by just how much trust he was placing in younger Americans to fix Washington, if only because he'd lost confidence in the supposed adults running the town now.

"I have hope in the rising generation," Romney told me--hope "that they're watching what's going on, and they're going to say, Enough."



This essay was adapted from the new afterword for the paperback edition of Romney: A Reckoning.
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A Harmless Volcanic Eruption Has Its Charms

Kilauea's eruption last week was a chance to appreciate Earth's most powerful forces.

by Robin George Andrews






Earth is an endlessly convulsing world. So much of it is in disequilibrium, riddled by heat, pressure, and chemicals trying to get from their current location to somewhere else. And these forces are powerful enough that they manifest in ways that inadvertently make us feel small: tremendous hurricanes barreling across the sea, thundering earthquakes that can tear apart mountains, tsunamis that wash over and subjugate the land with a preternatural ease. Put us surface dwellers in their path, and we are existentially vulnerable. Natural wonders become disasters.



The same is true for plenty of erupting volcanoes, whether they're exploding with cataclysmic force or oozing incandescent molten rock. But not always. In fact, most volcanic eruptions are harmless--and the latest outburst on the island of Hawaii was one of the loveliest displays of volcanism in quite some time.



Earlier this month, a fissure--a thin schism in the crust--opened in a remote, crater-filled area of the Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, on the slopes of the Kilauea volcano. The outrush of lava began on a Sunday night, but the embers were obscured by heavy rainfall; the only reason scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey's Hawaiian Volcano Observatory knew anything was happening was because their instruments detected a spike in telltale tremors and muffled thuds, hinting at rapidly moving magma and venting vapors. During a helicopter flight the next day, volcanologists spotted that new fissure's scar tissue between Makaopuhi Crater and Napau Crater, but no freshly extruded lava. Almost as soon as the volcano had started acting up, it took a little break.



The pause was one of several diminuendos during this recent, multiday eruption. But each time the volcano started up again, new fissures would score blazing lines across the national park. At one point, a magnificent waterfall-like torrent of lava was seen gushing over the walls of Napau Crater. Then, on September 20, as suddenly as they had begun, the volcanic theatrics ended: No new lava was erupting from the site. And a few days later, the eruption was officially declared to be over.



Unlike eruptions from a volcano's clearly identifiable vent, volcanic fissures can pop up anywhere that migrating magma deems fit, which makes them somewhat stealthy and decidedly treacherous to the towns or cities built around them. In this instance, magma found its skylight in a secluded spot. And so it became one of those eruptions that are harmless to us--just the planet letting off a bit of steam. Watching molten rock twist and turn, dance and meander, can inspire a sense of awe. In a world rife with disaster, a little eruption like last week's fireworks in Hawaii can be almost soul-soothing. Look at that! Earth's just doing its wondrous, beautiful thing.



The better that scientists understand these primeval forces, the more likely they can help everyone else maintain some of this appreciation, even when eruptions become dangerous. In Iceland, for instance, the lava that emerged from the middle of the Reykjanes Peninsula in March 2021, for the first time in eight centuries, began as a dramatic spectacle. Lava quickly fountained from a series of fissures into the sky, before pouring into several uninhabited valleys next to a mountain named Fagradalsfjall. Thousands of revelers sat atop the surrounding hills, watching the eruption as if they were audience members in a volcanic amphitheater. This eruption was followed by two additional outbursts in the same general location before the magmatic forge beneath Reykjanes decided to set up shop elsewhere on the peninsula--this time, near a crucial geothermal power plant and the town of Grindavik.



That town has now been besieged by multiple incursions of lava. Lava-deflecting walls--barriers of volcanic rock, which are extended or shifted to combat new fissures--have kept it from being destroyed. But should lava overrun one of these walls, or a fissure unzip the crust in a populated area, people's lives would be directly imperiled. For Grindavik, this has been a slow-moving disaster of sorts: The repeatedly evacuated site has been essentially a ghost town for almost a year now. Still, to date, not a single person has died as a direct result of the Reykjanes Peninsula's new volcanism. If the last salvo of eruptions is anything to go by, this flurry of fiery rivers will keep emerging for several decades to come--a testament to both Earth's power and our capacity to coexist with it.



Volcanic eruptions are certainly complicated, but if they happen often enough and are comprehensively monitored, scientists can get rather good at tracking them. And when volcanic activity is a part of people's daily lives, it might be feared, or marveled at, or respected, but it can also be better understood. Iceland's volcanologists, for example, have managed to decode the seismic rumblings of the peninsula's underworld, and track the changing shape of the ground itself, to know precisely when and where the next eruption will begin. They are, in effect, having an ongoing conversation with the volcanic creature under their feet.



Kilauea, too, can be a troublesome volcano. Lava appearing in its summit, or sneaking out of fissures on its flanks, can light up the night sky with a striking vermilion glow, threatening nobody. But in 2018, for example, a Kilauea eruption destroyed more than 700 homes, displaced about 3,000 people, and caused hundreds of millions of dollars in damages. That molten rock deleted entire neighborhoods. And volcanologists, who have studied Kilauea for more than a century, are still trying to working out exactly what its magmatic circulatory system looks like. But they can also use the volcano's seismic symphonies and swelling rooftop to track the subterranean movement of magma. If it's heading toward a populated area, or somewhere upslope from one, they can sound the alarm. If it's merely putting on a show, as in the case of this latest conflagration, scientists can chronicle the eruption, take samples of its lava, and get some good practice for a genuine emergency--while us lucky passersby get to gleefully witness it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/volcano-eruption-hawaii-iceland/680033/?utm_source=feed
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Cultural Shifts Alone Won't Persuade People to Have Kids

You still need the economic winds at your back.

by Stephanie H. Murray




When the U.S. fertility rate began falling, toward the end of the 2000s, it at first seemed a predictable response to the hardships of the Great Recession. But as the economy has recovered, fertility has only continued dropping, reaching yet another historic low last year--and raising doubts among some commentators about whether financial concerns are the true cause. Multiple books by such doubters have recently argued, each in its own way, that the primary factors holding people back from parenthood are not economic but cultural. They have cited America's excessively individualistic and intensive approach to parenting, or the lack of a shared faith that children are a blessing, or a growing ambivalence about whether bringing life into the world is truly a worthy pursuit. Academics, bloggers, and pop pronatalists have meanwhile pointed to a shift in priorities among young people, the low status of motherhood, and the excesses of modern childhood as likely culprits.

Many proponents of these culture-based views draw on a variety of at least outwardly puzzling economic facts to bolster their case. For instance, fertility tends to fall as countries get richer, which is not what you'd expect if people's ability to afford children is the issue. Policies aimed at boosting the birth rate with financial incentives have had fairly modest impacts where they've been tried. And fertility has been falling even in countries such as Finland and Sweden, where parents receive broad state support. All of this, the argument goes, suggests that whatever is driving down fertility probably doesn't have much to do with money. As Christine Emba wrote recently in The Atlantic, "No amount of money or social support will inspire people to have children--not unless there is some deeper certainty that doing so makes sense." Or as Elizabeth Nolan Brown wrote for Reason, it's not child care or paid parental leave that American parents need, but a "vibe shift."

Read: The real reason people aren't having kids

I have no problem believing that culture plays a role in young people's growing hesitation to have kids. In fact, I've made a version of this argument myself. And ample evidence indicates that cultural beliefs, values, and norms play an enormous role in household decision making in general, and fertility decisions in particular, Matthias Doepke, a London School of Economics professor, told me. But it would be a mistake to assume that a society's culture and economy are quite so unrelated. Culture doesn't just "fall out of the sky," Doepke told me. To some extent, culture reflects the material reality in which it operates, and evolves in conjunction with it. This means that anyone who would like to see a shift in cultural attitudes toward child-rearing cannot ignore the economic barriers to such a transformation.

Contrary to arguments purporting otherwise, the notion that falling fertility has little to do with economics is hardly a settled matter. Many of those who assert as much overlook the extent to which the economics of child-rearing have changed in a relatively short time span. For most of human history, as Doepke told me, having children was not a luxury but a necessity. People didn't have kids despite material deprivation but as a means of avoiding it.

Things are of course very different today, for well-documented reasons. With the emergence of labor markets and the decline of agriculture, the outlawing of child labor and the institution of mandatory education, as well as the creation of public pensions and Medicare, many adults no longer have to (or can) rely as much on their own kids to survive. Instead, as Jonathan Rauch wrote in The Atlantic years ago, we depend on other people's kids, in ways so diffuse that it is easy to forget that we will, at some point, be dependent on anyone at all. Meanwhile, the costs of child-rearing are still largely borne by individual parents. This has created a strange situation in which, as the economist Nancy Folbre wrote in a 1994 paper, everyone relies in numerous ways on the generations of children that come after us, but raising children yourself doesn't end up making a ton of economic sense. This reality is not unique to the United States: Swedes and Finns, too, have powerful financial incentives to minimize the number of children they have.

Read: To have or not have children

The relationship between culture and economics is not a settled matter either. In reality, the boundary between the two is blurrier than many people imagine. "Even the variables that we consider purely economic, like the level of technology, productivity, and so on, have very strong cultural aspects," Enrico Spolaore, a Tufts University economics professor, told me. Although the researchers I spoke with had subtly different perspectives on how the economy shapes culture, they all agreed that it inevitably does. And plenty of research backs them up. A study published in 2020, for example, found that regions of the world where people have historically relied on rice farming--which requires extensive cooperation among farmers to manage water use--tend to have more rigid social norms than regions where people have farmed wheat, which requires less neighborly collaboration. In a similar vein, agricultural societies that relied on plows, which favored male upper-body strength and led to a gendering of farmwork, have less egalitarian attitudes toward gender roles today. The transatlantic trade in enslaved people, which produced a dearth of men in West Africa, helps explain the comparatively high prevalence of polygyny there now.

In other words, if you're looking for the source of some cultural ailment or oddity, it's worth examining the economy underpinning it. Indeed, Doepke's research suggests that one of the driving forces behind the United States' intensive parenting culture is the country's extreme economic inequality, which leads some parents to worry about potentially dire consequences should their children fall behind.

This feedback loop between culture and economics can be tricky to observe because it does not occur in real time. As the studies above suggest, cultural norms can linger long after the economic incentives that bolstered them have fallen away. It takes years, decades, even centuries for norms to erode under economic pressure. And many values can take a while to catch up to new material realities. Attitudes toward working mothers, for example, have changed drastically over time as more women have entered the workforce, but "with a lag," Doepke told me. It's entirely possible that the sidelining of child-rearing in young people's priorities we are witnessing today is an adaptation to economic shifts from previous eras. That is precisely what Folbre suggested might happen in her paper from 30 years ago. "In the long run," she warned, "failure to remunerate commitments to parental labor may weaken the values, norms, and preferences that supply it"--that is, you can free ride on parents' labor for only so long before people start to question the idea that having kids is important or fulfilling.

Read: The two ways to raise a country's birth rate

None of this is to say that culture is wholly a by-product of the underlying economy--only that each inevitably shapes and constrains the other. As it happens, a pair of recent papers help shed light on how this interplay between cultural norms and economic incentives pushed fertility lower in the past.

Technically, the present baby bust in America and elsewhere did not begin with the Great Recession but resumed. The now-global trend toward low fertility has been under way for some time, beginning with France in the late 18th century. Demographers consider France's fertility decline a bit mysterious, because it happened several decades before declines in any other country and despite the fact that France was still relatively poor at the time. Cultural factors played an enormous role in this process. Before the late 18th century, any attempt to limit the number of children one had in marriage was strictly prohibited by the Catholic Church and socially disapproved of. "You would be shunned by your village, your town, your family," Spolaore, a co-author of one of the papers, told me. But in 1760 or so, France's turn toward secularization lifted this taboo, and fertility started to fall. In other European countries, fertility rates dropped first in regions culturally similar to France, such as the French-speaking part of Belgium, underscoring how new ideas about fertility control flowed through social channels.

Although these findings emphasize the cultural roots of fertility decline, they also demonstrate how material conditions work to enable or constrain such cultural innovation.

Within France, secularization decreased fertility only "in regions with high population density--that is, where economic incentives to lower fertility and increase education were already in place," Guillaume Blanc, a University of Manchester economics professor and the author of one of the studies, told me. And in French-speaking regions outside France, the ideas necessary to bring about fertility decline could not have taken hold absent certain economic preconditions, Spolaore told me. Rural agricultural areas--where having many children remained an economic boon to a couple, and child-rearing came with few financial trade-offs--saw no such cultural transformation. That makes sense: Few in these areas were sitting around looking for reasons to justify having smaller families. "The intrinsic incentives to have fewer kids have to be there," Spolaore told me.

If the goal is to increase fertility, neither cultural nor economic solutions are likely to work in isolation, Spolaore told me, comparing them to two blades in a pair of scissors. "You need two parts of the scissor to cut something," he said--they work in concert. If he's right, and if the goal is to reverse the birth rate's downward spiral, it would be a mistake to dismiss family policies aimed at making child-rearing more affordable. As long as the United States' threadbare safety net gives people so far to fall, it may not be possible to temper the country's intensive-parenting culture. As long as raising children comes at such tremendous personal expense, parents and partners may hesitate to reassure their loved ones that it's a worthy undertaking. And attempts to convince people of the tremendous value of parenthood may ring hollow if they aren't paired with material support. It is far, far easier to enact cultural change with the economic winds at your back.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The War That Would Not End

Inside the year-long American effort to release the hostages, end the fighting in Gaza, and bring peace to the Middle East

by Franklin Foer




On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.

McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with Israel. At a moment when Israel was growing internationally isolated, the nation that styled itself the leader of the Muslim world would embrace it.

The officials were there to begin hammering out the necessary details. The Saudis had assigned experts to redesign Palestine's electrical grid and welfare system. The plan also laid out steps that the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank would need to take to expunge corruption from its administrative apparatus.

At approximately 11 p.m., several hours after the meeting adjourned, the whole vision abruptly shattered. McGurk received a text from Israel's ambassador to the United States, Michael Herzog. "Israel is under attack," Herzog wrote. McGurk quickly responded, "We are with you."

Just after nine the next morning, Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived at the White House. Blinken had planned to travel to Saudi Arabia that week to further flesh out the vision for a Palestinian state with the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman. Now Blinken stepped into the Oval Office with McGurk to brief President Joe Biden about Hamas's attack on southern Israel.

They couldn't present Biden with a full picture; the Israeli Defense Forces were still fighting battles with Hamas across the south. The president had a simple question: "How much worse is it going to get?"

As video footage capturing Hamas's rampage began to emerge, aides showed it to Biden. He absorbed an account of Israeli children murdered in front of their parents. "This is on a different level of savagery," he told McGurk.

When Biden spoke by phone with Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister sounded shaken. Netanyahu told Biden that Hamas's invasion might be a prelude to an apocalyptic assault on the Jewish state, emerging from every direction. "In the Middle East, if you're seen as weak, you're roadkill," Netanyahu said. "You cannot be seen as weak. And we need to respond to this, and we need the U.S. to be with us. If not, all of our enemies are going to be coming after us."

Biden's response to Netanyahu was, in essence, what McGurk had texted Herzog: We're with you. But the administration assigned itself a larger mission than full-throated solidarity in the aftermath of the attack. It wanted to avert a regional war that might ensnare the United States. It aspired to broker an end to the conflict, and to liberate the estimated 251 hostages that Hamas had kidnapped and taken to the Gaza Strip. It sought a Gaza free from Hamas's rule, and the dismantlement of the group's military capabilities. And despite the scale of those tasks, it accelerated its pursuit of the Saudi normalization deal.

What follows is a history of those efforts: a reconstruction of 11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy, based on interviews with two dozen participants at the highest levels of government, both in America and across the Middle East. The administration faced an impossible situation, and for nearly a year, it has somehow managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war. But it has yet to find a way to release the hostages, bring the fighting to a halt, or put a broader peace process back on track. That makes this history an anatomy of a failure--the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis.



October 11
 Above all else, Joe Biden--who could remember the dawn of the atomic age, when schoolkids practiced hiding under their desk--feared escalation. When presented with the chance to send more potent arms to Ukraine, he would ask, "Will this increase the likelihood of nuclear war?" And four days after the Hamas attack, it seemed as if his abiding fear of a crisis spinning out of control was about to be realized.

At 7:48 a.m., Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, received a call from Tel Aviv. A trio of Netanyahu's top national security advisers--Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, Minister of Strategic Affairs Ron Dermer, and National Security Adviser Tzachi Hanegbi--told Sullivan they were convinced that Hezbollah was about to launch a war on Israel from Lebanon. And they said their cabinet preferred to initiate the war preemptively.

Since October 8, Hezbollah, an Iranian proxy committed to Israel's destruction, had been firing rockets at northern Israel, in a display of solidarity with Hamas. Hamas's invasion had caught Hezbollah and its longtime leader, Hassan Nasrallah, by surprise. Nasrallah, who had envisioned leading his own invasion of Israel, was irked that Hamas had moved first, and annoyed that it had failed to give him the courtesy of a warning.

Hezbollah's initial salvos seemed calibrated to assure Israel that it didn't want a full-blown conflict. But now Israel could see Hezbollah units mobilizing just across the border. The Iranian-backed militia had begun using tactical radios, a telltale sign that it was preparing for war.

At 9:55 a.m., Biden called Netanyahu to talk through the potential ramifications of a preemptive attack on Hezbollah. Biden understood that the Israeli leadership, having failed to avert the last attack on the homeland, was panicked at the prospect of missing another. He told the prime minister: "If you launch this attack, you're guaranteeing a major Middle East war. If you don't, there's a lot we can do to deter that. If Hezbollah attacks, I'm with you all the way. If you start the attack, that's a much different picture. Let's take our time."

Just as the president began his call, McGurk received a message via a back channel that he used to communicate with the Iranians. They wanted the White House to know that they opposed Hezbollah's entry into the war and were trying to calm tensions. Iran might have been lying, but Sullivan passed the message along to Dermer, hoping to persuade the Israeli cabinet to delay a preemptive strike.

Right when the administration felt as if its arguments had broken through, Sullivan stepped out of the Oval Office to take another call from Dermer. Hezbollah militants, Dermer told him, had drifted across the border in paragliders just as Hamas had done four days earlier; its gunmen had opened fire on a funeral. These reports, Dermer said, had tipped the cabinet debate in favor of attacking.

Sullivan called CIA Director William Burns and General Erik Kurilla, the head of U.S. Central Command, which oversees U.S. military operations across the greater Middle East. Neither could corroborate the reports of paragliders entering Israeli territory.

Sullivan scrambled to get Dermer on the phone, but couldn't reach him. He managed to track down Dermer's chief of staff, who said his boss was locked in a cabinet meeting. Sullivan dictated a short note to Dermer: You're not making rational decisions. You're acting in the fog of war on the basis of bad intelligence.

Forty-five minutes after Sullivan's note, Dermer called to tell him that the cabinet would heed Biden's advice; it had voted against striking Hezbollah. The Israelis had determined that no militants were paragliding into the country. By the narrowest of margins, Israel avoided going to war because of a failure to distinguish Hezbollah fighters from a flock of birds.

October 13 
 Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, who had argued vociferously for a preemptive attack on Hezbollah, was peeved that the Americans had pressured Israel to wait. Now it was U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin's job to wrap his arms around his distraught counterpart. The Biden administration was trying to smother Israel with reassurance so that it could nudge Israeli policy makers in its preferred direction.

The administration believed that the Israelis were on the brink of executing a brutal, poorly conceived war plan in Gaza. In fact, it was barely a plan. On October 7, the IDF didn't have the schematics for a ground invasion of Gaza on the shelf.

In the dazed aftermath of the massacre, the army had quickly cobbled one together. American officials considered the proposed assault to be intolerably blunt: a brief warning to evacuate, followed by bombardment, followed by 30,000 troops barreling into Gaza.

As Austin and Gallant met in the Kirya, the sprawling campus in Tel Aviv that houses the Ministry of Defense, the American tried to gently, and Socratically, express his skepticism. Austin believed that he and Gallant were talking soldier to soldier, so he described the hard lessons he'd learned while overseeing the battle of Mosul in the war against the Islamic State: "You've got to take into account how you're going to address civilians."

He also urged Gallant to consider how allocating so much of the IDF's resources to Gaza would create a vulnerability that Hezbollah might exploit.

Austin kept pressing, "How does this end?"

There was no clear answer.

After his own consoling visit to Tel Aviv, Antony Blinken sprinted across the capitals of the Middle East. In Doha, where the political leadership of Hamas resided in luxurious exile, Blinken arrived to tell the emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, that the U.S. wanted him to consider evicting Hamas from his country.

But the emir had a complaint of his own: "We've been talking to Hamas, and Hamas is ready to release some of the hostages." In return, Hamas wanted Israel to pause the air strikes that had been pounding Gaza. "We've been trying to talk to the Israelis," the emir said. "We can't get anyone to focus on it."

The problem, as the emir explained it, was that Hamas had succeeded beyond its most extravagant expectations on October 7, not simply murdering more Jews than it anticipated, but seizing more hostages than it could manage.

In his diplomatic deadpan, Blinken replied, "I will follow up on this." But some of his aides were gobsmacked. They couldn't believe that Israel would pass up an opportunity to rescue women and children kidnapped into Gaza. As soon as Blinken boarded his plane, he called Dermer.

Dermer said that he would get to work on it. But throughout October, Biden-administration officials kept finding themselves struck by the Israeli government's unwillingness to explore hostage negotiations. Perhaps it was just the chaos that reigned in the aftermath of the attacks, but they began to feel as if there was a stark difference in outlook: Where the Americans were prepared to negotiate with Hamas, the Israelis wanted to obliterate it. Where the Americans worried about hostages dying in captivity, Israel retained confidence in its ability to stage daring rescues.

The Americans believed that the threat of invasion gave the Israelis leverage over Hamas. The best chance at extricating women and children from the tunnels of Gaza, they thought, was before the IDF began a ground operation--a fleeting opportunity that might never come again.


Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Israel on October 16, 2023, after discussions in six Arab states to coordinate efforts against Hamas and address Gaza's humanitarian crisis. (Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty )



October 16 
 As Blinken toured the region, Israel began to bombard Gaza with an intensity that unnerved otherwise sympathetic Arab leaders. In Amman and Riyadh, Cairo and Abu Dhabi, Sunni heads of state privately intimated that they wished for the resounding defeat of Hamas, the Palestine branch of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood movement that threatened their own regimes. They also accused Netanyahu of bringing catastrophe upon his country by allowing Qatari money to strengthen Hamas's rule of Gaza--the other Gulf States resented Qatar's support for the Muslim Brotherhood--despite their emphatic warnings about the dangers of that arrangement. But Israel was making it difficult for them to remain neutral. Hearing the Arabs' complaints, Blinken decided to add one last stop on his tour, a return visit to Israel, where he would press Netanyahu to allow aid into Gaza.

Before he landed, he felt sure that the Israelis would accede to allowing trucks full of basic goods to enter the Strip. In the parlance of diplomacy, that agreement was "prebaked."

But when Blinken visited Netanyahu, the prime minister balked.

Netanyahu told Blinken that he would negotiate the matter with Biden when he arrived in two days. Blinken replied that the president wouldn't board a plane without a humanitarian agreement in place.

It was lunchtime, and Blinken retreated to the acting ambassador's home in Jerusalem, hoping that Netanyahu would reconsider in his absence.

At 6 p.m., Blinken met Netanyahu at the Kirya. But the hours apart had done nothing to resolve the differences. Netanyahu kept arguing that his hands were tied. "I have got people in the cabinet who don't want an aspirin to get into Gaza because of what's happened." Ministers wanted to inflict collective punishment. "That's not me," he added, "but that's people in my coalition."

An air-raid siren cut their discussion short, sending them to a tightly packed bunker, where Netanyahu, Blinken, and Gallant awkwardly passed the time. When they returned to their meeting, Netanyahu ended it. He told Blinken that he needed to discuss everything with his cabinet. He left the secretary and his staff in a bureaucrat's small underground office, so deep that it had no cellular connection, while Netanyahu ran his meeting several doors down.

Periodically, members of the cabinet would emerge and present the Americans with a new proposal. Gallant suggested building a new railway system to transport aid, rather than allowing trucks into Gaza.

Netanyahu suggested that Israel could send a team to Gaza to assess the situation.

"You can't eat an assessment," Blinken responded.

Blinken held the leverage: the promise of the presidential visit that Netanyahu craved.

At 1 a.m., Netanyahu said that Israel would open the Rafah border crossing, which connected Gaza with Egypt. But he also insisted on sitting with Blinken for another hour, drafting the announcement of the agreement. Once they'd hashed out a statement, they walked into a closet to make a copy. Netanyahu couldn't figure out how to operate the machine. He just stood there, punching buttons.

October 17-18
 Air Force One was supposed to leave for Israel in a matter of hours, but Brett McGurk had forgotten his passport at home. Weaving his way through traffic in Washington, he heard a news report on the radio that a rocket had just struck Al-Ahli Arab Hospital in Gaza City, killing 500 civilians. Shit, he exclaimed to himself; what's going on? Before he had time to think, Israeli officials began lighting up his phone, denying responsibility for the strike.

Twenty minutes later, back at the White House, he found the president huddled with Jake Sullivan, along with Steve Ricchetti and Mike Donilon, advisers who occupied Biden's innermost circle. King Abdullah of Jordan called. Amman was supposed to be Biden's second destination. He didn't want Biden coming to his country at such a sensitive moment.

As aides began to debate canceling the trip, Biden called Netanyahu, who quickly said, "It wasn't us. I'll get you all the intel." He promised that by the time Biden landed, he would be able to show definitively that Israel hadn't bombed the hospital. McGurk wasn't so sure. But Biden concluded that he couldn't tolerate the consequences of calling off the trip. The Israelis needed him.

(Proof soon came that the hospital had been hit by an errant rocket fired by the Iran-affiliated Palestinian Islamic Jihad movement.)

While Air Force One made its way through the night, Biden kept revising the speech he would deliver to the Israeli public. The president had long described himself as a Zionist, with sympathy for the Jewish people cultivated in him by his father. He had so many Jews on his staff that he sometimes joked with them about "our people." Now, at Israel's moment of greatest need, he wanted to be its friendly uncle, Ray-Bans dangling from his hand, dispensing hard-earned wisdom.

The October 7 attack had sapped Netanyahu of self-confidence. It had taken him more than a week to meet with hostages' families; he was avoiding the public, which blamed him for the security failure. After Biden arrived in Tel Aviv, he wasn't just bucking up the prime minister; he was, in effect, executing the parts of the job that Netanyahu couldn't manage in his stunned detachment.


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu hugs President Joe Biden upon his arrival at Ben-Gurion airport on October 18, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)



For hours, Biden huddled with the Israeli war cabinet. To the world, that meeting looked as if Biden was claiming ownership of Israel's coming military campaign. The bear hug risked becoming a bear trap.

But it wasn't his war to run; all he could do was pose questions about the planned invasion of Gaza.

Biden was trying to get the Israelis to pause long enough to regain their emotional equilibrium and better calibrate their response. He offered to send three generals to lend their experience by poking holes in Israel's plans and making suggestions. The Israelis had little desire to accept advice. But Biden was sitting in Tel Aviv, and an offer from the superpower that would help defend them in a war against Iran wasn't something they could decline.

October 27
 After his visit, Biden began to ratchet up the pressure. He wanted Netanyahu to refrain from launching a ground invasion. Instead of capturing major urban centers or displacing civilian populations, he urged Israel to consider waging a counterterrorism campaign, with a series of surgical raids and strikes against Hamas's leadership and infrastructure.

The Israeli war cabinet dismissed the president's alternative because it would leave Hamas intact and, the Israelis worried, able to carry out another assault like October 7. But Israel didn't want to broadcast differences of opinion with the Americans to their enemies. Quietly, Netanyahu told Biden that he had to go in.

The invasion plan, however, was scaled back. Israel would send a fraction of the soldiers it initially intended in order to capture Gaza City, the hub of Hamas's command-and-control structure. After a brief pause, the army would continue to Khan Younis, the epicenter of the tunnel network. The war would be over by Christmas.

What the Israelis described was much more aggressive than Biden's plan. But the administration considered it well reasoned, not an overreaction. It made provisions to protect civilian life.

Twenty days after October 7, the IDF cut cell service in the Gaza Strip. It seized the beach road into Palestinian territory, then curved toward Gaza City. Netanyahu told his nation, "This is the second stage of the war."


Blinken attends a meeting with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry and Palestine Liberation Organization Executive Committee Secretary General Hussein al-Sheikh on November 4, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AP)



November 24 
 All of the American warnings about the battle for Gaza City included premonitions of a high number of Israeli casualties. But only about 70 IDF soldiers died in the fighting. The Israelis succeeded in trouncing Hamas in the north far more efficiently than their leaders had dared hope. That victory presented a diplomatic opportunity, because the IDF had always intended to pause its attacks after the battle anyway.

Biden assigned Burns, the CIA director, to pursue a cease-fire deal. The rumpled, self-effacing spymaster was also the administration's most experienced diplomat, a former deputy secretary of state who had earlier served as ambassador to Jordan and then Russia. Biden liked to hand Burns tasks that would otherwise have flowed to the secretary of state. Unlike Blinken, the CIA director could travel the world unannounced, without a retinue of reporters trailing him. And he had relationships with the two figures who, in theory, had the greatest chance of persuading Hamas to come to the table: Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, known as MBAR, Qatar's prime minister and foreign minister, and Abbas Kamel, Egypt's intelligence chief.

The two countries held sway over different corners of Hamas. Qatar served as the primary patron of the group's exiled political wing, which had relocated to Doha in 2012. Egypt, abutting the Gaza Strip, shared the management of the Rafah border crossing with Hamas. It had a direct relationship with the militants waging war.

To influence the course of the conflict, the negotiators needed the assent of one man, Hamas's top leader in Gaza, Yahya Sinwar. His brutality toward Israelis; his indifference, at best, to the death of Palestinian civilians; his sense of theological certainty about his mission; and his resignation to the possibility of his own death made him an almost impossible negotiating partner.

Even so, Sinwar thought strategically. He'd spent many years in an Israeli prison, where he'd learned Hebrew and voraciously consumed news from international sources. And the hostage negotiators benefited from a fleeting confluence of interests: Sinwar wanted to release the babies and small children among the hostages; having militants change diapers was not the end goal of his operation.

When the four-day cease-fire deal began--50 hostages released in exchange for 150 Palestinian prisoners and a four-day pause in the fighting--Burns remained in a state of constant anxiety. Israel said it would extend the cease-fire an additional day for each 10 additional hostages Hamas released. According to the deal, the hostages and prisoners exchanged were limited to women and children.

Each day, when the two sides published the names of those to be released, Burns braced himself for an objection that would cause the tentative peace to collapse. The Biden administration had successfully prodded the Israelis to develop a more nuanced, more realistic battle plan--and to prioritize the release of the hostages. The benefits of its diplomacy were on display in the faces of the 105 hostages who returned to their families. (Twenty-three Thai nationals and a Filipino were freed in a separate deal.) Then, after seven days, everything fell apart.


Blinken departs Tel Aviv for Jordan on November 3, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AFP / Getty)





Early December
 In Gaza, the suffering was immense. As the fighting resumed, NGOs operating in the territory reported a humanitarian catastrophe: widespread hunger, a water system that had stopped functioning, a surge in infectious diseases, a near-total breakdown of the public-health apparatus. Although the death toll was subject to fierce dispute, and estimates rarely attempted to disentangle civilian and military casualties, the numbers were nonetheless harrowing. By early December, approximately 15,000 people had died. The Financial Times described northern Gaza as "virtually uninhabitable." The Wall Street Journal called the conflict "comparable in scale to the most devastating urban warfare in the modern record."

A backlash against Biden's support for Israel was growing, not just among pro-Palestinian activists, but within the administration itself. In early December, a group of White House interns published an anonymous letter accusing the president of callously ignoring civilian deaths. A State Department official resigned in protest. Dissent began to filter into the Situation Room. A group that included Jon Finer, the deputy head of the National Security Council, and Phil Gordon, national security adviser to Vice President Kamala Harris, quietly complained about Israeli tactics.

Brett McGurk would push back against the complaints, invoking his stint overseeing the siege of Mosul during the Obama administration, as the U.S. attempted to drive ISIS from northern Iraq: We flattened the city. There's nothing left. What standard are you holding these Israelis to?

It was an argument bolstered by a classified cable sent by the U.S. embassy in Israel in late fall. American officials had embedded in IDF operating centers, reviewing its procedures for ordering air strikes. The cable concluded that the Israeli standards for protecting civilians and calculating the risks of bombardment were not so different from those used by the U.S. military.

When State Department officials chastised them over the mounting civilian deaths, Israeli officials liked to make the very same point. Herzl Halevi, the IDF chief of staff, brought up his own education at an American war college. He recalled asking a U.S. general how many civilian deaths would be acceptable in pursuit of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the jihadist leader of the anti-American insurgency in Iraq. The general replied, I don't even understand the question. As Halevi now explained to the U.S. diplomats, Everything we do, we learned at your colleges. 

December 14-15 
 When the Israelis first outlined their campaign, they estimated that it would be over by Christmas, as if they would deliver an end to the conflict as a holiday gift for their American benefactor. Then they would shift to a counterterrorism operation using precision raids and targeted operations, just as Biden wanted.

But Christmas was little more than a week away--and an end to the war seemed distant. Jake Sullivan went to Tel Aviv to press the war cabinet to conclude the operation.

The Israelis assured Sullivan that the end would come soon enough. They were about to eliminate a substantial portion of the underground tunnel system, to break the military capacity of their enemy. They simply needed a few more weeks, until the end of January, or perhaps February.

"This is starting to sound like just basically smashing your way around the entire Strip indefinitely," Sullivan told them.

Despite his empathy for Israel, he had arrived at a dispiriting conclusion: The government had no plausible theory of victory, no idea how it might wrap up the conflict.

December 23
 Sullivan's doubts stoked Biden's frustrations. He was suffering politically on Israel's behalf, heckled at his public appearances by protesters and at odds with a faction of his own party, but Netanyahu didn't seem to care. The lack of reciprocity angered Biden. He was learning the hard way what his predecessors in the Oval Office had also learned the hard way: Netanyahu was not a give-and-take negotiating partner.

Biden called Netanyahu with a long list of concerns, urging him to release tax revenue that Israel owed to the Palestinian Authority, the government in the West Bank, which Netanyahu was always trying to undermine in his quest to prevent the establishment of an autonomous, fully functioning state there.

"You can't let the PA collapse," Biden told him. "We're going to have a West Bank catastrophe to go with the Gaza catastrophe."

As Netanyahu began to push back, Biden couldn't contain his pique and barked into the phone, We're done.

They wouldn't speak again for almost a month.


Antony Blinken meets with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, on January 8. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / Anadolu / Getty)



January 8 
 Al-Ula was the realization of Mohammed bin Salman's dreams--a remote oasis that had come to represent the young monarch's theory of modernization, how he would turn his country into the spear tip of the 21st century. In the middle of the desert, he had erected a destination brimming with five-star resorts and luxurious spas. There was even a plan to build a satellite branch of the Centre Pompidou.

The Saudi crown prince, known as MBS, maintained winter quarters at al-Ula. He took meetings in a tent lined with thick rugs and plush cushions. This is where he greeted Blinken, who arrived at dusk in pursuit of his own dream, a vision that traced back to the earliest days of the Biden presidency, when McGurk had traveled to the kingdom.

Biden took office spoiling for a fight with the Saudis. During the campaign, he had announced his intention of turning the kingdom into a "pariah." But after McGurk explained the sanctions that the administration was about to impose on Saudi Arabia, he found himself on the receiving end of one of the prince's flights of enthusiasm. MBS disarmed McGurk by announcing his desire to normalize relations with Israel, following the path that the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain had traveled a few months earlier with the signing of the Abraham Accords.

Netanyahu kept offering tantalizing hints of his own enthusiasm for the same vision. Two years after McGurk's visit, in early 2023, the prime minister called Biden and told him that he was prepared to reconfigure his coalition to build domestic support for a deal. Netanyahu would first have to overcome his lifelong aversion to a Palestinian state, because that was a nonnegotiable Saudi demand. But he said that he was willing to go there, even if he had to break with the theocrats in his coalition to make it happen.

And in the early fall of 2023, the administration moved ever closer to hatching a normalization deal between the old adversaries. The deal was a grand bargain: Saudi Arabia and the United States would enter into a mutual-defense treaty, which required Senate ratification. The United States would help the Saudis build a nuclear-power program for civilian purposes, and in return Saudi Arabia would remain committed to the dominance of the U.S. dollar and American interests in the region.

The events of October 7 seemed destined to doom the deal. When Blinken visited MBS soon after the attack, the crown prince could hardly contain his anxiety about the prospect of anti-Israel protests in his streets, about the prospect of a regional war.

But in Blinken's head, the contours of the deal still felt as relevant as ever. The administration began to imagine its diplomacy proceeding along two separate, but deeply interconnected, tracks. It would cut one deal with Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, which would have some of those countries supply troops to stabilize Gaza in the aftermath of the war. And then it would cut a separate deal with the Saudis, who would not only recognize Israel but also fund the reconstruction of Gaza.

Blinken had come to al-Ula looking for a signal from MBS that such a deal was still plausible.

As they settled in the tent, MBS shocked Blinken. A hardened piece of Washington conventional wisdom held that MBS felt a kinship, born of shared authoritarian tendencies, with Donald Trump. But after the 2018 murder of the Washington Post contributor Jamal Khashoggi, MBS had become a voracious student of American politics. He spoke frequently with Senator Lindsey Graham, a close ally of Trump's, and those conversations helped lead him to a fresh analysis of Saudi interests. (In the capitals of the Middle East, Graham is viewed as a potential secretary of state in a second Trump administration, so his opinions are given weight.)

From the April 2022 issue: Graeme Wood on the crown prince, a murder, and the future of Saudi Arabia

MBS told Blinken that the Biden administration represented his best chance for realizing his plans: Two-thirds of the Senate needed to ratify any Saudi-U.S. defense pact, and he believed that could happen only in a Democratic administration, which could help deliver progressives' votes by building a Palestinian state into the deal. He had to move quickly, before the November election risked returning Trump to power.

"What do you need from Israel?" Blinken wanted to know.

Above all, MBS said, he needed calm in Gaza. Blinken asked if the Saudis could tolerate Israel periodically reentering the territory to conduct counterterrorism raids. "They can come back in six months, a year, but not on the back end of my signing something like this," MBS replied.

He began to talk about the imperative of an Israeli commitment to Palestinian statehood.

"Seventy percent of my population is younger than me," the 38-year-old ruler explained. "For most of them, they never really knew much about the Palestinian issue. And so they're being introduced to it for the first time through this conflict. It's a huge problem. Do I care personally about the Palestinian issue? I don't, but my people do, so I need to make sure this is meaningful." (A Saudi official described this account of the conversation as "incorrect.")

He wanted Blinken to know that he was pursuing this deal at the greatest personal risk. The example of the assassinated former Egyptian President Anwar Sadat weighed on him, an unshakable demonstration that the Muslim Brotherhood would wait patiently to exact murderous revenge on an Arab leader willing to make peace with Israel.

"Half my advisers say that the deal is not worth the risk," he said. "I could end up getting killed because of this deal."

January 9 
 Blinken hoped that Netanyahu still hungered for diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia. Normalization would, after all, be the capstone of what the prime minister considered his legacy project: brokering peace with the Arab Gulf States. And, in MBS's view, it would almost certainly create space for other Muslim nations to follow: Qatar, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, a slew of African states.

Iran was the force that could weld together this unlikely coalition. The Islamic Republic's aspirations to regional hegemony, its pursuit of nuclear weapons, and its willingness to fund and train militant groups frightened both the Middle East's Sunni Arab rulers and its Israeli leaders. By working together, though, Israel and the Sunni states might be able to contain Iran. It was a plausible enough vision, but it had failed to account for an Iranian veto.

If October 7 was designed to halt Israeli-Arab rapprochement, it had been wildly successful. And the only hope of reviving the process rested on Netanyahu overcoming a deeply ingrained instinct. Ever since losing his premiership in 1999, after making concessions to the Palestinians under pressure from the Clinton administration, he'd seemed determined never to alienate the Israeli right wing again. He almost always choked when forced to utter the words Palestinian state.

Sitting with Netanyahu, Blinken asked if he wanted to continue pursuing a deal with MBS. "If you're not serious about this it's good to know, because we can just close up shop here."

Netanyahu said he remained emphatically interested.

Spelling out the obvious, Blinken told him that he would need to publicly express his support for Palestinian statehood. Netanyahu replied that he could find a way to make that commitment, although he allowed that it might take some finessing of language.

When Blinken mentioned that MBS also needed calm in Gaza, Netanyahu said that he could supply that, too.

After they finished their private discussion, Blinken joined Netanyahu in a cabinet meeting. Rather than seeking to restore calm, however, the ministers were discussing plans for ramping up the war. Netanyahu said nothing to contradict them.

As they left the meeting, Blinken grabbed him and said, "Prime Minister, what we just heard there--it's not consistent with what we talked about in your office."

He replied, "I know. I'm working on it."

January 31
 Beneath central Gaza City, the Israelis experienced the shock of another intelligence failure. Of course they knew about the tunnels of Gaza. In the popular vernacular of the prewar era, they were dubbed the Metro. But as the IDF cleared Hamas from the city and began to burrow beneath it, it was stunned by the branching passageways it encountered. The Israelis began to refer to it as the Kingdom. They realized that the tunnels were far deeper than they had known. And as the army moved into Khan Younis, it began to comprehend their scale. It was possible, the Israelis estimated, that as many as 450 miles of tunnel were beneath the Strip.

The network had been built to withstand an Israeli invasion. Entryways were booby-trapped. Steel blast doors protected living quarters so that they could withstand air strikes. Militants' apartments were adorned with ceramic tile to create a comforting illusion of home. The tunnels contained machinery to manufacture the long-range rockets that Hamas periodically launched at civilian targets in Israel. It was even possible to drive a car through the widest passageways.

The discovery of the full extent of the system extended Israel's timeline. Conquering the subterranean world was painstaking, perilous work; fanciful schemes, such as pumping the passages full of seawater, failed to clear the tunnels. And the IDF kept uncovering computers filled with revelatory information, leading it to new targets.

Israeli soldiers stumbled into Yahya Sinwar's lair under the city of Khan Younis soon after he had fled, leaving behind bags of cash that he desperately needed. The near miss was a forking moment: Killing Sinwar might have allowed Israel to feel the catharsis that comes with retribution, opening the way to negotiate an end to the war.

In the months that followed, Sinwar was the lizard that grew back its tail. After the IDF would crush his battalions, it would then withdraw its troops. Israel didn't want to become an occupying force, with the casualties and burdens that would entail. The world didn't want that either. But without a continued IDF presence in the cities it conquered, Hamas returned to the sites of its defeat. It reconstituted itself, both physically and spiritually. Sinwar had developed a new sense of his own resilience, American intelligence came to believe, and a suspicion that he might just survive.

March 5 
 Every time Antony Blinken visited Israel, he found himself in endless meetings with politicians who delivered posturing soliloquies, which reporters who hadn't been in the room somehow managed to quote later in the day. He began arranging private conversations with Benny Gantz and Yoav Gallant.

Gantz, a former IDF chief of staff turned leader of the centrist opposition, was the great hope for a politically viable alternative to Netanyahu. And in the late winter, he privately indicated to the State Department that the premiership might be within his reach.

The administration thought it could see a path to provoking a political crisis within Israel: Present the Saudi deal to the Israeli public, and if Netanyahu rejected it, Biden could explain its wisdom. Voters would be left to choose between Netanyahu and a sunnier alternative vision of Israel's future.

To boost his standing, Gantz scheduled a trip to the White House. The visit deeply irked Netanyahu. The Israeli embassy was instructed not to arrange meetings on Gantz's behalf while he was in Washington.

Two of Blinken's top deputies, Barbara Leaf and Derek Chollet, met Gantz in his suite at the Willard hotel. It was the former general's first trip outside Israel since October 7, his first time emerging into a world that had largely shifted its sympathy from Israeli hostages to Palestinian children. As Gantz sipped his coffee, Chollet and Leaf took turns excoriating him for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. It wasn't hard to read the surprise on his face; he wasn't prepared for how differently Americans had come to see the war.

Upon returning to Israel, Gantz told colleagues that Netanyahu was endangering Jerusalem's relationship with Washington. The warning was both accurate and self-serving; the time had arrived for Gantz to make his move.

But Gantz, ever the Boy Scout, hesitated to resign from the government in the middle of a war or to call for new elections, as he had long hinted he would. His hour had come, and then it swiftly passed him by.


Benny Gantz visits the U.S. State Department on March 5 to discuss humanitarian aid in Gaza. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / abacapress.com / Reuters)



March 9
 Biden was feeling hoodwinked. First, the Israelis had said the war would be over by Christmas; then they'd said it would be over by February. Now they said they wanted to invade Rafah, which would extend the war for several more months.

It seemed to the White House as if the Israelis had learned nothing. They planned to encircle Rafah, the last intact city in Gaza, where refugees from across the Strip had gathered, and then clear it block by block. They had no serious plan for evacuating and rehousing civilians.

In one meeting with Blinken, Ron Dermer boasted that the Israelis had ordered 80,000 tents for evacuees. But in the course of the meeting, the Israelis admitted that the number was actually closer to 40,000. Even the larger number, though, wouldn't come close to housing more than 1 million refugees.

Biden's team understood why the Israelis wanted to enter Rafah, which bordered Egypt. Every tunnel resupplying Hamas with smuggled bullets and rockets ran beneath it. The IDF had left it out of the initial plan because its leaders expected to sustain a large number of casualties just tackling their original targets. But as the war had gone on and they'd learned how to fight Hamas, their confidence had grown and their plans had evolved.

Five months into the fighting, Biden and his administration were still reacting to events as they unfolded, and appeared no closer to bringing the conflict to an end. Now, for the first time, he told the Israelis he'd had enough. He couldn't support an invasion of Rafah without a better plan for limiting Palestinian suffering. In an interview with MSNBC's Jonathan Capehart, he said that this was his "red line."


Palestinians rush trucks transporting international aid from the U.S.-built temporary aid pier near the Nuseirat refugee camp in central Gaza on May 18. (AFP / Getty)






 April 1
 At about 11 a.m., a group of Israeli officials piled into the White House Situation Room. Jake Sullivan had prepared a lacerating speech: "You're about to be responsible for the third famine of the 21st century." But before he could even sit down, Sullivan noticed that the face of the usually gregarious Hadai Zilberman, the military attache from the Israeli embassy, was creased with worry. He stepped out of the room to talk with Zilberman and Ambassador Herzog.

The Israelis explained that they had just struck a building in Damascus. That, in itself, was not a big deal. As far as the U.S. was concerned, Israel had freedom of action in Syria.

But Herzog and Zilberman intimated that this situation was different. For starters, they had killed three generals and four officers in Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. That included Mohammad Reza Zahedi, the general in charge of Iran's covert activity in Lebanon and Syria and an old friend of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. And there was a complicating wrinkle: The building abutted the Iranian embassy.

"You did what?" Sullivan asked in disbelief. "Was it part of the embassy?"

The Israelis said they couldn't be sure, but they didn't believe that it was.

On social media, however, the Iranians were already claiming that Israel had destroyed its consulate, which constituted sovereign Iranian soil.

Sullivan felt his frustration rising: Does Israel really need this right now? Does the United States really need this right now?

In truth, the Israelis hadn't fully considered the reverberations, although the Mossad had argued that the strike wasn't worth the risk. That evening, Iran sent the U.S. a message via the Swiss, holding it responsible and hinting that retaliation would extend to American targets.

Later in the week, the administration sent its own muscular message: Don't attack Israel. A strike on Israel would draw the region into war; it would draw the U.S. and Iran into conflict.  

April 12
 Iranian retaliation was often theatrical, severe enough to demonstrate resolve to the regime's hard-liners but mild enough to preclude a cycle of escalation. But this time, the intel suggested something worse.

At first, the three-letter agencies had predicted that Iran would hurl about a dozen ballistic missiles at Israel. Over the course of a week, however, those predictions had swelled to as many as 50. The number suggested an effort to draw not attention, but blood.

General Kurilla had flown across the region, coordinating an international response to the impending assault. Missiles would be tracked from space and shot down by American ships. The Israelis would use their layered interceptors: the Arrow systems, Iron Dome, David's Sling. American and British fighter jets would knock down drones before they could enter Israel, which meant operating in Jordanian and Saudi airspace. Kurilla even convinced Arab states that their air forces should participate in knocking down drones, proof of concept for an emerging anti-Iranian alliance.

Lloyd Austin reported that the allies were prepared, but the Pentagon worried that some missiles and drones would slip past the patchwork defense. It seemed almost inevitable that Israel would respond in turn, and that the wider war the administration had worked so hard to avoid would be on.

April 13 
 "It's already under way," Austin told the room.

At about 5:15 p.m., Biden had gathered his advisers in the Situation Room--his intelligence chiefs, his national security adviser, the secretaries of state and defense. The vice president joined remotely, via videophone, as did General Kurilla, who was in Jordan.

The Iranians had unleashed their first salvo, an armada of drones flying slowly toward Israel. This was just the prelude, but Austin was already rushing to tamp down the next phase of the conflict. He had called Yoav Gallant and urged him in the strongest terms not to retaliate without consulting the U.S.

Kurilla periodically disappeared from the screen in search of the latest intelligence. The U.S., the U.K., and their Arab allies had already begun swatting down the drones, he reported. Saudi Arabia, home to Islam's most sacred sites, was helping defend the Jewish state. (Saudi Arabia has not confirmed or denied its involvement.)

But drones were slow and easy pickings. The bigger tests, Kurilla warned, were the ballistic missiles. He estimated that they could be in the air within the hour.

"What are the primary targets?" the president asked.

The bulk of the missiles were expected to fall on an air base in Israel's Negev desert, but cities might also be struck. The Houthis, Iran's proxies in Yemen, might target the resort city of Eilat. Iraqi and Syrian militias might take aim at Haifa. "The numbers are the problem," Austin said. "They are trying to overwhelm air defense."

Biden, as always, worried about escalation. "I want to make sure we know what the hell we're doing," he said. "It's one thing to defend Israel. It's another thing to use force against Iran."

He was uncertain how ferociously the Israelis might react, but he was sure that they would. "If they don't respond, I'll eat this table," he said.

Then, at 6:34, Kurilla told the room that the full Iranian assault had begun. Screens filled with images of missiles launching. Maps of the Middle East were covered in arcing red lines, tracing the trajectory of lethal projectiles that would land in 12 minutes.

At 6:52, Kurilla appeared again, and said that at least four drones or ballistic missiles had struck their intended target at the Nevatim air base, but he didn't know the damage. Other drones and missiles were still in the air, and he was unsure if more would follow.

The officials at the table began to retreat from the room to call their own sources, in search of greater clarity. The meeting anxiously dissolved, without any sense of the scale of the crisis.

At 8:07, it reconvened. Austin had just spoken with Gallant. Five of the Iranian missiles hit the air base, he said. Only one struck an occupied building, but it inflicted minimal damage. There was one report of a civilian killed by shrapnel. (It turned out to be false.)

"This is extraordinary," Austin said, beaming.

It was one thing to design an air defense system, integrating land, sea, and space, and stitching together Arabs, Jews, and Americans. It was another for that system to work nearly perfectly in the heat of battle.

But Sullivan broke the ebullient mood: "I just spoke to my counterpart; there are many voices in the war cabinet that are strongly urging for striking back very quickly."

Biden picked up the phone to call Netanyahu. He wanted the prime minister to know that Israel had already miscalculated once, by attacking the Iranian facility in Damascus. It couldn't afford to miscalculate again.

"Tell people that you succeeded. Tell them that you've got friends. Tell them that you have a superior military. But if you go after Iran, we're not going to be with you. Not a joke."

"I understand, Joe," Netanyahu responded, "but these guys still have a lot of capability left, and they could do it again."

After he hung up, Biden told the room that although he'd instructed Netanyahu to "take the win," he knew he wouldn't. Biden's goal wasn't to prevent Israeli retaliation, but to limit it. He went to bed still unsure whether he had headed off a regional war.


Israel's war cabinet discusses an attack launched by Iran in Tel Aviv on April 14. (Israeli Government Press Office / Getty)



April 18
 In the days that followed, the Israeli war cabinet debated the form that retaliation would take. Sullivan feared that the Israelis wanted to put on a "firework show," calibrated to project superiority and provoking an endless exchange of missiles.

Sullivan kept calling Israeli officials, and he found that they understood the risks of escalation.

Gallant told him that Israel would engage in a precision response, without announcing the target of the strike or the damage it exacted, so that Iran could save face.

On the evening of April 18, Sullivan and Brett McGurk watched from the Situation Room as Israel struck an air base outside Isfahan, not far from an Iranian nuclear site. It wasn't the scale of the attack that impressed, but its stealth. Eluding Iran's air defenses implied that Israel could strike Iran anywhere it wanted, at any time it desired.

But McGurk and Sullivan couldn't be sure whether the restraint that Israel displayed would preclude escalation. That night, the intelligence showed that Amir Ali Hajizadeh, the Iranian commander who'd overseen the April 13 attack, was aching to fire more missiles at Israel. His view, ultimately, was the dissident one. Iranian media portrayed Israel's retaliation as ineffectual, hardly worthy of a response. The next day, the Iranians passed yet another message along to the U.S., this time through the United Nations envoy in Lebanon. They were done.




Blinken walks with Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant toward the Gaza border at the Kerem Shalom crossing on May 1. (Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty)



May 1
 Antony Blinken was headed back to Washington after an exhausting set of meetings. Even at home, he couldn't escape the conflict. In front of his suburban-Virginia house, protesters had erected an encampment, which they called Kibbutz Blinken, implying that he held dual loyalties. Blinken was the highest-ranking Jew in the executive branch--and the only member of the administration subjected to such treatment. Protesters threw red paint at cars that were leaving his house. They shouted at his wife, "Leave him, leave him."

When things seemed especially bleak, Blinken liked to quote an aphorism coined by George Mitchell, who negotiated the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, ending decades of sectarian strife in Northern Ireland. While pursuing the deal, Mitchell said, he'd had 700 days of failure and one day of success.

Blinken was at the end of one not particularly successful day. In Jerusalem, he'd confronted Netanyahu and his cabinet about Israel's plans for invading Rafah.

He told them: You're going to have to make your own decisions, but go into this clear-eyed; understand the consequences for our relationship. 

Netanyahu seemed braced for a possible rupture: If this is it, this is it. If this is where we end, this is where we end. You have to do what you have to do. We have to do what we have to do.

That wasn't the response the Americans in the room had expected, and it left them dazed. For the entirety of the war, they had avoided a rift in the alliance, but perhaps the alliance was dissolving, despite Biden's warm feelings, despite all the political costs he'd absorbed on Israel's behalf.

May 8 
 Biden told aides that he didn't want to see Israel raze Rafah, where the IDF was already operating, with the same American bombs that had flattened northern Gaza, so he ordered the suspension of the shipment of certain heavy munitions. But this was an impulsive decision--rendered in anger after Netanyahu crossed Biden's Rafah red line. The administration hadn't figured out how to communicate the decision to the Israeli government, but the Israelis were bound to notice that the weapons shipments had been delayed.

Yoav Gallant learned about it from underlings, then confronted Blinken to confirm it. Reports of the slowdown leaked to the press. But instead of discouraging Netanyahu, Biden's rash move had thrown him a political lifeline.

Over the course of his career, Netanyahu had always excelled at picking fights with Democratic presidents as a means of boosting his standing with right-wing Israeli voters. Now Biden had given him the pretext for the same comfortably familiar play once more.

Netanyahu began to publicly argue that Biden's caution, his hand-wringing about civilian casualties, was preventing Israel from winning the war. Republican members of Congress were leveling the same accusation, only without any pretense of diplomatic niceties. Senator Tom Cotton told Face the Nation, "Joe Biden's position is de facto for Hamas victory at this point."

May 31
 After months of drift, Biden was at last aggressively attempting to impose his will and bring the fighting in Gaza to a close. In the State Dining Room of the White House, he delivered a speech--and presented a four-and-a-half-page plan--describing the mechanics of a cease-fire, distilling months of negotiation between Israel and Hamas. Only this time, the proposed deal wasn't being hashed out behind the scenes between the parties, but issued from the mouth of the president of the United States.

Biden intended to stuff Netanyahu in a box by insisting publicly that Israel had agreed to his proposal--even though he knew that the right-wing members of the Israeli government would likely reject it, and that Netanyahu had made a habit of pushing for better terms even after he'd committed to a deal. But with its invasion of Rafah advancing, and as it gained control of the smuggling tunnels in the south, Israel was on the brink of ending the most intensive phase of the war.

The president described Hamas as the key obstacle to the deal, and he directed his administration to use every means at its disposal to pressure the group. After Biden's speech, Blinken called MBAR, Qatar's prime minister, and told him that he needed to evict Hamas from his country if it rejected the cease-fire. Before Blinken hung up the phone, MBAR agreed.

By now, it had been 237 days since Hamas had kidnapped some 250 hostages. And by the IDF's count, it still held about 100 alive, and the bodies of at least 39 others. Striking a deal offered the best chance of bringing them home, and Biden was finally investing the prestige of the presidency to make it happen.

August 1
 Throngs crammed the streets of Tehran, accompanying a casket carrying the body of Ismail Haniyeh, the head of Hamas's political wing and its chief negotiator in the cease-fire talks. A remotely detonated bomb had exploded at the guesthouse where he was staying for the inauguration of Iran's new president.

Israel declined to publicly assume responsibility, but in a message to the State Department, it bluntly owned the assassination and blamed Haniyeh for a long list of horrific acts. Although the Israelis had given no specific warning, they had previously told the Americans of their intent to eliminate the upper echelon of Hamas's October 7 leadership; with Haniyeh gone, only two remained.

As Blinken absorbed the news on a trip to Asia, he called MBAR. "It was shocking because he was the one that was mainly overcoming the obstacles to get into a deal," the Qatari prime minister complained.

But American officials weren't overly concerned about the negotiations. Hamas, they judged, would replace Haniyeh and continue to negotiate, just as Haniyeh had continued to negotiate after Israel killed three of his 13 sons and four grandchildren.

What worried them more was that Haniyeh's death was just one of several attacks by the Israelis. Hours before, an air strike had killed Fuad Shukr, a top Hezbollah commander, in retaliation for a rocket that killed 12 children playing on a soccer pitch in the Golan Heights. About a week before that, Israel had struck the Houthis in Yemen, avenging a drone attack on Tel Aviv.

After Haniyeh's death, Iran threatened to reprise its April attack on Israel. In response, the United States began following the same well-trodden steps, moving a carrier and a submarine into the region, and sending stern warnings to Tehran through back channels. Officials began mobilizing the allies. This time, though, other countries were hesitant to come to Israel's defense. The Saudis and Jordanians worried that by protecting Israel, the U.S. was giving it license to launch ever more perilous attacks in the region. Although they eventually joined the preparations for defending against an assault, the administration began to worry that these repeated trips to the brink were exhausting its luck.

August 21
 When President Biden had presented his outline for a cease-fire in May, Netanyahu's advisers had signaled that he endorsed it. But in late July, Israeli negotiators sent a letter backing away. To agree to the deal, Israel said that it needed five new amendments, including stationing Israeli troops on Gaza's southern border, along the Philadelphi corridor.

The administration felt as if Netanyahu was scuppering a deal just as one seemed plausible. It leaked the Israeli letter to The New York Times in frustration, as evidence of the prime minister's bad faith.

But Biden thought he needed to bring Netanyahu back in line himself. On the phone, he implored him to compromise, implying that he would pin blame for any collapse of the talks on the prime minister.

The burst of presidential pressure was hardly unexpected--and Netanyahu was clearly prepared for it. Worried that he might be portrayed as the saboteur who prevented the return of the hostages, he told Biden that he would dial back his demands. His counterproposal didn't diverge much from the deal that the administration had judged that Hamas would accept.

For a time in August, Hamas was an equally frustrating barrier to progress, as it waited for Iran to avenge Haniyeh's death. But as time passed without a counterstrike, the administration began to believe that Iran, like Netanyahu, didn't want to be accused of ruining a deal. Hamas's tone shifted, suggesting a willingness to negotiate.

A cease-fire, and the release of hostages, seemed closer than ever.

August 31
 Jake Sullivan decamped to New Hampshire for Labor Day weekend, so that he could be with his wife, Maggie, who was running in a Democratic primary for Congress. That Saturday, he received a call from William Burns, reporting that the IDF had found six corpses in a tunnel beneath Rafah. The Israelis couldn't yet confirm it, but they were convinced that the bodies were those of hostages, murdered execution-style, and that Hersh Goldberg-Polin was among them.

Over the past 11 months, Sullivan had met regularly with the families of the American hostages held by Hamas, often in a group. But he also spoke separately with Hersh's mother, Rachel, with whom he felt a particular connection. Through their conversations, Sullivan had formed a mental portrait of her 23-year-old son, a dual U.S. and Israeli citizen--a single human face for Sullivan's broader effort to reunite the hostages with their families.

Day after day, he had worked to save Hersh's life. I've failed, he thought to himself. I've objectively failed.

Read: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

At 8 o'clock that evening, Sullivan dialed into a secure call with Biden, Finer, Blinken, and McGurk. Phil Gordon joined on the vice president's behalf. As a group, they reviewed the past 11 months. Could they have done anything differently? Had they overlooked any opportunities for securing the release of the hostages?

Sullivan wondered if a deal had ever been possible. Hamas had just killed six of its best bargaining chips, an act of nihilism.

Over the course of two hours, the group batted ideas back and forth. In the end, they threw up their hands. There was no magical act of diplomacy, no brilliant flourish of creative statecraft that they could suddenly deploy.

After all the trips to the region, all the suffering witnessed on those trips, all the tough conversations, all the cease-fire proposals, the conflict raged on. Three hundred thirty-one days of failure, and the single day of success was still beyond their grasp.



* Illustration sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty; Menahem Kahana / AFP / Getty; Abed Rahim Khatib / Anadolu / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Jalaa Marey / AFP / Getty; Bashar Taleb / AFP / Getty; Khames Alrefi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Ali Jadallah / Anadolu / Getty; Alexi Rosenfeld / Getty
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Trump Was President Once

And it was a total failure, even by the standards he set for himself.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump's best line in the September debate against Vice President Kamala Harris came near the end, when he sought to tie her to the unpopular president under whom she serves.

"She just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things," Trump said. "Why hasn't she done it? She's been there for three and a half years. They've had three and a half years to fix the border. They've had three and a half years to create jobs and all the things we talked about. Why hasn't she done it?"

The only problem with this attack is that it applies to another unpopular president as well: Trump himself. Time and again during the 2024 campaign, he's promised to do something that he failed to do in his first term, that he didn't bother to do during his first term, or is the opposite of what he did during his first term. Whenever he makes these claims, it's worth remembering that Trump was president once--a fact he seems to hope you'll forget. Maybe he doesn't remember himself.

Read: An article the likes of which nobody has ever seen before

"The most optimistic outlook from his most ardent supporters is, 'Well, I'm sure he'll do better in his second term,'" Geoff Duncan, a Republican former lieutenant governor of Georgia, told me in August, shortly after he endorsed Kamala Harris. "'He won't do another January 6. He's not going to spend another $8 trillion. He'll actually do something on the border, with the wall.' It's like, 'All right, uhh ...'"

The gap between what Trump says he'll do in office and what he actually did runs through nearly every subject. Start with immigration, Trump's favorite issue. He's still promising to build a wall on the southern border with Mexico. As president, he tried to do that, and found himself repeatedly frustrated; in the end, he was able to construct only small portions of a barrier, many of which have been easily breached. He keeps saying he wants to build the wall, but he hasn't offered any new explanation for how he'd be able to do it this time.

Instead, he's spent more time in this election cycle talking about his plans for mass deportation--something that he usually says will apply to undocumented immigrants, though now he's promising to deport Haitian migrants from Springfield, Ohio, even though they are in the United States legally. Any mass deportation would require a huge military mobilization, entail enormous brutality, and disrupt large portions of the American economy, which are a few reasons to doubt that Trump would do it. Another reason for skepticism is that he made a similar promise to kick all unauthorized immigrants out of the country in 2016. In the end, though, he deported fewer people than Barack Obama did in either of his terms. Joe Biden has also deported more people than Trump did.

David A. Graham: Trump's new big lie

The same gulf between promises and past actions exists on economic issues, too. One of Trump's big new ideas this cycle is eliminating the federal income tax on tips. That's economically questionable but politically clever enough that Harris now says that she would do the same. But during his first term, Trump sought to allow employers to take tips that workers received. His vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, wants a $5,000 child tax credit, but Trump's big 2017 tax bill--passed when Republicans controlled both the House and the Senate--increased the child tax credit from $1,000 to $2,000, placing greater emphasis on slashing the tax rate for high earners. Nonetheless, Trump says that bigger tax cuts in his second term would lower the debt, though that's not what happened when he cut taxes before.

Trump's 2024 platform promises to "stop outsourcing, and turn the United States into a manufacturing superpower," but he was no more successful at returning manufacturing jobs to the United States than Obama had been, even before the enormous disruption of the coronavirus pandemic. He and Vance are also campaigning as a pro-worker ticket, and he managed to wrestle the Teamsters to a non-endorsement. But his National Labor Relations Board was business-friendly, and judges he appointed have consistently ruled against workers, including blocking a rule against noncompete agreements and siding with a company arguing that the NLRB itself is illegal.

Trump also spent the 2016 campaign promising (as other Republicans did) to repeal the Affordable Care Act. Once in office, he tried, but did not succeed, in part because the GOP hadn't managed to come up with something that would eliminate the law without being a huge political liability. Yet during the current campaign, Trump has insisted that he would preserve the ACA, unless he can come up with something better. When asked about this during the debate, he replied (unforgettably) that he had "concepts of a plan." He has also tried to pull off a diametric shift on abortion. Having run promising to overturn Roe v. Wade and then appointed conservative Supreme Court justices who did just that, he is now trying to style himself as a defender of women's rights. "YOU WILL NO LONGER BE THINKING ABOUT ABORTION," he promised in a recent Truth Social post.

David A. Graham: Trump has somehow stumbled into a very likable policy idea

In the realm of foreign policy, Trump says that he will "strengthen and modernize our military, making it, without question, the strongest and most powerful in the world," but after promising to increase the size of the military in 2016, he did not. He is critical of the Biden administration's withdrawal from Afghanistan, and said during the debate, "We would have been out faster than them, but we wouldn't have lost the soldiers." But Biden only oversaw the withdrawal because Trump committed to exiting Afghanistan but then didn't do it while in office.

As the election nears, Trump has warned, baselessly, that it may be rigged. He says he would "secure our elections, including same-day voting, voter identification, paper ballots, and proof of citizenship," yet he did none of these things when he was president. He continues to insist that the 2020 election was stolen from him, a false claim, without ever acknowledging that he was president at the time. He's promised to seek retribution against political adversaries and to jail election officials, and his first term showed that's not bluffing. He tried devotedly.

One of the curious things about the gap between record and promise is that in some cases, Trump is promising to do more than he did before (deport immigrants, build the wall), and in others, he's promising to do less (give power to employers, limit abortion). Trump critics have been frustrated by a certain amount of amnesia among voters about how chaotic and unpleasant the Trump years were--not just by the critics' standards, but based on popular impressions at the time. This amnesia depends in part on voters being willing to believe promises that cut directly against what he did as president. No one could seriously argue that by the end of his term, Trump had managed to "unite our country by bringing it to new and record levels of success," as his platform says he will this time.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump isn't bluffing

But journalists have been overly credulous as well. In July, Harris said that Trump would cut Medicare. Politifact ruled that "mostly false" because Trump has said on the trail this year that he would not cut the program--even though, as the fact-checkers acknowledged, "during his presidency, Trump released four successive annual budgets that proposed cutting Medicare." Careful parsing of the words of a prolific liar, at the expense of his demonstrated actions, is an exercise in futility, and does little service to readers.

"I'm an open book," Trump said during the debate. "Everybody knows what I'm going to do." They certainly ought to. After all, he was president once.
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Why Katy Perry Can't Get Her Groove Back

The pop singer is stuck in a rut--and her soulless new album doesn't get her moving.

by Spencer Kornhaber




When people talk about the sparkly, vodka-sloshed sound of pop in the 2000s and early 2010s--an era of music that's romanticized a lot lately--the names of two men tend to come up: Max Martin and Dr. Luke. Because the producers helped shape many of the biggest songs of the new millennium, and because they've often worked together, they're frequently discussed in the same breath. But Katy Perry's new, Luke-driven dud of an album, 143, is an opportunity to examine these producers' separate outlooks--and reckon with the dark side of aughts-pop nostalgia.

Martin, a 53-year-old Swede, excels at creating bittersweet melodies and genre-blending arrangements; the highlights of his catalog, such as Britney Spears's "Lucky " and Taylor Swift's "Blank Space," sound precision-made yet weirdly soulful. By contrast, I've come to recognize Dr. Luke's work by its reptilian sensibility. The 50-year-old former Saturday Night Live-band guitarist is, at base, a disco producer, enamored by the power of a steadily thumping beat. His heyday was the peak of so-called recession pop, in the years after the 2008 financial crash, when bludgeoning electronic-dance beats took over the charts--by getting people to move, not feel.

Luke's approach has typically connected best in collaboration with fiery, distinct performers. That fact has proved to be a problem over the years, given that he's alienated some of the most willful women in pop music. Pink, Kelly Clarkson, and Bebe Rexha have all called him a jerk. In 2014, Kesha filed a shocking lawsuit alleging emotional and physical abuse by Luke, who'd been her mentor and manager. Luke strongly denied her allegations, and the ensuing court battle--during which many established stars avoided recording with him--concluded only last year. The two sides settled and put out statements referencing Kesha's claim that Luke had drugged and raped her. "Only God knows what happened that night," Kesha said, whereas Luke said, "I am absolutely certain that nothing happened."

Now, the decade-long estrangement between Luke and one former collaborator has thawed. He was part of the creative team behind Perry's early success, including by helping produce and write Teenage Dream, her era-defining, hugely selling 2010 album. When they stopped working together after 2013's Prism, Perry's next two albums didn't make much of a splash. Her latest release, 143, has been marketed as a dance party and a return to form--and of the 11 songs on the album's standard edition, 10 feature writing and production by Luke. (Martin, another architect of Perry's former hits, assisted on one song, as a co-writer.) The reunion has gone terribly: 143 is, by some measures, the worst-reviewed album in more than a decade.

Read: How pop music's teenage dream ended

Some of the distaste for the album is linked to Luke's reputation. 143's debut single, "Woman's World," is a feminist-empowerment anthem whose video features Perry in Rosie the Riveter cosplay--and that the song was co-created by a man who repeatedly clashed with female collaborators has not gone unnoticed. The track itself is a decent simulacrum of Luke's and Perry's previous output; simple chunks of melody snap together over a synth pulse, calling to mind a kid assembling Duplos. Yet this sonic evocation of the past only heightens the discomfort of listening. "Woman's World" throws back to an era of Go girl! songs whose key stars (Kesha, Spears) later said they didn't have much artistic control. It's nostalgia bait that inadvertently shows history as uglier than we understood it to be at the time.

No one has ever accused Perry of being a bold and forward-thinking artist; she has long come off like a super-charming host at a chain restaurant. On 143, though, it feels like the light has gone out of her eyes and the kitchen's suffered cutbacks. The album's beats--trance, electro, hip-hop--make no attempt to update old ideas. "Gorgeous" leadenly imitates the wild sound effects of Sophie, the most cliche-busting pop producer of the 2010s. Perry tends to blend raver lingo and therapy-speak--the trick Madonna pulled on Ray of Light nearly three decades ago--with all the gusto of a phone operator. Whenever something approaching real fun does start to coalesce, a grating lyric breaks the spell. On what could have been the best song, the promisingly pained "Truth," the music just seems to give up on itself and die after two minutes.

This paint-by-numbers fare might have slid into the cultural landscape of 2011 without causing much annoyance. In 2024, it's an affront, even setting aside Luke's controversies. The previous time Perry put out an album, in 2020, I wondered if bouncy, broad-appeal sing-alongs were becoming obsolete thanks to the death of the monoculture. Lately, pop is starting to seem healthy again, thanks to stars such as Chappell Roan, Olivia Rodrigo, Billie Eilish, and Sabrina Carpenter. What they (and forebears such as Taylor Swift) offer is brash personality, lyrical specificity, and structural cleverness. The command-and-control model of hitmaking exemplified by Luke--in which the singer serves the production, not the other way around--is outmoded. Escapist fare can still appeal; it just needs to feel handmade, human.

And it would be insulting to suggest that Perry, or any of her Millennial peers, couldn't have done better than 143. For example, stream Kesha's "Joyride," an explosion of foul-mouthed polka-pop. On first listen, when it was released in July, the song felt so over-the-top, so bristling with attitude, that it seemed miscalculated. A few months later, "Joyride" was my most played song of the summer. It's the sound of a performer sweating the details while clearly having a blast with her collaborators: an idea that's far removed from the cold cynicism so typical of pop's past and, in Perry's case, present.
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On This Corner, January 6 Was a Glorious Revolution

<em>We Live Here Now</em><span>: a new podcast from </span><em>The Atlantic</em><span>.</span><em> </em><span>Episode 2.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

In Episode 1, we learned that one of our new neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt. In this episode, we learn more about why she moved to D.C. Every night without fail, Witthoeft and her housemates hold a vigil outside the D.C. jail where the rioters arrested for their actions on January 6 are held. We begin visiting these vigils and discover an alternate universe, where the people we know as insurrectionists are considered heroes.

We also get invited to Witthoeft's house, which she refers to as the "Eagle's Nest." There we learn about how her life and the lives of her roommates were turned upside down after January 6. And Witthoeft, for the first time, tells the story of how she learned about her daughter's death, and how it radicalized her.

This is the second episode of We Live Here Now, a six-part series about what happened when we found out that our new neighbors were supporting January 6 insurrectionists.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: You know what I've always been really curious about? Why you?

Lauren Ober: Why me what?

Rosin: Like, she's very suspicious of a lot of things. She really can turn on a dime on anybody.

Ober: She has on me.

Rosin: And yet, I do have a sense that she specifically trusts you, in some way. Do you have any guesses why? 

Ober: I mean, sometimes I've thought, like, Maybe I remind her of her daughter. I don't know.

Rosin: Wait. Of Ashli?

Ober: Yeah. I mean, she described Ashli as, like, basically an acquired taste. Like, people didn't feel neutrally towards Ashli. You either loved her or you hated her.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin.

Ober: And I'm Lauren Ober. And from The Atlantic, this is: We Live Here Now.

Rosin: The "she" in that conversation is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of the only person shot and killed on January 6. We introduced you to her in the previous episode. She moved into our D.C. neighborhood to get some sort of justice for her daughter. And that quest takes the form of a vigil held outside the D.C. jail--every night, uninterrupted, for two years.

Do you remember the first time you decided to go to the vigils?

Ober: I was ramping up to go to the vigil for days. Like, I kept being like, Tonight's the night I'm going to go to the vigil. Tonight's the night I'm going to go to the vigil.

Rosin: How did you think they were going to treat you or talk to you?

Ober: Before I showed up there, I definitely thought that I was going to get kicked out or something. I just figured I would be met, at bare minimum, with intense skepticism. Like, Who is this person? Why are they here?

Rosin: Right. Lauren, I have a really good idea. Can you read me that script that you wrote on the notes app, please? Now. Like, right now.
 
 Ober: (Laughs.) Okay, in my own defense, I sometimes bumble my words, so I needed a little guidance. So that's just a caveat. It said, "Hey. I'm Lauren. I make audio documentaries, and I recently heard about your vigils and wanted to know more about what's been going on down here."

Rosin: That's good. That's good. (Laughs.) Thumbs up. Very good.

Ober: (Laughs.) Thank you. Glad you approve.

Anyway, I got out of my car. I walked towards a bunch of American flags, which were an obvious tell that I was in the right place. I passed a truck that had the words we the people stenciled on it. Then there was another one parked right next to it with a 1776 sticker in the window. So--

Rosin: Clearly, you were in the right place.

Ober: Because also, you have to understand, the physical geography of the vigil is, like, down at the end of a sidewalk, and the sidewalk starts at the top of this little hill, and you land at the end of the sidewalk where the vigil is. And so it's like, you know, you can see the enemy coming.

[Crowd murmurs and loudspeaker announcement]

Ober: When I landed at the vigil, there's a table set up with some speakers and a sound system, and behind that, a bunch of American flags. There's another table for snacks and coffee, and a couple of camp chairs strewn about. And the whole of "Freedom Corner" was ringed by metal barricades set up by police.

When I arrived, I spotted Micki, gathered up my nerve, walked up to her, and delivered my script. It went about as well as you might expect. But she didn't kick me out. She just put out her cigarette and walked back towards the various cameras livestreaming the vigil.

[Music]

Ober: Since that first time I went, I've now been to the vigil maybe a dozen times. And this is generally how it goes: The guys in the prison, which they call the "D.C. Gulag," are in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail, which they call the "Patriot Pod." Most of them are in there awaiting trial or sentencing for charges like assault and civil disorder relating to January 6. And every night between 7 and 9 p.m., a bunch of them call in to the vigil. But before that, there's a roll call.

Person at microphone: Duke Wilson.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Ricky Wilden.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Shane Woods.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Person at microphone: Chris Worrell.

Person in crowd: Hero.

Ober: During this roll call, someone at the vigil reads off the names of people detained as a result of January 6, plus the people who died on January 6 and the folks who took their lives after the riot. There are so many names that the roll call takes a solid five, six minutes to get through. At the end of this portion of the vigil, the assembled crowd, maybe five to 10 people--maybe more--breaks into a chant.

Person at microphone: Now let's say her name.

Crowd in unison: Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt! Ashli Babbitt!

Ober: Anyway, the combination of vibes is weird. On one hand, it's like a funeral that never ends. And as such, it's appropriately somber. A young woman died, and here on this corner, time stands still for her--and for her mother. Every night at the vigil is Ashli Babbitt night.

But then, the other vibe is like a MAGA rally or a tent revival, because after the chants, it's time for the prisoners slash patriots to call in to the vigil and testify.

Prisoner James Strand: Hey. What's going on?

Ober: From inside the jail, the J6ers call out to one of the vigil-goers' phones, and then whoever fields the call broadcasts it through the speakers on Freedom Corner.

Person at microphone: Oh, just living--

Strand: This is James Strand. Yeah, go ahead.

Person at microphone: Living the American dream out here on Freedom Corner.

Crowd member: Hey, hey.

Strand: Out there on Freedom Corner, right next to the graveyards.

Person at microphone: That's right.

Ober: They talk about all kinds of goings-on in the jail--the homemade haircuts, the rank food, the bodybuilding competitions. They send messages to their wives and solicit donations for their legal fees. And almost to a person, they use their nightly phone calls to air their grievances against the government, which are many.

That first night I went, one guy called in and said he couldn't believe that people who love America could be made out as terrorists. Tami, one of Micki's roommate's, fielded that call--and commiserated.

Tami: I never thought I'd see the day that people would go to jail for thought crimes. But as I've been here in D.C. the last several months, I've seen it over and over and over again.

Ober: Another guy called in to explain that he hadn't really committed a crime.

Prisoner: If you were there, it does not match the narrative that is being portrayed on the outside.

Ober: Then this electrician from New Jersey called in with some choice words about America.

Prisoner: In 10 years or in five years or in eight years, America's gonna be a shithole. It doesn't matter whether it's 20 years from now or 10 years from now.

Ober: Basically, every vigil goes this way.

Prisoner: If we don't win in the next year--

Crowd member: That's over.

Tami: That's true. He's not lost.

Prisoner: That's it! Who cares?

Tami: Obviously, not you.

Ober: None of the guys who call in say they did anything wrong. Most of them say they are being mistreated. And they refer to themselves as political prisoners and, more recently, hostages. The folks at the vigil, like Micki's housemate Nicole, use this language, too.

[Music]

Nicole: At this point, he is now really a hostage. He's no longer a political prisoner. He's done his time. He is a hostage.

Ober: "Hostage." "Political prisoner." Trump himself has picked up this rhetoric.

Donald 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.

Ober: So this little homespun vigil operation organized by our neighbor has somehow transmitted this language--these ideas--from jail payphones to Freedom Corner loudspeakers to YouTube live streams to Trump's mouth. How did that even happen?

But then, that first day I was there, something else happened, too. One of the men who called in was Jeffrey Sabol. He's a Colorado geophysicist convicted of beating and dragging a law enforcement officer down the Capitol stairs.

Jeffrey Sabol: Same old stuff in here. It's just another day.

Ober: He gave a short update on the boring goings-on in the jail: Some guys were working out, some guys were watching TV, and some guys were in need of a lesson on cleaning up.

Person at microphone: You know, Jeff always says it's Groundhog Day in there, but it's Hotel California for us out here.

Ober: And then Micki got on the phone and explained that there was somebody from the neighborhood in attendance tonight.

Micki: So we actually have informed the neighborhood tonight.

Sabol: One at a time. It's one at a time.

Micki: You gotta take 'em how you get 'em.

Ober: Now, you could see this as a cute, little outreach, or you could see it as vaguely menacing. Like, Welcome to our little corner, you spy. We see you. We know you're here. And I'm telling the guys on the inside, there's an outsider here.

Micki sent a message that night for sure, though just what it meant, I didn't know. But it did make me want to know more about the woman running this Groundhog Day funeral slash conspiracy-corner mini MAGA rally. Was this vigil the result of grief gone haywire? Or was it some sort of shrewd political movement?

[Music in crowd]

Ober: At the end of that first visit to the vigil, Micki offered me coffee and a slice of blueberry pie--a nice gesture, for sure. But I don't drink coffee. And I don't eat fruit pie. And I definitely do not eat when I'm on a very important reporting mission.

But I did appreciate the offer. It felt neighborly. So I kept returning to the vigil.

Ober: How are you?

Tami: Good. How are you?

Ober: Great. What's going on?

Tami: Another beautiful night vigilizing. Vigilizing.

Ober: You're vigilizing.

Tami: Vigilizing.

Ober: And I got to be pretty friendly with the folks there, including Micki's housemate Nicole.

Nicole: God bless them, but that is not the mastermind that was taking over our government that day. The Proud Boys were not--

Ober: I know this is weird, but one day we joked about militias because, during a conversation, I got the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers confused.

Nicole: That was the Oath Keepers.

Ober: Oh, I'm sorry. (Laughs.)

Nicole: I know. You've got to get your militias straight.

Ober: (Laughs.) "You've got to get your militias straight."

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. Well, the thing that I find funny about people thinking--

[Music]

Ober: Because Freedom Corner isn't exactly a place to have an intimate conversation, what with all the roll calling and patriotizing, I wanted to visit Micki and her crew at the "Eagle's Nest"--a white row house just down the block. So I asked if I could come over.

[Break]

Ober: Where are we right now?

Nicole: Our common space. Our living area.

Ober: Where?

Nicole: D.C.

Ober: This is the "other White House"?

Tami: Yes.

Nicole: Okay. I get it.

Ober: That's what I've been calling it.

Nicole: Okay. I like "other White House." We like that.

Ober: The Eagle's Nest is a four-bedroom rental with an American flag hanging out front and a red-white-and-blue pinwheel in the yard.

Ober: Do you wan to call it the "real White House"?

Tami: I would say this White House is way more legitimate than the one over there.

Ober: I figured you would say that.

Ober: The first thing I noticed, right away, was how devoid the house was of MAGA anything. Bald-eagle stuffed animals? Check.

A whiteboard with the names of their enemies, including Lieutenant Michael Byrd, the guy who runs Cowboys for Trump, and quote "That bitch Judge Friedrich"? Check.

But no real Trump anything. That surprised me. I thought they were all about MAGA, but judging by their decor, it seemed like they were mostly all about the U.S. of A.

Ober: There are, like, 9,000 American flags in here.

Micki: Well, we have some.

Ober: You have so many flags in here. There's another one. American flag. Flag. Flag comforter.

Micki: Well, it went with our motif.

Ober: At the time of my first visit, Micki lived in the house with two other women: Nicole Reffitt, whose husband, Guy, was the first person to be tried and sentenced for January 6-related crimes, and Tami Perryman, whose partner, Brian Jackson, had been held in the D.C. Jail for more than a year as his J6 case made its way through the court.

The three women spend their days going to court for trials and sentencing hearings, making jail visits, and meeting with politicians on Capitol Hill.

Micki: And then we come home, and then we make coffee and go to the vigil.

Tami: We do like to be home around three.

Micki: And then we come home, and then we have a pretty late dinner, and then we go to bed, and then we get up and do it all over again.

Ober: In the two years that the trio have been in D.C., they've become almost like Washington insiders. They know their way around the D.C. federal court docket and congressional buildings way better than I do, and I've been a reporter here for more than a decade.

Ober: None of you had ever been to a congressional hearing before.

Tami: No. I didn't even know you could go to a congressional hearing. And I thought that the people that were running the country were supposed to be smarter than the average, everyday citizen, and they're not.

Ober: What about you, Micki? Were you this invested in the news and politics?

Micki: No. I lived in blissful ignorance.

Ober: What does that mean?

Micki: That means I was lucky enough to live in the same house for 24 years and raise my children. And then my husband and I moved on to a boat, and we lived in, you know, in the San Diego Bay, and my life was good. I was happy.

[Music]

Ober: Micki describes her life before Ashli's death as uncomplicated. She worked in a daycare and read a million books. She gardened, and she hung out with her family. She didn't have a lot of money, and sometimes things were tight. But she liked her life, even through the pandemic. Her peace was only slightly interrupted by her daughter coming over and going on about mask mandates or missing ballots or whatever.

Micki: Ashli would talk to me about politics, and I'm like, You know what, baby? You know, go get them. But not me. I'm gonna go 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. I'm gonna go work my couple hours in the morning with my little, teeny baby lovables, and then I'm gonna go home, and I'm gonna love my life and live my life.

And that is truly what I did. You know, I had no patience for politics. And I kind of had the attitude where, I can't fix it. You're kind of stuck in the status quo. Your life's good. What's the problem? But then: It's not anymore.

Ober: Micki and her daughter, Ashli, lived about 12 minutes from each other in San Diego--Micki on her boat and Ashli in an old-school hippie surf neighborhood called Ocean Beach. But at the time of Ashli's death, the pair weren't really speaking, and they hadn't seen much of each other in months--the result of a family spat that Micki didn't want to get into with me. So Micki had no idea Ashli was planning to go to Trump's "Stop The Steal" rally on January 6. She didn't really know anything about the event.

Micki: I didn't even realize what was going on in D.C. was going to be such a big frickin' deal. You know, I was very much removed from that.

Ober: Ashli traveled to D.C. by herself. She texted her husband a selfie and wrote, "Tons of Trump supporters on my plane!!!" After Trump's speech, Ashli walked to the Capitol and made her way inside the building. At some point that afternoon, Micki remembers getting a call from her daughter-in-law telling her that Ashli was hurt.

[Music]

Ober: The details about what happened next are cloudy for Micki. But in the days that followed January 6, Ashli's remains were cremated and brought back to San Diego by a family friend. The family grieved and had a memorial, and a debate raged in the country about whether Micki's daughter was a hero or a monster. It was all too much for Micki.

Micki: I spent quite a few months, literally, underwater. It's a very intense time, Lauren. You know, it can, like, blur one day into another, and next thing you know, you've been underwater for six months.

Ober: Micki could barely get up to bathe or eat.

Micki: I had not watched any television, couldn't listen to music, couldn't turn on the radio. But in the process, I had a dream about Ashli.

It was about political prisoners. She had been arrested for shooting a red-white-and-blue rocket around the moon. And she said they're gonna execute her. And she was like, I'm a goner. And I was like, Get in my purse, and let's go. And she was like no. I said, Well, then just tell them you didn't do it. And she 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. 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 and her fresh out of the shower, talking about how they were going to kill her.

You know, I couldn't help her, but it fostered my concern for other people that were affected by the situation.

[Music]

Ober: Even in her haze, Micki was inching towards a different version of herself. This woman who had never cared about politics committed to a task: She would get out of bed and make one phone call every day.

Micki: That's really all I could do. I would get up, and I'd make calls to Nancy Pelosi's office, Dianne Feinstein's office, Tad DiBiase, Congressman Issa. Although he'll argue the point that I didn't, I know I did. It's in my death notebook.

Ober: Your what, now?

Micki: My death notebook. That's what I call it. Like, after Ashli died, I had notes every time I talked to somebody. I know it's kind of a morbid thing to say, but that's what it is.

Ober: Micki didn't get anywhere with those folks, and that's not surprising. But something else happened.

Micki: Probably about three months in, my friend Wilma came over and said, You have got to get up, get in the shower, and get the fuck outside. Get some sunlight. Get some--whatever you need to do, you need to start with the shower, and let's go. And she would walk with me and listen to me, you know--a true blessing.

Ober: Her friend Wilma figured Micki needed to do more than just her one phone call a day, so she suggested an outing.

Micki: She decided to take me on a Mother's Day healing trip. So she has a camper, and off to Sacramento we went. We were going to talk to some people.

Ober: You were going there because it's the capital.

Micki: We were.

Ober: Not because it's a cool place to hang out.

Micki: Right. But it was actually an amazing trip. The Capitol was closed down, fenced off. But we had little flyers that we handed out and some bracelets. And the city did not receive us well.

Ober: People didn't want the bracelets or the flyers, and they definitely didn't want to hear about January 6. But then, on the way home--

Micki: We were in a campsite, and I heard Paul Gosar had said something about Ashli.

Paul Gosar: Was Ashli Babbitt armed?

Ober: That's Republican Congressman Paul Gosar of Arizona.

Jeff Rosen: Again, Congressman, I mean to be respectful of your observations, but I just don't want to talk about individual situations.

Gosar: Mr. Rosen, I declare reclaiming my time. Mr. Rosen. No, she wasn't. She was wrapped in a U.S. flag.

Ober: What Micki heard was Congressman Gosar questioning Acting Attorney General Jeff Rosen during a House Oversight Committee hearing on May 12, 2021--just after Mother's Day.

Gosar: Was the death of Ashli Babbitt a homicide?

Rosen: Congressman, I'm not trying to be unhelpful here, but I just cannot comment.

Gosar: I understand. But I mean--reclaiming my time--as the death certificate says, it was a homicide.

Micki: And it was my first glimmer of hope that somebody is paying attention.

[Music]

Ober: Talking about Ashli this way, Gosar seemed to be trying to tell a different story about January 6. And Hanna was interested in how this retelling evolved.

Rosin: At the very beginning, a lot of Republicans, including Trump loyalists, condemned the riots. For example, on January 7, Republican Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma said he had witnessed Ashli's shooting, and the officer who shot her "didn't have a choice." Mullin talked about him with great sympathy, and he called the Capitol Police officers "the real heroes."

Markwayne Mullin: And his actions may be judged in a lot of different ways moving forward. But his actions, I believe, saved people's lives even more.

Rosin: On Tucker Carlson's show, Representative Jim Banks, a Republican from Indiana, called for the rioters to be prosecuted.

Jim Banks: Well, Tucker, this was an absolutely wrenching--heart-wrenching, gut-wrenching--day on Capitol Hill today. As someone who's worn the uniform and served our country abroad in Afghanistan and now serving my country on Capitol Hill, I couldn't believe what I was seeing unfold right before my eyes here, in our nation's capital.

Rosin: Even Trump weighed in.

Trump: The demonstrators who infiltrated the Capitol have defiled the seat of American democracy. To those who engaged in the acts of violence and destruction, you do not represent our country. And to those who broke the law, you will pay.

Rosin: Here and there, a Trump supporter--like Congressman Matt Gaetz--would drop a hint that maybe Antifa was involved. But it wasn't until spring, just as Micki was poking out of her grief hole, that a new line about January 6 started to coalesce. It came, at first, from the fringe--but the powerful fringe. Gosar is a far-right congressman known for his association with white supremacists and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election.

If you remember, Micki told us that prior to January 6, she wasn't at all political. So at the time, she didn't know Paul Gosar. What she did know was that he'd 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 U2 lyric, which is actually about Martin Luther King Jr.

And then in July 2021, Gosar invited Micki to be his guest at the Turning Point USA Student Action conference in Phoenix, which is a group that trains student leaders to combat liberalism on campus. So Micki and Wilma hopped in the RV and drove to Arizona. And when they arrived, they were escorted to Gosar's VIP seats.

Gosar: On my wrist is a memory wristband: "Who killed Ashli Babbitt?"

[Applause]

Rosin: Micki had no idea what to expect. But then--

Gosar: I want you to hold your applause for one second. I want you to hold your applause for one second. Because that lightning struck again. In our midst, who came all the way over here to tell you thank you, is Ashli Babbitt's mom, Mick Wilbur.

[Music]

Rosin: In case you didn't catch that, he called her Mick Wilbur. Anyway, the point is: After all that time trying to talk to congresspeople, one of them was finally talking back.

Gosar: What has she given? She has given everything: her daughter. We need answers. Things weren't right that day.

Rosin: Gosar then walked down to the end of the stage and stopped where Micki and Wilma were seated. The pair stood and held up two huge, homemade signs. The crowd cheered. Someone gave Micki a hug.

Afterwards, Gosar followed up with her.

Micki: But he made no promises, other than the fact that he was going to go to the jail.

Rosin: It was just one thing, but it meant a huge amount to Micki.

Micki: I had hopes for some justice for my daughter and for people to have some righteous indignation about her murder and the way that she died, and I felt like people were becoming aware of that. It did feel like there was momentum.

[Break]

Rosin: After the rally, Micki went back home, to San Diego. And then Trump sent Ashli's family a video tribute on what would have been her 36th birthday.

Trump: It is my great honor to address each of you gathered today, to cherish the memory of Ashli Babbitt, a truly incredible person.

Together we grieve her terrible loss. There was no reason Ashli should have lost her life that day. We must all demand justice for Ashli and her family. So on this solemn occasion, as we celebrate her life, we renew our call for a fair and nonpartisan investigation into the death of Ashli Babbitt.

Rosin: And in Washington, the momentum continued. In November of 2021, Marjorie Taylor Greene and Louie Gohmert visited the D.C. jail. They soon issued a report called "Unusually Cruel."

Marjorie Taylor Greene: "Unusually Cruel." That's the title that we gave this report because this is the treatment that we found of the pretrial January 6 defendants being held right here in Washington, D.C., in the jail.

Rosin: The report, the jail visit, the press conference--it was all starting to paint a picture to match what Micki felt and what Gosar had said at the rally: Something was wrong that day.

Greene: Right now, what we have happening in America is a two-tiered justice system.

Rosin: They mentioned the conspiracy that it was government plants who started the violence--

Speaker: If they were gonna charge someone with insurrection, it's beginning to sound more and more like those would be agents for the federal government that were there stirring things up.

Rosin: --and that the defendants were not so much criminals but victims of government overreach.

Gosar: My question is this: Mr. Biden, Attorney General Garland, why are you so interested in ruining the lives of these folks instead of equal justice? Why won't you publicly release the hours and hours of video surveillance taken on January 6? What are you hiding?

Rosin: As this alternate reality of January 6 was getting colored in, it wasn't as hard for Micki to get people to say Ashli's name. January 6, Ashli Babbitt--these terms were no longer political liabilities.

[Music]

Ober: Back in San Diego, Micki was getting restless. People around her just wanted her to move on, to move through her grief and come out the other side. They would tell her that the forces she was up against to try to get justice for Ashli were just too big to fight. But she just couldn't let it go.

Micki: Obviously, I just was lost. I was lost. And I've never been an extremely religious person, but I do believe in a higher power. And I did need something. So I did go home and pray about it. And then, it was clear to me that I needed to be here in D.C., but I'm not a woman of means, so I had to, you know, get organized and funded to get here.

Ober: By August 2022, Micki had raised enough money for a flight and a one-month stay. She didn't have a plan, but she figured being in the belly of the beast was better than sitting on the sidelines in San Diego, waiting for change. On August 1, she landed in D.C. and drove straight to the federal courthouse.

Inside was the first sentencing for a J6er convicted by a jury. Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, had come to the Capitol that day 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 then-18-year-old son, Jackson, turned him into the FBI.

Nicole had no idea what kind of sentence her husband would get. Would it be a slap-on-the-wrist type of sentence? Or a hard-bitten-felon kind of sentence? Turns out: It was somewhere in the middle--a little more than seven years in federal prison. Nicole's family was the J6 test case. And Micki wanted to be there to support her, just like Ashli told her to do in that dream.

And that's when the mother of the martyr and the wife of political prisoner #376789 first laid eyes on each other.

Micki: She was standing out there with her two girls, and I went like, Are you Nicole Reffitt? She's like, Yeah, and kind of apprehensive because usually there's a reason for, Hey. I know you, you know.

Nicole: We had never met prior to that. And she came, and it always chokes me because Guy being the first trial and everything was very polarizing, because nobody wanted to touch it in any direction. So we were very alone. And then here comes Micki.

Ober: Call it a kinship or a trauma bonding, but whatever their connection was, it was immediate.

Nicole: When I met Micki, I knew she was grieving, and I felt that grief. I think Micki and I saw a lot of that in each other--that we weren't alone, but we felt very alone.

Micki: When I first saw Nicole, I knew instantly who she was, and she just had this defiant, "strong-ass woman" look on her face, and I just knew she was somebody I could be friends with.

Ober: After Guy's sentencing, Nicole walked toward a scrum of reporters. Micki watched from the side, shouting support as Nicole told the assembled media.

Nicole: All I can say--

Micki: Tell them, Nicole.

Nicole: --is that y'all can all go to hell, and I'm going back to Texas.

Micki: Amen.

Ober: Then, Micki and Nicole--complete strangers up to this point--have a sort of ride-off-into-the-sunset moment together. They walk away from the courthouse hand in hand. The online trolls had a field day with the photos that later circulated. But it didn't matter. They weren't alone anymore.

Nicole: She 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.

Ober: On the next episode, Trump really leans in and picks up the cause as his own.

Trump: The person that shot Ashli Babbitt--boom, right through the head. Just boom. There was no reason for that. And why isn't that person being opened up? And why isn't that being studied? They've already written it off. They said, That case is closed. If that were the opposite, that case would be going on for years and years, and it would not be pretty.

Ober: So it's time to ask the big question: Did these two hand-holding, strong ass-women divert the course of history?

Rosin: That's next on We Live Here Now.

[Music]

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.
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Dear James: I Hate My Post-college Life

I'm utterly lost.

by James Parker




Dear James,

I am a young adult who recently graduated from college, finally getting a taste of the real world, and I hate it. No longer bound by classes or any requirements, I am feeling more lost than ever. The realization that I am truly free to do anything I want is absolutely suffocating. I have never felt anxious in my life. Now that I find myself in this world that is boundless and full of potential, I feel like a dog that finally caught the ball but has no idea what to do with it.



Dear Reader,

What a beautiful letter. I'm going to draw a distinction here between "the real world"--which you, quite properly for a young person, hate--and "the world that is boundless and full of potential," which is something else. In fact, we might even say that the former was created to help us manage, or cope with, the latter. The real world is the mind-blowingly elaborate fiction of jobs, cellphones, forks, tollbooths, Hulu passwords, and dental appointments that engulfs us every day and consumes us completely. The boundless world is the radiance of existence itself, always pushing through and generous without limit. And as my first shrink used to say, his ginger eyebrows flying, "I think what we're looking for here is a balance."

Too cloudy, too mystical-sounding? I hope not. Because the real world without the boundless world is a nightmare. A hollow, clanging procession of days! Similarly, an excess of boundlessness can do your head in: You want that crunch of necessity now and again, to stop you from floating off altogether. And the two worlds are not opposed or out of sympathy. William Blake said it: "Eternity is in love with the productions of time."

Here's a thought for you: You are not, actually, free to do anything you want. You are constrained by who you are and where you are and--if you want to do something seriously--what you're good at. This should come as a relief. The options are not infinite. So then it becomes a matter of discernment. Of learning what works for you, where you connect. Of allowing the two realms--the boundless and the finite--to negotiate with each other via the medium of you. Of waiting, basically, for the deeper design of your life to reveal itself. Which can take a while. Which can drive you nuts. On a dark day, it might look like chaos, antagonism, dog-eat-dog-that-caught-the-ball. But have faith: The deeper design is there. The lack you feel so acutely right now is what's alerting you to its presence. One day, when you look back, it will be glowingly obvious--but we can only live forwards, can't we, groping and blundering into the possible. The trick is to keep going.

Hang in there, young adult,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

The "baby Botox" boom was inevitable.

by Yasmin Tayag




Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."



Like normal Botox, baby Botox involves injections of a muscle paralytic. The difference is that baby Botox is proactive versus reactive: If first administered in youth and repeated every few months for the rest of your life, baby Botox can prevent wrinkles from ever forming. It's referred to as "baby" because the process uses smaller doses than normal, resulting in a relatively natural-looking effect versus the "frozen" look associated with Botox, and usually the people who get it are young--not literally babies, but sometimes still teenagers.



Baby botox is hardly a new procedure: As a college student in 2008, I worked part-time as an assistant to a doctor who specialized in cosmetic injectables. Occasionally, middle-aged patients brought in their daughters, who were around my age, for baby Botox. But recently, the procedure has become more mainstream. The number of 20-somethings who got Botox and similar injectables jumped 71 percent from 2019 to 2022, according to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons. The procedure is especially popular among Millennial and Gen Z women who live in major cities and have some extra cash; each session runs hundreds of dollars. (Though you can find medical spas that offer baby Botox in Scottsboro, Alabama; Fishers, Indiana; and Lincoln, Nebraska.) I know enough people who have gotten the procedure that I'm starting to wonder if my own skincare routine--cleansing regularly, moisturizing, and slathering on sunscreen--hasn't been enough. At 37, I've noticed a few creases on my face: laugh lines that never disappear, a fold in my under-eye bags that, tragically, makes me look twice as tired.



The goal of baby Botox is the same as everything else in skincare: to slow the signs of aging. Ancient Egyptians used fenugreek and ladanum to treat wrinkles. In 500 B.C.E., Chinese women used tea oil and rice powder to hide their fine lines. These days, a staggering range of creams, serums, masks, and peels exist for the same purpose. People are obsessed with skincare, and they're starting it earlier than ever before: This is the era of the Sephora tweens, Gen Alpha children obsessed with anti-aging products meant for their mothers. Baby Botox is the culmination of all of these impulses, taken to their logical extreme. It isn't just an attempt to slow the signs of aging; it's meant to stop them altogether.



Any face that moves will form wrinkles eventually. So-called dynamic wrinkles appear only when the face is in motion, but with enough repetition and time, they eventually form static ones, which persist even when the face is at rest, Helen He, a dermatologist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Since Botox was first approved as a treatment, in 1989, it has largely been used to soften the appearance of dynamic wrinkles. (It can't do much about the static ones.)



Baby Botox, by contrast, endeavors to prevent static wrinkles from ever appearing. Though good long-term studies of its effects on appearance over many decades are lacking, by and large, the procedure seems to work. "If you start doing Botox a little earlier in life, you're going to prevent the wrinkles from coming out in the first place," Raman Madan, a dermatologist with Northwell Health, in New York, told me. After a decade of treatment, their skin may look as tight and bouncy as it was at the start. Foreheads and cheeks are mobile but serene, like calm waters.



There is, of course, a catch. Just like the conventional version, the effects of baby Botox usually wear off after three to four months, He said. Without a new round of injections, the effects fade; as muscles regain more movement, expressions ripple across the face, with all their wrinkle-forming force. To get the intended result, you have to commit. "It is something that you have to continue throughout your lifetime," Madan said.



Not that sticking with baby Botox allows someone to never age. It can't prevent sun damage, preserve the skin's elasticity, or stem skin sagging because of declining collagen. Although it has proved to be quite safe, a potential hazard is that, over many decades of use, facial muscles may atrophy, which could lead to a more aged appearance, He said. Occasionally, the face, determined to emote, recruits other muscles to compensate for immobilized ones, which could lead to wrinkles in unexpected areas, such as "bunny lines" around the nose. The skill of whoever is injecting the Botox makes all the difference; experienced technicians should be able to anticipate future movement. But again, patients stop treatment at their own peril: Faces begin to wrinkle as soon as the effects fade.



Injecting your face with a muscle paralytic three times a year from your early 20s (or even late teens) onward seems like an enormous undertaking, financially and otherwise. Botox averages $435 a treatment; even with smaller doses, the costs add up. Yet many justify the expense; it is, after all, far cheaper than more invasive cosmetic procedures, such as surgery and laser treatments. And an injection is a better bet than an $80 anti-aging cream that may not work.



The rise of baby Botox has been driven by the usual suspects, He said: selfies, social media, and celebrities, which not only advertise the effects of Botox (baby or otherwise) but also lessen the stigma. Several baby-Botox patients I spoke with--women in their mid-30s who began treatment in their late 20s--said that The Real Housewives and Vanderpump Rules, which star reality-TV personalities whose Botox journeys could be tracked by the episode, influenced their decision to start.



But people are getting Botox even earlier in life. The number of Americans ages 19 and under who got injections of Botox or similar products rose 75 percent from 2019 and 2022--and then rose again in 2023. "There's no age that's too early," Madan said; he clarified, however, that treating a teenager wouldn't be appropriate. According to He, teens and people in their early 20s simply won't benefit from Botox: Their skin is still so collagen-rich that it won't form wrinkles no matter how much it moves. That doesn't stop some people from administering it. In England, anyone under 18 can't legally get Botox, so teens travel to Wales, where the laws are less strict.





Despite the treatment's drawbacks, a person who starts baby Botox at 25 and keeps it up could still look that age a decade later. In another 10 years, they may look noticeably young for their age. Even if they stop at that point, they age on a 20-year delay. "Will you look 20 when you're 60? No," but you will definitely look younger, Madan said.



Baby botox is the pinnacle--or nadir--of anti-aging. The obsession with staying young consumes adults and youth alike, and never before have such effective anti-aging tools been so appealing or accessible. "Personal care's creep into younger demographics" is fueled by enterprising companies, skincare-obsessed Millennial parents, and TikTok beauty influencers, Elise Hu wrote in The Atlantic. That baby Botox is only getting more popular among younger people is to be expected. When I asked Dana Berkowitz, a sociologist at Louisiana State University and the author of Botox Nation: Changing the Face of America, whether baby Botox would ever become the norm, she told me, "There's no if--it's when."



Nearly all of the baby-Botox patients I spoke with said they planned to continue indefinitely, marveling at its ability to make them look "hot," "tight," and "snatched," internet-speak for a certain lifted, foxlike aesthetic. Yet they also acknowledged feeling coerced into the pursuit of agelessness. For many people, especially women, taking steps against aging feels like a duty. "Women are stuck between a rock and hard place: If you don't, you're chastised for letting yourself go, if you do, you're vain and frivolous," Berkowitz said.



As baby Botox takes the ability to slow aging to new heights, it changes what it means to get old. Looking "good for your age" has already shifted with improvements in skincare and lifestyle--people no doubt aged faster before indoor jobs and sunscreen. Before learning of my friends' Botox regimes, I thought I looked good for my late 30s. Now I'm not so sure. It used to be enough to have a youthful appearance, but the norm is moving toward looking like you have not aged at all.



Baby Botox may prolong the semblance of youth, but perhaps looking young forever won't be as great as it seems. No matter how the norms shift, looking young can only take you so far. When I was 21, a much older person told me that I could have a career as a news anchor--but only once my naive face had "gained some gravitas." Looking in the mirror now, a part of me thinks I'm finally getting there.
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Nice Little Jewish Community You Have Here

Donald Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews

by David Frum




Donald Trump's former longtime adviser Michael Cohen has said of the ex-president, whom he has likened to a Mob boss: "He speaks in code." Trump used the code last week to send a warning to American Jews. "If I don't win this election," he said, "the Jewish people would have a lot to do with a loss."

Flanked by American and Israeli flags, Trump delivered this warning at an event in Washington organized by the Republican mega-donor Miriam Adelson. He said he was speaking "very simply and as gently as I can." As if to say: Nobody would regret it more than Trump himself if Trump supporters blamed Jews for stabbing him in the back--or, to put it another, even more familiar, way, if Trump supporters blamed Jews for nailing their Messiah to the cross.

Trump has often stereotyped Jews in unpleasant ways. His statements have characterized Jews as greedy, predatory, and dubiously loyal to the United States. Many American Jews resent Trump's derogatory language about other groups as much as, or more than, the comments he has made about them. American Jews tend to highly value secularism, tolerance, respect, and equal dignity for all; Trump's rhetoric as a candidate and his conduct in office offend on all counts.

Most American Jews also care about the security and well-being of the state of Israel. And, in contrast with his domestic record, Trump's approach toward Israel when he was president was gratefully welcomed by the majority of American Jews.

It was President Trump who at long last moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem. It was Trump who gave the order to kill the leader of Iran's elite Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani. It was Trump who accepted that, after 60 years of refusing to talk peace, the Syrians had forfeited their claim to the Golan Heights. It was Trump who negotiated with Arab governments that were ready to make peace with Israel: Bahrain, Morocco, Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates. It was under Trump that Israel approached the normalization of relations with Saudi Arabia. And it was Trump who signed an executive order clarifying that calls for the destruction of Israel counted as anti-Semitism under federal civil-rights laws.

All of this may explain why Trump won nearly a third of the Jewish vote in 2020, more than any of his Republican predecessors. Since Trump left office, however, his movement has evolved in disturbing new directions.

The next generation of MAGA politicians and influencers is looking a lot more anti-Jewish and anti-Israel than Trump himself. That's why his threat has so much bite. This explains how the Republican Party of North Carolina could nominate someone like Mark Robinson as its candidate for governor, fully aware of his long history as an anti-Semite and a Holocaust denier. But more conventional figures than Robinson also raise the alarm.

Conspiracism--the wellspring of anti-Semitic ideas--has become the dominant style of MAGA Republicanism. Trump made himself the effective leader of the GOP with the "birther" lie, an elaborate theory of how Barack Obama was born in Kenya, but his mother faked a birth certificate in Hawaii so that her son could run for president nearly half a century later.

The Trump presidency coincided with a crazy claim that a Washington, D.C., pizza parlor was the center of a child-sex-trafficking ring involving top Democrats. The claim incited a pro-Trump gunman to bring a rifle to shoot up the restaurant. Despite discharging three shots, the gunman mercifully surrendered to police without having injured anyone; he was sentenced to four years in prison. Some of the charlatans who spread the hoax remain honored players in Republican politics to this day. Trump's own running mate, J. D. Vance, recently blurbed a book by one of them.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Vance deserves scrutiny in his own right. This week, he joined Tucker Carlson for an appearance in Hershey, Pennsylvania. Carlson had stirred controversy earlier in the month by hosting on his podcast an amateur historian who had a theory of World War II that presented the Holocaust as a terrible accident caused by the Nazis' inadequate planning. The real villain of the war, the historian argued, was Winston Churchill, because the British prime minister had refused to seek a compromise peace with Adolf Hitler. Carlson's praise promoted the historian's podcast to No. 1 in the iTunes store.

The intentionality of the Nazi Holocaust is about as well established as any fact in history. The writer most famous for denying it, David Irving, is an outright Nazi apologist who was exposed as a deliberate fraudster when he lost the libel suit he'd brought against the American historian Deborah Lipstadt. (It's not an obscure story; there's even a movie about the case.)

When Vance was asked whether he would still hold his planned event with Carlson after this bout of Holocaust denial, he dismissed the issue as "guilt-by-association cancel culture."

But sometimes, association does prove guilt. That's why the U.S. has laws against racketeering and membership in prohibited terrorist organizations.

Vance owes his prominence on the MAGA right in great part to his many appearances on Carlson's former Fox News show. A voracious consumer of social media, Vance followed the amateur historian's X feed from both his personal and his senatorial accounts.

The VP candidate presents himself as a strong supporter of Israel. In May, he delivered a speech to explain his reasons. For his venue, Vance chose the Quincy Institute, the Washington, D.C., think tank that numbers among its fellows John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, the co-authors of the 2007 book The Israel Lobby and American Foreign Policy. The book explained U.S. support for Israel as the work of a nefarious combination of wealthy American Jews and their deceived Christian allies. Generally speaking, if you are trying to prove your bona fides to a skeptical Jewish audience, you avoid sharing platforms with people condemned by the Anti-Defamation League for engaging in "a classical conspiratorial anti-Semitic analysis invoking the canards of Jewish power and Jewish control."

In his speech, Vance distinguished between Israel and other American allies he contemptuously dismissed as "clients ... who can't do anything without us." He hailed the Israelis for their technological and military strength, which enabled them to "advance their interests on their own." A strange thing about this argument, however, is that it cuts as much in favor of abandoning Israel as supporting Israel. If Israel doesn't need help, why help it?

Indeed, that speech was delivered almost exactly a month after the collapse of Vance's six-month fight to deny U.S. aid to both Ukraine and Israel. The House of Representatives approved the aid package on April 21. Two days later, Vance spoke from the Senate floor to give a different explanation of his position--one whose omission was as telling, in its way, as his later Quincy speech: Israel went unmentioned. Vance had many arguments against Ukraine, but not a word about the collateral damage to Israel.

In hindsight, Vance's May speech looks less like a statement of deep conviction and more like a hasty cleanup of his record to quiet those criticizing him as a potential vice-presidential pick. But the choice of Quincy as the site of a "pro-Israel" speech appears strategic: Precisely because the think tank is headed by people hostile to Israel, he could count on not being troubled by awkward questions. At a pro-Israel conservative venue, such as the Hudson Institute or the American Enterprise Institute, his uncompelling argument might have faced more challenges.



Anti-Semitism itself is a conspiracy theory: a story about a tiny, malign group that masterminds world events, from the killing of Jesus to the creation of capitalism (and--never mind the contradiction--the spread of communism). Anti-Semitism differs in this respect from racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and homophobia. Those other bigotries are founded on contempt. Anti-Semitism, like all forms of conspiracism, is founded on paranoia. Which is why people who start down any conspiracy-seeking path so often arrive at anti-Semitism. The pull is hard to resist, because the idea of Jews as arch-manipulators is such a powerful cultural resource.

Gal Beckerman: Kamala Harris is not 'totally against the Jewish people'

The conspiracy seeker may start, for example, with the idea that Big Pharma is lying about vaccines. That's not a specifically anti-Semitic form of paranoia. But as the conspiracy seeker delves deeper, the world begins to look like a series of secrets within secrets. Inside them all must lurk the ultimate boss. Who must that be?

John Buchan's novel The Thirty-Nine Steps--a fiction steeped in paranoid conspiracism--gives the following words to one of its characters: "The Jew is everywhere, but you have to go far down the backstairs to find him." That is the conspiracy seeker's experience: always going down the backstairs, only to discover "the Jew."

And that is a discovery reverberating louder and louder through MAGA world. As it does, it is echoed and matched on the far left by ancient libels repackaged as up-to-date academic theory. Karl Marx wrote of the continuing existence of a distinct Jewish identity as a problem and a mistake--and that one element of his ideology has fatefully outlasted the Berlin Wall.

Since the terror attacks of October 7, a shock of betrayal has jolted pro-Israel American Jews. Leftist opinion is hardening against Israel. Liberal opinion is softening in Israel's defense. Many American Jews feel undefended and excluded, with supposed allies strangely inhibited and frightened to act with them.

In the liberal and progressive institutions where American Jews most expected to find solidarity and comfort, they have felt abandoned, even accused. Not all American Jews support every action of the Israeli government--and especially not the actions of the present Israeli government: A majority of American Jews feel little or no confidence in Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. But almost all American Jews did expect that their horror at the crimes of Hamas would be shared universally. They expected, too, a common understanding that Israel, like any state, would have no choice but to punish those crimes, rescue hostages, and act to prevent Hamas from ever repeating its terrorist atrocities.

Instead, within days of the terror attack and before any major military response, American campuses and other progressive spaces erupted in anti-Israel protests. As Franklin Foer observed in The Atlantic: "Impassioned support for the Palestinian cause metastasized into the hatred of Jews."

Anti-Israel radicalism originated far to the left of mainstream liberalism and the national Democratic Party. But it seemed to many American Jews that mainstream liberals were unwilling to enforce institutional rules against such extremists. All kinds of criminal mischief--blockading bridges, lofting balloons into the path of civilian airliners, excluding Jewish students from university facilities--were treated with strange indulgence by law enforcement or by university administrators who, at other times, tightly policed student conduct--for such trivial matters as offensive Halloween costumes. Only after intense disorder followed by public outcry did campuses start cracking down.

The far-left groups that organized these actions despised the Democratic leadership's response to the crisis in the Middle East. Beginning in the first hours after the October 7 attacks, President Joe Biden provided more material and moral support to Israel than any U.S. president before him. Almost all leading national Democrats backed him. Yet, outside the realm of elected politics, mainstream liberals have a harder time standing up to the anti-Israel left. In institutions of art and literature, in K-12 schools, and in progressive cities' local governments, liberal-minded people retreat before anti-Jewish pressures. Whatever the MAGA movement has in mind for Jews, this progressive trend of hostility is the future, too.

To paraphrase Martin Luther King Jr., there is nothing surprising about the words of enemies. But there is something deeply disheartening and even frightening in the silence of once-trusted friends.

More conservative American Jews regarded Trump as one of those friends. Whatever else you say about him, he's good on Israel. How often have I heard some variation of those words from American Jews who might otherwise have little regard for the ex-president? But beyond and after Trump, a powerful mood of anti-Semitism is growing on the American right, as my colleague Yair Rosenberg wrote recently. Trump's message last week to his Jewish audience is that this mood will have his implicit sanction if he loses in 2024.
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The Woo-Woo Caucus Meets

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s appearance at a "health and nutrition" event hosted by a Trump ally showcased a congruence of crunchy and cranky.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


If Robert F. Kennedy Jr. were president, this is the kind of Cabinet he might appoint: Vani Hari, a.k.a. the "Food Babe" influencer; The Biggest Loser's Jillian Michaels; the conservative psychologist Jordan B. Peterson and his daughter, the raw-meat enthusiast Mikhaila Peterson Fuller; and 18-year-old Grace Price, a self-identified citizen scientist.

The former Democrat turned spoiler presidential candidate served as a headliner for a four-hour roundtable presentation yesterday on Capitol Hill. Moderated by Senator Ron Johnson, a hard-right Republican from Wisconsin, the event was titled American Health and Nutrition: A Second Opinion--an apt name, given that the whole thing had a very do-your-own-research vibe.

When Kennedy endorsed Donald Trump for president last month, the two forged an alliance that Kennedy has begun referring to as MAHA (Make America Healthy Again). The partnership has produced a super PAC; also, hats. The alliance was the natural culmination of a broader trend in American politics that has seen the Trumpian right meld with the vax-skeptical, anti-establishment left: Woo-woo meets MAGA, you could call it, or, perhaps, the crunch-ificiation of conservatism. Since dropping out of the presidential race, Kennedy has been angling for a role in Trump's orbit, because he--like others in the room yesterday--is desperate for any vehicle toward relevance. And so far, allegiance to Trump has offered more of a spotlight than anything that came before.

"The U.S. health-care system is an existential threat to our country," Kennedy told the crowd in the standing-room-only caucus room named for his uncle President John F. Kennedy. "If America fails, the chief reason will be because we let our country get sicker, more depressed, fatter, and more infertile, at an increasing rate." Kennedy had gotten to know Johnson during the pandemic, when Johnson was undermining public confidence in vaccines and touting unproven treatments for COVID-19. "He was the only member of this body for some time who was willing to challenge the orthodoxy," Kennedy said, describing Johnson as a "close personal friend."

And so it went on, and on. From my seat in the audience, I listened to statement after statement decrying pharmaceutical firms, seed oils, and the lies of the food pyramid. Speakers cited the rates of obesity, cancer, and diabetes, and blamed them on "metabolic dysfunction." They warned of the presence of microplastics in food and in the air, which can end up settling in the human brain. "The brain is about 0.5 percent microplastics," Kennedy said, which a few recent studies have found; in Kennedy's case, it also contains a percentage of worm. Four hours was a very long time.

The event felt intended to be subversive, as though the panelists were providing the truth that the media will never tell you--because, of course, Big Media is in cahoots with Big Pharma, Big Ag, Big Tech, Big Everything. But the truth, you could say, is already out there. An entire media ecosystem of podcasts is devoted to telling you the sort of stuff laid out by the panel. Many of yesterday's panelists have their own shows, and several of them have made an appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience, which is consistently the world's most popular podcast.

Fuller, one such podcast host and the CEO of her father's online education site, the Peterson Academy, explained that she had fixed her autoimmune and mood disorders by eating only meat. She now promotes the "Lion Diet," which involves consuming nothing but ruminant meats, salt, and water. "I'm not suggesting the average person does this," she said, but, she insisted, the government should definitely study the diet's therapeutic effects.

Next went Peterson the elder. Prone to long diatribes delivered with the cadence of a congregational preacher, he offered a lesson about the scientific process and ketogenesis. Frankly, I had trouble following his point, and apparently I wasn't the only one: Onstage next to Peterson, Kennedy was staring off into the middle distance, his mind somewhere else.

For her presentation, the Food Babe held up placards with ingredient lists for Gatorade and Doritos in America versus in Europe, calling for limits on additives and dyes in children's cereal (Make Froot Loops Boring Again). Hari has built up a following of people, parents especially, who are legitimately concerned about what goes into highly processed foods, but she has also faced criticism for fearmongering with unfounded claims. Alex Clark, a commentator for the conservative group Turning Point USA and the host of the conservative Culture Apothecary podcast, railed against the vaccine schedule for children: Parents "did not sign up to co-parent with the government. We want a divorce!"

Somewhere during hour three, Kennedy advised against eating any food that comes in a package. Starving and bored, I unwrapped and scarfed down my chocolate-chip Kind bar. A few rows in front of me, Florida Republican Congressman Matt Gaetz's wife, Ginger Luckey Gaetz, was posting happily: "Truth bombs being dropped," she wrote on X.

Why is America's list of accepted chemicals so much longer than Europe's, and why are the Europeans so much better at this than we are? Speaker after speaker wanted to know. The answer, of course, is that the regulations followed in the European Union are more stringent than ours. And some of the panelists demanding change have allied themselves with a party that--like Clark--does not exactly share their regulatory goals.

Which brings us to the strangeness of the alliance between Kennedy and Trump. Their partnership can be explained by their shared distrust in institutions. Their respective movements have bonded over a sneaking suspicion that the liberal elite is conspiring against them. But that may be where the similarities end. For all of his populist campaign bluster, during his first term, Trump was an ally to Big Business, appointing what ProPublica called a "staggering" number of lobbyists to positions of power, unraveling nutritional standards for school meals, and reversing bans on chemical and pesticide use in agriculture. If tougher, European-style regulation is desired by some of the panelists, he is the arch-deregulator. What's more, Trump has demonstrated next to zero interest in seed oils and neurotoxins and metabolic ketosis. He has only "concepts" of a health-care plan for America. He is a big fan of the Big Mac--he is Mr. Filet-O-Fish.

Kennedy surely knows this. Only months ago, Trump called him a "Radical Left Lunatic" and the "dumbest member of the Kennedy Clan." Yet Kennedy now bends the knee. But from Trump's point of view at least, the MAGA-MAHA congruence seems tactical and temporary. If he becomes president again, Trump seems sure to disappoint the woo-woo caucus.
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Lighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids

Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.

by Russell Shaw




Updated on September 25, 2024, at 5:12 p.m. ET

When my son was a toddler, he liked to run in our driveway until he fell. He would then turn to me to see if he was hurt. If my face betrayed worry or if I audibly gasped, he would wail. If I maintained equanimity, he would brush himself off and get back to running. Learning that I could so powerfully influence his mental state was a revelation. Here was this human being who was counting on me to make sense of the world--not just how to tie his shoes or recite the ABCs, but how to feel.

Years later, when he was in middle school, this lesson came back to me. One night while doing homework, my son told me about a classmate who had been unkind to him. My first instinct was to rush to fix it--email the parents, call the school, demand action. (Calling his teachers would have been complicated, given my role as the head of the school.) But instead of reacting, I paused. "That sounds hard. What did you do?"

"I decided not to hang out with him for a while," my son replied. "I'm going to try playing soccer at lunch instead."

"That's a great solution," I said, and he went back to his homework.

These otherwise ordinary parenting moments crystallized for me an important truth: Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.

Parents of any age can conjure up the feeling they had when they first held their child and thought, Oh. Here you are, this person whom I'm in charge of. And they can tell you that no single piece of parenting wisdom can prepare you for this new, magical, terrifying endeavor. Parenting is joyous and challenging and sometimes stressful. In fact, a recent advisory from the surgeon general argues that parenting is hazardous to people's mental health. The report cites a range of factors that are contributing to a perilous parental landscape--from the complexities of social media to worries about children's safety. It goes on to propose an array of solutions, including investments in child care and federal paid family leave.

There's no question that many American parents desperately need more support. Yet the surgeon general is missing one important strategy that is within the control of every parent: a look in the mirror. What if the ways in which we are parenting are making life harder on our kids and harder on us? What if by doing less, parents would foster better outcomes for children and parents alike?

I've spent the past 30 years working in schools, and I've watched thousands of parents engage with educators and with their children. Too often, I watch parents overfunctioning--depriving their kids of the confidence that comes from struggling and persevering, and exhausting themselves in the process. Although this has been true throughout my career, it's growing more acute. Most Americans now believe that young people will not be better off than their parents. They see greater competition for fewer resources--be it college admissions, jobs, or housing. Parents are scrambling to ensure that their kids are the ones who will be able to get ahead.

We're biologically wired to prevent our children's suffering, and it can be excruciating to watch them struggle. A parent's first instinct is often to remove obstacles from their child's path, obstacles that feel overwhelming to them but are easily navigable by us. This urge has led to pop-culture mythology around pushy parenting styles, including the "Helicopter Parent," who flies in to rescue a child in crisis, and the "Snowplow Parent," who flattens any obstacle in their child's way. A young person who grows accustomed to having a parent intervene on his behalf begins to believe that he's not capable of acting on his own, feeding both anxiety and dependence.

I want to make a case for the Lighthouse Parent, a term that the pediatrician Kenneth Ginsburg and others have used. A Lighthouse Parent stands as a steady, reliable guide, providing safety and clarity without controlling every aspect of their child's journey. Here's an example: A child comes home feeling overwhelmed by school and frustrated that she is doing "all of the work" for a big group project that is due next week. The overfunctioning parent is ready with an array of next steps: "Why don't you assign the other group members what they each have to do?" "You should put your name next to all of the parts that you did so the teacher gives you credit." "I'm going to email the teacher so she knows that you're doing all of the work." These tactics may address symptoms, but they fail to get at the underlying issue. They also inadvertently communicate to a child that what's needed is parental involvement. Sometimes what a child needs is simply to be acknowledged: "Wow, that sounds like a lot." "I can tell you are working really hard." "Do you have ideas about what you want to do?"

Like a lighthouse that helps sailors avoid crashing into rocks, Lighthouse Parents provide firm boundaries and emotional support while allowing their children the freedom to navigate their own challenges. They demonstrate that they trust their kids to handle difficult situations independently. The key is learning when to step back and let them find their own way.

One of the most important shifts that parents can make is learning to substitute our impulse to fix problems with the patience to listen. A fix-it mindset is focused on quick solutions, at quelling or containing emotions or discomfort; listening is about allowing emotions to exist without rushing to solve a problem. Listening teaches resilience; it communicates confidence in your child's ability to cope with challenges, however messy they might be.

As children grow, parents must move from the role of boss to that of consultant. When our children are young, we make nearly every decision for them, from what they eat to when (in theory) they sleep. Little by little, we remove the scaffolding, creating freestanding adults who have internalized our values and have the capacity to embody them in the world. At least, that's the idea.

If children never have the opportunity to stand on their own, we risk setting them up for a collapse later on. They must experience struggle, make mistakes, and learn from them in order to grow. In fact, learning any skill--whether it's coding, painting, playing a sport--requires repeated missteps before mastery. And yet, in an educational landscape fueled by perceptions of scarcity, students can absorb an unconscious and unintended message that mistakes are permanent and have no value. Too many kids think that their parents want unblemished transcripts, and in pursuit of that unattainable goal, they sacrifice opportunities for growth.

An aversion to owning mistakes can be most visible when it comes to student discipline. Adolescents cross boundaries--this is part of growing up. When they do, they receive feedback on their transgression and ideally internalize that feedback, ultimately making the desired values their own. When a teenager plagiarizes a paper or arrives at a school dance under the influence, one part of a school's response is disciplinary--it's a way of providing feedback. In the moment, students don't thank us for administering a consequence. I have yet to hear a student who has been suspended say "Thank you for helping me learn a lesson that will serve me well in college and beyond." Instead they say "This is unfair" or "Other kids were doing it too." This is when parents need to stand shoulder to shoulder with the school, communicating a clear and aligned message to support their child's growth. But parents are often more worried about their child's future college applications than they are about having their child internalize valuable lessons. When parents seek to control outcomes for their kids, they are trading short-term wins for long-term thriving--they're trading the promise of a college bumper sticker for a happy, well-adjusted 35-year-old.

In the 1960s, the psychologist Diana Baumrind described three parenting styles, which researchers building on her work eventually expanded to four: authoritarian, permissive, uninvolved, and authoritative. Authoritarian parents make all decisions for their children with little room for negotiation. Permissive parents avoid conflict by setting few boundaries, often leading their children to struggle with discipline and focus. Uninvolved parents are disconnected, providing minimal support or structure. Authoritative parents allow for some flexibility, combining clear expectations with the willingness to listen. Authoritative parents are Lighthouse Parents. They are clear on values, but open to a range of ways in which those values can be put into practice; they balance structure and autonomy. The research shows that authoritative parenting yields the best outcomes for kids, and tends to produce happy and competent adults. Although this framework may seem simple or even intuitive, too many parents struggle to adopt it.

All parents show up as authoritarian, permissive, uninvolved, or authoritative at different times, depending on the situation and on what's unfolding in their own lives. But remembering to put parenting in perspective, focusing on long-term outcomes over short-term saves, can reduce some of the stress of parenting while also yielding better outcomes for children.

Yes, parenting can be stressful. But when we trust our children to navigate their own course--with us as steady and supportive guides--we lighten our own load and empower them to thrive.
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The Modern Political Assassin

"The anger comes first. The shopping for the cause comes next."

by Hanna Rosin




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

One prevailing stereotype of a political assassin is someone with strong convictions: John Wilkes Booth, for example, who is thought to have shot Abraham Lincoln because he was a Confederate sympathizer. Another stereotype conjures up James Bond, a professional with a silencer acting on higher orders. But Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Routh, the two men who attempted to assassinate former President Donald Trump earlier this year, represent an evolution in these kinds of attackers. Nothing in their backgrounds turned up consistent themes about their political beliefs. Neither left behind a manifesto or seemed to have connections to any group or movement. They more fit the loner, misfit stereotype of a school shooter than ingrained assumptions about political assassins.

In this live recording of a taping of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols about the nature of these modern figures. Why would this era of seemingly more prevalent political violence produce an apolitical would-be assassin? What's the difference between an individual and a government attempting an assassination? Why are assassination attempts more common in certain eras of history? And have the stereotypes about assassins simply reflected a desire to impose a taxonomy on chaotic minds?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And with a second recent attempt on Donald Trump's life, we're spending this week's episode on political assassins. Who they are, what's motivated them, and what has changed over the years. I was joined on stage last week at The Atlantic Festival by my colleague Tom Nichols. This is a recording of that show. Enjoy.

[Applause]

Rosin: Hello, and welcome to this live Radio Atlantic here at The Atlantic Festival. I'm Hanna Rosin, host of Radio Atlantic, and with me on stage is Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols.

Hey, Tom.

Tom Nichols: Hey, Hanna.

Rosin: Thank you for coming.

[Applause]

Rosin: For those of you out there who don't know him, Tom is a professor emeritus at the U.S. Naval War College. He writes about history, democracy, and national security. That's the official bio. I'm going to tell you why I love talking to Tom, which is that he has a unique ability to meld together, like, a news story that happened yesterday, a movie from the 1970s, and some kind of giant, sweeping arc of military history and make it all seem seamless. So anyway, it's a total pleasure to hear Tom talk and to talk to Tom whenever I can.

So it's been less than a week since a would-be assassin was arrested at a golf course. And just a little over two months before that, there was another attempt on Trump's life. There is something different about these would-be assassins, and that's what we're going to talk about today: the nature of the modern assassin.

Except, I'm going to start this conversation in 1975. That's in honor of Tom. In 1975, it does seem like an incredibly short period to have two attempted assassinations, but it has happened before, and that was in 1975.

So, Tom, I see you are already nodding. Tell me what happened in 1975.

Nichols: Donald Trump had two attempts on him in two months. Gerald Ford--and really think about it: Why would anybody want to kill Gerald Ford? You know, nobody had voted for him. He was an accidental president. And yet, he had two attempts on him in, like, 17 days, which is incredible.

And one of them--this sounds like the plot for a bad '70s TV movie. One of them was a member of the Manson family: Squeaky Fromme came after him. And the other was a dedicated revolutionary, kind of suburban revolutionary named Sara Jane Moore, who was obsessed with Vietnam and thought that taking out Gerald Ford would spark a revolution. I don't know how you get to that in your head, saying, If I kill Gerald Ford, that's the moment people go into the streets and, you know, overthrow the regime, or something.

And in both cases, Ford just got lucky. These assassins got within a few feet.

Rosin: So we're in 1975. The important part of what Tom is talking about is why they wanted to kill Gerald Ford. I'm not saying it was a good narrative or an effective one, but what was the nature of the narrative? It was political. Like, they had a political motive.

Nichols: Well, definitely for Sara Jane Moore. Asking what Squeaky Fromme thinks about anything is really asking to walk into a dark place. You know, Why would a member of the Manson family want to kill anyone? kind of answers its own question, I guess. But this wasn't, like, random loners.

Like, one of them was a no-kidding celebrity. I mean, everybody in America knew who Squeaky Fromme was. They knew her nickname. But Moore had a distinctly political point of view.

Rosin: And do you think that's what colors our cultural notion of what an assassin is about? That we've inherited this notion of an assassin as someone who is politically motivated?

Nichols: Yeah, we really want to believe that. And if you go back--since we're staying with history--I mean, if you go back far enough, you know, there was always this sense that assassins might be crazy, but they have agendas.

And terrorists--same thing about terrorists. If you've never read The Secret Agent, by Joseph Conrad, it's about an anarchist who's going to plant a bomb, and he's kind of nuts, but on the other hand, he's working for a foreign government, and you're not supposed to know who that government is. (Russia.) He's gonna do all these terrible things for a purpose. When we go back to earlier assassinations, they had a purpose. I don't mean to say that approvingly, but they weren't random.

Rosin: They had a narrative. We can put it that way. Like, they had a story about them. That story could be covered for the press: My aim was this. I was trying to get the country to do this. I was trying to show that the presidency was bankrupt for this reason. There was a story you could tell about that.

Nichols: Right: Abraham Lincoln, the last act of the Civil War. But the problem is we want to believe that is still the case, because that makes assassinations, I would argue, more comprehensible and, in a way, less frightening than thinking about them just being kind of random weirdos.

Rosin: Okay. So now let's move to the modern era.

This has flummoxed me. I, as a journalist, and I bet you, as consumers of news, have sat down with these two assassins, or would-be assassins: Thomas Matthew Crooks and Ryan Wesley Routh are their names. And we look every day--it's the habit of a news consumer--What's up? What were you after? What did you believe? What did you think? You keep searching for the news. And in both cases: nothing, or nothing comprehensible. What do we know about the two of them?

Nichols: Not much. You know, going back to your question, Hanna, about our image of assassins: You say to someone, an assassin, and you think of a James Bond guy with black gloves, and he's kind of screwing a silencer onto a rifle, and he's got his night goggles and all that.

Yeah, there are guys like that, I suppose. I don't know any, just for the record. But that helps us to kind of comprehend this because that's a person with a history and a paycheck and a record. You know, "The Jackal," right? Like, "Carlos the Jackal," a famous assassin.

The problem with Crooks and Routh is: They just come out of nowhere. We don't know anything about them, and we were putting them in this basket that we call assassins, when I would argue they are just part of the general trend we've seen of mass killers, of school shooters, of people who attack public places.

We're probably never gonna know what Thomas Crooks was about, in the same way we're never gonna know what the guy in Las Vegas was thinking when he opened fire on that concert in Las Vegas. And people say: How can this be? The FBI's not doing its job. There must be a reason. This is the really scary part: Sometimes there might not be a reason, and it might not be a reason you're ever going to know.

Rosin: Because I know you love movies and because we were talking about the mid-'70s--

Nichols: "You talkin' to me?"

Rosin: Yep. Exactly.

Nichols: "I don't see no one else here."

[Laughter]

Nichols: Yeah, we were talking about this the other day. I mean, if you want to go back to kind of a great cultural touchstone about this, go rewatch Taxi Driver, because it was very prescient that you have this guy who's a social misfit, you know--like old New York, where Times Square was still Times Square, if you get me.

You know, what's his idea of a date? He takes Cybill Shepherd to a porn theater. He is totally a misfit and then decides, well, he'll become famous. He'll be a hero. He's gonna take out this politician. Now, it's very clear: This is a guy who's going to explode and hurt someone at some point.

And the fame issue. Around that time, Arthur Bremer shoots George Wallace. And what's Bremer all about? Did he shoot Wallace because he's a racist and a bad guy? It's: I'm going to be famous. I'm going to be somebody.

I know it's sort of a stereotype to say, Well, you know, a loner, right? But there's a reason that meme kind of came into existence. I mean, Crooks, in particular, kind of just didn't exist, outside of going to this kind of dead-end job that he was at. And look: People need to work in nursing homes. I mean, we have to take care of old people. But a 20-year-old guy who had no apparent life other than living at home with his folks and then going to the kitchen in a nursing home--we just aren't going to know a lot about that guy. And you know, that personality type is increasingly the type that lashes out in a school, in a church, at a mall, wherever.

And primarily, I think, the one thing I think we can divine from what Crooks did by his internet searches is: No one ever noticed me, but they're gonna remember me now. Like, this is my one shot, and I go down, and I'm remembered. I'm gonna kill somebody famous.

Rosin: I guess we can put a name to that. I mean, it is narcissism in an age where individual brand and celebrity are very attainable for lots of people.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: You can do it yourself. You can be a self-made minicelebrity.

Nichols: Yeah. And I think, as well, this starts to pick up speed the more we know about each other. It starts with the computer era somewhat, but it really picks up speed with social media, where people really do feel like, Hey, every time I go to Facebook--

Let's face it, nobody goes on Facebook and says, Here's me coming out of rehab, and, This is my son getting out of jail. I mean, it's always: [On] Facebook, your life is awesome. And I think it does create people who say, Why not me? And you know, one of the things you see with all of these school shooters, for example: massive insecurity next to towering narcissism, side by side. And resolving that is like, Well, I'm going to live up to the sort of heroic and grandiose person that I think I should be.

Rosin: Yeah. I did rewatch Taxi Driver last night. I'll tell you a couple things I noticed. One is, exactly like what you just said about Facebook: It's incredibly prescient because you watch him watching the world through the window. You know, three-quarters of the movie is driving with him in his taxi. It is the experience of Facebook. He's driving in his taxi, peering into the windows of couples, people working, Cybill Shepherd at her office, and he's like, Why not me? And then he goes home alone, and he's alone. It's very prescient.

Nichols: You know, the American right now talks a lot about the anger of young men. Well, a lot of these young men weren't even born in the '70s, when Scorsese made this movie. There are always, I mean, young men with anger. And the real question is: Does society, you know, tame that, channel it, redirect it into other things?

The idea that this problem of these kind of anomic young men is new: I'm sorry, but Taxi Driver is [about] 50 years ago that this was made, and it was made about people that were born--what?--in, like, the '50s.

Rosin: Right. Right. It's true. Every era has its particular flavor of disaffected man. Although, as the author of the book The End of Men, I feel like our era is especially florid in that vein.

So now that we've presented this theory, it's time to complicate the theory. We're talking about assassins who are apolitical, who fit more into the vein of school shooter. And yet, we all have the sense and we talk a lot about how we are living in an era of political violence.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: How do we square those two things?

Nichols: Because we are living in an era of political violence, just as we were in the '70s, but to try to lump in the people who lash out at society for their own inner, messed-up reasons as somehow part of the general problem of political violence I think is a category error.

People that are going and threatening to hurt people at election centers or school-committee meetings--they're not school shooters. They're not Travis Bickle. They're just people that are, I think, I would say: They're bad people. They're people that have gotten swept up in this notion that violence is okay. More and more we see that people accept the role of violence in public life.

And I mentioned the '70s. It's easy to forget now because it's a long time ago, but America was living through a wave of left-wing violence, including bombing campaigns. I mean, you know, universities and public institutions were literally exploding with people who--in the same way that the folks going to, you know, school-committee meetings--they had an obvious political agenda. And you didn't have to agree with it, but it was comprehensible. But in both eras, that's a separate problem, in my view, from the people who say, I have to go shoot George Wallace to be famous.

Rosin: Okay, so the distinction you're making is between organized political violence and individual political violence? Because as I was thinking about this panel last night, I went and read whatever court documents exist of the young man who broke into Nancy Pelosi's house and attacked her husband, Paul Pelosi.

And the words he was saying were kind of deep-internet-conspiracy, far-right MAGA words. Like, you could say that he had a political agenda, just like you could say that the guy who showed up at Comet pizza had a political agenda, because he was reading a lot of stuff on the web, and he repeated that stuff. And the Nancy Pelosi guy did too.

But clearly, it's not stitched together or making any sense. So I wasn't sure if he fits into our category or doesn't fit into our category. Or what's the taxonomy?

Nichols: But I think what you're seeing with a lot of these guys is that: They're going to hurt someone, and then they go shopping for the reason that they're going to hurt someone.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Nichols: That these were people that were, you know, on the edge, and then they sit down, and they say, I have this kind of inchoate, diffuse anger. And what's it about? Oh, it's because they're trafficking children in a pizza joint.

You see the same thing, I think, with some of the young people who turned to terrorism. Like, in Britain, some of the kids who, you know, ran off to Syria to join ISIS--these were misfit kids, a lot of them. You know, I always love, for some reason in Britain, the resume of these young kids turned terrorists always includes, like, "failed hip-hop star" for some reason. But you can almost see that the anger comes first--the social isolation comes first--and then the shopping for the cause comes next.

Rosin: So maybe this is the way to think about it. It's the easy availability and ubiquity of the cause language. So there are eras of political assassination. Say, post-Civil War, late '60s, now.

Nichols: And the guy who went shopping for a cause like that, I think, before our modern era that we haven't talked about is Lee Harvey Oswald.

Rosin: Okay, so let's talk about him.

Nichols: Oswald was, I mean--we still argue about this today: Oh, Oswald. Kennedy was killed by a communist. Kinda.

Kennedy was killed by a crazy right-winger. Sorta. Same guy.

You know, it's easy to forget because, you know, we've become so drenched in Kennedy-paranoid conspiracy, you know. But his first target was General Edwin Walker, who was, like, one of the most right-wing guys. And Oswald vacillated. He defects to the Soviet Union, and he doesn't like it there, and he comes home, and, you know, his wife, at one point, literally locks him in the bathroom because she's scared he's going to kill somebody.

Oswald was--his life history is: He was a messed-up, bad seed. He was probably going to hurt somebody. And you can see him in his life shopping for, I'm doing this for, you know, Cuba. I'm doing this for America. I'm doing this--he was going to do it for some reason. And let me contrast this because I feel the vibe building of, Oh, you're just dismissing all assassins as nuts.

No. In the 1950s, Puerto Rican nationalists attacked Truman and Congress in an organized, multiple assassins involved, clearly politically aimed campaign where they were going to try and take out the president. They shot up the House of Representatives. And as one of them said later, I didn't just want to kill people. I was here to die for Puerto Rico and be part of that movement. That's a completely comprehensible attack. And again, I don't mean "acceptable"; I mean "understandable."

Rosin: Like a suicide bomber, maybe.

Nichols: Who says, I have this cause.

Rosin: I have this cause--

Nichols: And I'm willing to die for it, as opposed to the guy who says--I mean, Hinckley's almost an unfair example, because it's such a clean, obvious case of a mental problem, right?

Like, If I do this, Jodie Foster will notice me. But there are other guys. You notice that all the school shooters now--they leave manifestos. Every time I see one of these mass attacks, I check and I say: Manifesto incoming within hours. You're going to find it somewhere. What was interesting about Crooks was there was nothing.

Rosin: There's nothing. Yeah.

Nichols: And I think that that guy was just so far down in the dark.

But I think the one point I want to make about this is: This is why it's dangerous, though, to try and mobilize these incidents for politics, because I really think it's something that's a kind of--we didn't want to use the term postmodern, because it sounds kind of literary, you know.

Rosin: Sexy and literary. Yeah. It makes it sound cool.

Nichols: But there is something different about assassins after World War II, maybe into the '60s and certainly by the '70s and the '80s. And I would argue: That tracks with what's different about mass-casualty attacks, which don't really become a thing. Here's a bit of music trivia for you: The first really big one that gets people's attention is when a young girl, 16 years old, opens fire on a schoolyard, which became the inspiration--anybody know this?--the inspiration for a famous song.

[Crowd murmur]

Nichols: There it is. "I Don't Like Mondays," by the Boomtown Rats. That was 1979. Now, something happens in our culture that starts producing more of these folks, whether they're kind of anomic, isolated assassins or mass shooters. But I think they're all in the same kind of category of people that we see more of after the late '70s.

Rosin: After the break, Tom and I look outside the U.S. to see how what seems to us like a very American phenomenon plays out elsewhere. That's in a moment.

[Music]

Rosin: So in the last part of this, I want to expand our horizons a little bit to outside the U.S. Is this an American phenomenon? Is this a larger phenomenon? I mean, we could start easy with Japan, and then we can go a little more difficult to the Middle East. But let's start in Japan.

Nichols: Well, I think Japan--I think the killing of Shinzo Abe proves this is not an American phenomenon. I mean, that was not a political assassination. The guy was upset. His mom had lost some money. And in a country where it's very hard to get guns, this guy was dedicated enough and had the time to go basically build, like, a blunderbuss, you know, in his house.

Rosin: So that's more like the school-shooter model that you're talking about.

Nichols: It's more like an American presidential assassination, where a guy with a grievance kind of gets it into his head about, you know--kind of like the Pizzagate guy, right? Like: My mother went broke, and Abe is behind it, kind of thing. Now, if you want to go to the Middle East, which is, you know, this whole other--

Rosin: Well, because it's on people's minds, I want to understand if, say, something like the killing of Ismail Haniyeh--and, you know, Tehran did blame that on Israel. How do we think about that, in this category of politically motivated or somehow-motivated assassination?

Nichols: I think we don't. I think that we look at countries that are de facto at war with each other and in long conflict with each other. Killing each other's military and political leaders is a different category. It's a different thing.

For example, you know, did we "assassinate" Soleimani? I would say no. I mean, the guy was wearing a military uniform. He's in a theater of conflict. He was targeted. You know, we have this term of art now: targeted killing. Assassination has a kind of--

Rosin: Rogue, maybe?

Nichols: Rogue, but also, an assassination has this sort of, you know--outside of politics, outside of war. You know, when we shot down Yamamoto in World War II, was that an assassination? You know, did we assassinate Japanese or German leaders? We were technically at war with them.

Did we assassinate Osama bin Laden? Bin Laden had said, I'm at war with the United States. And I think the United States basically said, Challenge accepted. And that was our argument, by the way, every time the Pentagon took out a car full of bad guys. They said, Well, you know, they say they're at war with us, and this is a conflict.

Rosin: So if the actor is a government, we should go by the euphemism? We should accept the euphemism? "Targeted killing" is okay to say?

Nichols: Targeted killings, or we can call them acts of war. We can call them war crimes if we think they are operations that were wrongly executed.

We have a whole kind of language about this. You know, I used to argue with my students when I was teaching. They'd say, Well, what about when states do terrorism? I'm like, Terrorism, for me, is nonstate actors inflicting misery on civilians.

States engaging in terrorism--we have a word for that: Crimes against humanity. War crimes. Go to The Hague for that.

And the only reason I'm kind of a pedant about this is that I think it's dangerous to start labeling all things you don't like with a term that happens to be congenial to you. Because then I think you start making bad policy decisions about what to do.

So if everything is "terrorism," then you live as we--look: After 9/11, we labeled everything "terrorism," and we ended up living in a national-security state that did nothing but think about terrorism. And that was bad.

I still think there is a fundamental difference in most people's minds and in their gut about a guy who is a veteran military commander carrying out regular and irregular operations in a field of combat who gets aced by an exploding phone or a drone, or whatever it is, as opposed to a president giving a speech in front of a Walmart who gets hit by somebody who says, I've had problems for a long time, and you're going to be the solution to it by making me famous.

Those are just two different categories of things to me.

Rosin: I want to end on not theory or history but something that us--all of you--are going to be living and thinking about in these weeks leading up to the election: Donald Trump has very explicitly said that politics has caused the violence and assassination attempts against him.

What he literally said was, "Their rhetoric is causing me to be shot at." I'll read you from an email he sent to reporters earlier this week. He said, "The psycho," who brought this rifle to the golf course, "was egged on by rhetoric and lies that has flowed from Kamala Harris, Democrats, and their fake news allies for years."

It does seem as if the assassins are apolitical, but he's turning it into a political agenda. Does that in and of itself just kind of raise the temperature of things?

Nichols: It certainly sounds like encouragement for other people to avenge that. And an even more disgusting comment, if it's possible, was J.D. Vance saying to our colleague David Frum, "People from your team tried to kill Donald Trump." I mean, there isn't--I mean, it's just a despicable thing to say.

Rosin: But what's the dynamic in calling it out? He manifests it?

Nichols: Well, it's turning to millions of your followers and saying, This guy is part of a conspiracy to murder me. And again, it becomes like the Comet pizza thing, of like, Well, I'm not saying you should do something about it, but maybe you should. 

There's a couple of things to think about here. First of all, for Donald Trump to argue that rhetoric is dangerous is just the most amazing deflection and turnabout in American presidential history.

And I would remind people that there's a guy in prison who used to drive around in a Trump van, who's in prison for a pipe-bomb campaign against prominent liberals across the board. Trump didn't seem real concerned about whether or not your rhetoric could motivate people to violence back then--sort of, you know, waved it away.

Look: We risk, at this point, not a heckler's veto but an assassin's veto. You know, Don't say anything bad in politics, because somebody might go nuts and shoot up a pizza joint or send pipe bombs. I think that's a sign of Trump's desperation, because he didn't do it after Butler. He didn't do it after the attack on him in Pennsylvania, which I--you know, no one is less willing to give Donald Trump credit for anything than me. But I gave him credit for that to say, you know, he gave this maudlin speech at the GOP convention. Fine. You know, to your faithful.

But when you start saying, "You people, your team" is causing people to come after us, I think it was really important that the Democrats didn't respond to that by saying, Really? Here's a list of the people that have done--

You know, for a guy that says, It's not my fault that people tried to sack the Capitol. I had nothing to do with it. I just gave a speech. I told them to come peaceably, I mean, it really is a remarkable amount of hypocrisy.

Look--the one thing Donald Trump is right about (Vocalizes shudder.)--

[Laughter]

Nichols: --is that political rhetoric will always be mobilized by people who are unstable looking for political rhetoric.

That's a fact. That's what I was talking about earlier when I said these folks will go shopping. And if they don't get the message to engage in violence, they'll intuit it. They'll say, Ah, you know, so and so said Donald Trump would be bad for the economy. I think that's very clear. He meant for me to go take out Donald Trump.

I mean, at some point, you just reduce this to: Don't say anything at all, which is what Donald Trump wants right now because he's losing and he's scared, and he's trying to use this to bully his opponents into being quiet.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you for scaring us. Thank you for joining me on the show today.

[Applause]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend, edited by Claudine Ebeid, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. And our sincere thanks to the Atlantic Live team who made the event possible. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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331 Days of Failure

A conversation with Franklin Foer about why diplomacy in the U.S. and the Middle East has so far ended in chaos

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.

For a new feature article, my colleague Franklin Foer interviewed two dozen participants at the highest levels of governments in both the U.S. and the Middle East to recount how "11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy" have so far ended in chaos. Since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel, the U.S. administration has managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war, but it has not yet found a way to release all the hostages, bring a stop to the fighting, or salvage a broader peace deal in the region. "That makes this history an anatomy of a failure," Frank writes: "the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis."

I spoke with Frank about how the core instincts of both President Joe Biden and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have come into play over these past 11 months, what most surprised him in his reporting, and what some Americans misunderstand about their country's priorities in the Middle East.





331 Days

Isabel Fattal: Tell me a little about how you started working on this story.

Frank Foer: In February and March, I heard about certain instances in which the region had come to the brink of all-out war before things de-escalated. I heard about how, on October 11, Israel almost mistook a flock of birds for paragliders drifting in from Lebanon. It was just this narrowest escape, and I started asking about that story and whether there were other similar incidents over the past 11 months.

Isabel: Something that struck me reading your reporting is how the ingrained instincts and worldviews of both Netanyahu and Biden have influenced policy outcomes at every turn. In what ways did you see Netanyahu's particular instincts show up?

Frank: Netanyahu would love nothing more than to have Israel normalize relations with Saudi Arabia, and I think he would like to get the hostages home at the end of the day. But not only is his own political situation somewhat tenuous--he has this almost characterological aversion to making the most difficult decisions. When it comes time for him to make hard choices, he reverts to negotiating and negotiating and negotiating and never really settling on an actual policy or solution. He ends up dragging things out.

There's some ways in which this places him to the left of a lot of the other people in the room on questions about confronting Hezbollah or Iran. He's oftentimes the voice pleading for restraint or saying, We need to make sure that we have our American allies with us. I think he was to the left of other people in his cabinet about letting humanitarian aid into Gaza. But he was unwilling to have a massive confrontation with his coalition partners over that. And so he became a source of incredible frustration to Joe Biden. Biden wasn't naive about Netanyahu, but I think he expected reciprocity--that at some point Netanyahu would take a political hit on his behalf in the same sort of way that Biden was taking political hits on Netanyahu's behalf. Biden has a code of morality that's all about generosity and reciprocity, and he expects that in return.

Isabel: You write about Biden being able to remember the dawn of the atomic age, and how fear of escalation has animated his decision making. Of course, that's nothing new for an American president. But does Biden operate from that place of fear in a way that's distinct from other American leaders?

Frank: I think he's got this very singular combination of a willingness to do bold things, and then this other side that is filled with excessive prudence. This was obvious in Ukraine, where he sent them lots of arms and stood with them in a way that I don't think many other American presidents would have. But for a long time, he also put hard brakes on Ukraine when they wanted to strike within Russia. He's done a little bit of the same thing here. There were moments where it seemed inevitable that Israel was going to have a military confrontation with Hezbollah. And he asked them to pull back because he was afraid that everything could go up in flames in the Middle East. That's a very reasonable position for a president of the United States to take, because the consequences of a regional war are so extreme.

Isabel: It seems like when Americans talk about America's interests and priorities in this war, they can sometimes forget the major role that the threat of all-out regional conflict plays.

Frank: Absolutely. One of the things that I learned reporting this story was the extent to which Saudi Arabia's place within the Middle East and within the global economy was one of the things that drives a lot of America's Middle East policy. We've been worried that Saudi Arabia could drift into China's economic sphere, and we've been trying to build a regional coalition of allies to contain Iran. Plus, we wanted to have a tight economic relationship with Saudi Arabia. That became a pillar of Biden-administration policy, even though Biden came to office after the Khashoggi assassination and intended to punish Saudi Arabia. He's walked a long way from that.

Isabel: What most surprised you in reporting this story?

Frank: The fact that Biden was against the Israeli invasion of Gaza at the beginning, just after October 7, in the form that it took place--that he had a different vision for what the war would look like. It was really far removed from the Israeli vision. That was a suppressed source of friction; both sides were worried about how Israel's enemies would exploit any perceived disagreements between the U.S. and Israel. But that was the first real source of tension between the Biden administration and the Israelis.

Read Frank's full exploration here.





Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews
 	Republicans are finally tired of shutting down the government.
 	Why Trump is trying to to erase his presidency




Today's News

	Israel is considering a ground invasion of Lebanon, according to the Israeli military's chief of staff. U.S. officials said that they are working to avoid an all-out war between Israel and Hezbollah.
 	The House passed a short-term funding bill, which the Senate will also need to pass to avert a government shutdown next week.
 	In a speech to the United Nations, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said that Russia is planning on carrying out strikes on Ukraine's nuclear-power plants.
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The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

By Yasmin Tayag

Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A simple lab ingredient derailed science experiments.
 	Oren Cass: Trump's most misunderstood policy proposal




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Momodu Mansaray / Getty; Jason Davis / Getty; PjrStudio / Alamy.



Debate. Is Katy Perry stuck in a musical rut? Though she's never been known as a bold and forward-thinking artist, her latest album, 143, sounds like the light has gone out, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Reimagine celebrations. Many Latina women hitting 50 aren't just throwing a big party--they're determined to redefine what it means to age, Valerie Trapp writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion






The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.

In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our community as part of this ongoing commitment.

We are mindful that the data in this report do not include every measure of identity (e.g., sexual orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, military service, faith). Because collection of data about race and gender is mandated federally, this data set provides the best measure of our progress in diversifying our staff to date.

Find the PDF here.
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A Simple Lab Ingredient Derailed Science Experiments

A scientist in Arkansas couldn't get her experiments to work. Then others started saying the same thing.

by Sarah Zhang




Last year, in July, Reine Protacio's experiments suddenly stopped working. Every scientist encounters baffling results from time to time; you chalk it up to error, repeat the experiment, and hope for the best. But in this case, the problem didn't resolve and in fact spread to other members of the lab: Their yeast, which normally multiples with such intense fecundity that 500 colonies might bloom across a single laboratory dish, had become stunted. Now they were getting just two colonies, maybe three--lonely white dots in a sea of nothing. It was as if something was poisoning the yeast.

After two straight months of failed experiments, Protacio went looking for a culprit. Her lab once had a faulty water purifier, so she switched the water source. No difference. She systematically replaced the sugar and other nutrients for growing yeast. No difference. The mystery, she eventually learned, ran deeper and wider than she thought. And when she and her colleagues at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences started sharing her findings, several scientists around the world reported similar stories of ruined experiments. The cases all pointed to the same suspect: agar.

Agar is and has been a staple of microbiology labs for a century. "We buy it in bulk. We buy kilograms at a time," Protacio told me. Mixed with water, the seaweed-derived white powder forms a sturdy, transparent gel perfect for growing microbes. In my own brief foray into the laboratory as an undergrad, I poured agar into probably hundreds of petri dishes, a tedious but necessary first step for many experiments. The lab where Protacio works uses agar to grow model organisms called fission yeast, whose chromosomes have striking similarities with ours. The bad agar derailed their experiments for two months. Although the lab could recoup the cost of the agar, she said, "they can't reimburse us for the lost time and the lost productivity." So the lab started raising the alarm.

In February, Wayne Wahls, who co-leads the lab where Protacio works, wrote to an email list of fission-yeast scientists asking if anyone else had encountered similar problems. One researcher replied yes, and then another. A biologist in Massachusetts even had this agar problem way back in 2006. The more that Wahls, Protacio, and a growing group of other scientists spoke publicly about the problem--in a preprint paper, then an article in Science--the more stories they started to hear. A few of the  scientists joined a study of the agar as collaborators, and the preprint has since been submitted to a journal.

The full pattern of agar failure that emerged is confusing, though. The problems in agar seem to have come and gone not just once but several times, sporadically, over the years--suggesting surprising variability in a standard lab product. They also seem to fade under certain conditions: when petri dishes are kept in the dark, according to one lab, or when yeast are fed a nutrient-rich diet, according to Protacio's own work. Sunrise Science Products, the company that supplied the seemingly toxic batch to her lab, told me it's been able to successfully grow fission yeast on the same batch of agar. "Please understand that we are NOT disputing their findings in their experimental situation," the CEO, Liz Kylin, wrote in an email. Perhaps the problem shows up only in certain batches and under certain conditions, which Sunrise is still trying to understand. "Whatever this issue turns out to be, it is certainly elusive, probably extremely specific," Kylin wrote.

Scientists have started to wonder if the potential toxicity originated in the seaweed used to make the agar. That could explain the variability from batch to batch: Perhaps certain factors--ecological, meteorological--alter the biochemical makeup of seaweed, the same way a wheat harvest differs from season to season and wine grapes vary from year to year.

Agar is also used in food, particularly in desserts in Asia. (Protacio is from the Philippines, and she originally knew agar as an ingredient in sago at gulaman, a cool, sweet drink that often contains bits of agar jelly.) And laboratory agar actually has its origins in food too: In the 1880s, Fanny Hesse suggested that her microbiologist husband use agar in his work, because she had used it to set fruit and vegetable jellies; her mother had heard about it from friends who had lived in Java. Today, however, culinary and laboratory agar are typically made from different types of seaweed. Agar in food is usually extracted from Gracilaria, which grows readily in large artificial ponds and tanks.

Laboratory agar is a more rarefied product. It comes from Gelidium, a slowly growing wild seaweed that yields a higher-quality agar whose lower gelling temperature is more suitable for lab work. These days, Gelidium is harvested primarily off the coast of Morocco, according to Dennis Seisun and Nesha Zalesny, who run the industry-analysis firm IMR International. The red, frilly seaweed can be collected when it washes ashore, but the finest-quality agar comes from Gelidium gathered from the seabed by professional divers in the summer. "If you can reproduce the waters of Morocco in a pond, the company would do it," Zalesny told me, but Gelidium has so far resisted attempts at mass cultivation.

The reliance on wild seaweed has caused headaches for labs before. In 2015, a Gelidium shortage caused the wholesale price to nearly triple. But scientists have not, up to this point, been particularly keen to find a replacement for their agar. Seisun and Zalesny used to work for a company that makes gellan gum, an agar alternative that can be manufactured entirely in a factory--no divers needed, no finicky wild seaweed. Yet the product never took off. "Agar still is the king and queen and the gold standard," Seisun told me. Protacio's lab ended up switching to a different agar supplier--a cheaper one, actually--and since then everything has been just fine.
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Trump's Most Misunderstood Policy Proposal

Economists aren't telling the whole truth about tariffs.

by Oren Cass




Donald Trump's proposal to impose tariffs as high as 60 percent on imports from China, and a global tariff of 10 to 20 percent, takes the right approach to addressing globalization's failures--but it has drawn resounding mockery from economists, and, in turn, from the mainstream media. "Trump Is Proposing a 10% Tariff. Economists Say That Amounts to a $1,700 Tax on Americans," a representative CBS News headline declared in June.

At a moment when the cost of living is consistently one of voters' top issues, the message is clear: A vote for Trump is a vote for inflation. But in making that argument, economists are abandoning some of their most basic analytic principles.

Their first mistake is to consider only the costs of tariffs, and not the benefits. Traditionally, an economist assessing a proposed market intervention begins by searching for a market failure, typically an "externality," in need of correction. Pollution is the quintessential illustration. A factory owner will not consider the widespread harms of dumping pollutants in a river when deciding how much to spend on pollution controls. A policy that forces him to pay for polluting will correct this market failure--colloquially by "making it his problem." It imposes a cost on the polluter in the pursuit of benefits for everyone else.

Tariffs address a different externality. The basic premise is that domestic production has value beyond what market prices reflect. A corporation deciding whether to close a factory in Ohio and relocate manufacturing to China, or a consumer deciding whether to stop buying a made-in-America brand in favor of cheaper imports, will probably not consider the broader importance of making things in America. To the individual actor, the logical choice is to do whatever saves the most money. But those individual decisions add up to collective economic, political, and societal harms. To the extent that tariffs combat those harms, they accordingly bring collective benefits.

Some opponents of tariffs ignore those benefits because they don't believe that manufacturing things domestically matters. For example, Adam Posen, the president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, has called Trump's proposal "lunacy" and "horrifying." But he has also dismissed concern for American manufacturing as "the general fetish for keeping white males of low education outside the cities in the powerful positions they're in." Similarly, Michael Strain, the head economist at the American Enterprise Institute, believes that tariffs "would be a disaster for the U.S. economy." In his view, the United States cannot be a manufacturing center again, "and we should not want to be."

These arguments may be internally coherent, but they are wrong. As the fallout from globalization has illustrated, manufacturing does matter. It matters for national security, ensuring both the resilience of supply chains and the capacity of the defense-industrial base. It also matters for growth. "Countries grow based on the knowledge of making things," Ricardo Hausmann, the director of the Growth Lab at Harvard, has said. "It's not years of schooling. It's what are the products that you know how to make."

Manufacturing drives innovation. As the McKinsey Global Institute has noted, the manufacturing sector plays an outsize role in private research spending. When manufacturing heads offshore, entire supply chains and engineering know-how follow. The tight feedback loop between design and production, necessary to improvements in both, favors firms and workers positioned near the factory floor and near competitors, suppliers, and customers. And the rudimentary matters as well as the advanced: When Apple tried to make its high-end Mac Pro in Texas, the effort foundered on a paucity of screws.

Production in the physical economy, whether manufacturing or agriculture or resource extraction, also has an outsize effect on economy-wide productivity growth. It anchors local economies in a way that personal services cannot. It preserves economic balance, so that trade is genuinely trade, instead of a lopsided exchange of cheap goods for financial assets.

Contrast economists' disdain for tariffs with their enthusiasm for carbon taxes. Taxing carbon would make many things more expensive for consumers, but economists embrace it as an elegant way to reduce emissions. Imposing a cost on a category of economic activity cannot be inherently foolish in one case (tariffs) and brilliant in another (carbon taxes). The question must be whether imposing that cost would be worth the benefits that it brings.

David Deming: Break up Big Econ

The second big trap economists fall into when discussing tariffs is an obsessive and uncharacteristic focus on short-term consequences. In most situations, economists encourage people to think about long-term impacts, taking into account how the various affected parties will react to a policy and adjust over time. Will a free-trade deal cause factories to close? Yes, economists concede--but in the long run, they argue, the efficiency gains created by free trade will lead to new and better jobs.

Strangely, economists have little patience for assessing tariffs in the same way. A 2018 report by the Tax Foundation, for example, models tariffs as a tax on American manufacturers. Its authors emphasize the new tax's drag on growth, but ignore even the possibility that higher import prices might encourage investment in domestic production. The equivalent would be modeling a carbon tax as a corporate tax increase and then declaring that it does nothing to reduce carbon emissions.

Another illustration comes from the University of Michigan economist Justin Wolfers, who recently posted a chart on X illustrating laundry-equipment prices immediately following the imposition of tariffs in early 2018. According to Wolfers, "Trump raised the tariff on washing machines by about 9%-pts and the price of laundry equipment rose by about 9%," demonstrating that the tariff "was an impressively destructive policy."

When economists account for a tariff's full range of effects, however, the picture changes dramatically. For example, researchers at UCLA studying tariffs imposed on China in 2018 estimated that higher import prices were costing the U.S. economy $51 billion annually. But with a "general equilibrium" model that attempted to account for the economy's response, that estimate fell by 85 percent and became statistically indistinguishable from zero. "We find substantial redistribution from buyers of foreign goods to U.S. producers and the government," they concluded, "but a small net effect for the U.S. economy as a whole." If this were in turn to prompt greater investment in domestic production, the net effect might eventually turn positive.

Which brings us back to washers and dryers. If we extend the data a bit further, through the end of 2019, the higher prices completely vanish. (They spike again in 2020, after the pandemic begins wreaking havoc upon global supply chains.) This could be because Samsung and LG brought U.S.-based factories online after the tariffs took effect, expanding domestic supply. The LG plant has now become the first American appliance plant recognized by the World Economic Forum as a "Lighthouse Factory" at the cutting edge of advanced manufacturing. More recently, LG has announced a new $3 billion investment to build a factory in the same town to produce electric-vehicle-battery components.

The story is reminiscent, on a smaller scale, of what happened when the Reagan administration negotiated import quotas on Japanese automobiles, which in the 1980s posed an existential threat to Detroit. Halting any further growth in imports did cause the price of the imported cars to increase initially by 5 to 10 percent. But it also caused the Japanese automakers to make enormous investments in building production capacity in the American South--first assembly plants, then entire supply chains, and eventually research and development facilities as well. Innovation, recall, follows manufacturing. Within just a few years, the quotas were lifted because they were not needed. Prices had returned to normal, and imports no longer flooded the market. The cars were being made in the U.S. by American workers.

Finally, in assessing a tariff's costs, a holistic analysis must consider where the money goes. The peculiar assumption underlying many anti-tariff arguments is that tariff revenue simply disappears. "If a million people each pay $5 extra in tariffs to save one factory job, that's $5 million per job," hypothesizes the policy journalist Matt Yglesias. The reductio ad absurdum of this mindset appears in the Tax Foundation's model, which not only refuses to consider how tariffs might affect economic activity, but also ignores the value of any tariffs collected. As far as its estimates for growth and employment are concerned, tariff revenue might as well be set on fire.

In fact, if 1 million consumers each pay a $5 tariff, $5 million has not been set on fire--it has moved from their pockets to the U.S. Treasury. The nation is not necessarily any richer or poorer. Some other tax could be reduced by $5 million. The $5 million could be rebated to consumers. It could be invested in some other activity--say, building a new bridge--that might have benefits greater than the cost.

If none of that happens, the money would reduce the federal deficit and the need for borrowing. This would be no small thing given the federal government's current fiscal crisis. Most people of common sense and good faith agree that tax revenue needs to increase and that spending needs to decrease. An oft-cited letter from 16 Nobel Prize-winning economists expressing their concerns about a second Trump administration emphasizes "a worry that Donald Trump will reignite this inflation, with his fiscally irresponsible budgets." But if fiscal responsibility is the concern, shouldn't the fact that a tariff that could raise hundreds of billions of dollars in annual revenue merit some mention?

To be clear, tariffs do impose costs that are not captured as revenue. One of these is what economists call "deadweight loss," created when resources are used less efficiently than they could be. Damage is done when a consumer who would have benefited from a $30 toaster chooses not to buy one for $33. A second cost appears as consumers switch to domestic options that are more expensive. The consumer who buys the $32 toaster made in America pays the extra $2, but the government collects no extra revenue.

Roge Karma: Reaganomics is on its last legs

Still, the share of the $32 purchase price that would once have gone to a Chinese factory and its workers now goes to an American firm and its workers instead. It pays American taxes and supports American families in American communities. And as the cases of laundry machines and Japanese cars underscore, when firms have incentives to invest in the United States, American workers prove every bit as capable as foreigners of producing efficiently and driving costs down. The standard anti-tariff narrative ignores all of this.

Protectionism can go too far: Insulating firms from any concern about foreign competition could lead to stagnation. Completely foreclosing access to imported components would make domestic production harder. But public policy is about trade-offs, and the trade-offs presented by tariffs have been well understood for centuries. The United States relied upon high protective walls to develop its own industrial base as it became the world's foremost economic power in the first half of the 20th century. Asian nations likewise drove their own export-led growth with both industrial policy and tariffs. Most prominently, China has used every trade barrier possible in pursuit of global manufacturing dominance. Conversely, the U.S. saw its industrial base collapse and its trade deficit explode once it left its own market unprotected and welcomed China into the World Trade Organization.

In Economics, the industry-defining textbook first published in 1948, the Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson argued aggressively for free trade. He did not, however, deny that tariffs work; under the heading "Beggar-Thy-Neighbor Policies," he listed the many ways that policies like "protective tariffs" could help "create a favorable balance of trade." Rather, Samuelson urged that "any intelligent person who agrees that the United States must play an important role in the postwar international world will strongly oppose the above policies," because to do otherwise would be to "attempt to snatch prosperity for ourselves at the expense of the rest of the world." As C. Fred Bergsten, the founding director of the Peterson Institute, acknowledged in 1971, "The economic argument was always marginal" for free trade. "It was the foreign policy case which provided the real impetus for liberal trade policies in the United States in the postwar period."

Whether America should focus more on domestic or global prosperity, on the lowest possible prices or on long-term growth and industrial strength, are questions on which reasonable minds may differ. They are not, however, questions that economists can answer. In fact, they are precisely the sorts of questions best left to politicians and the voters who elect them.
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The Undecided Voters Are Not Who You Think They Are

For most, the big decision is about whether to vote at all.

by Ronald Brownstein




For the great majority of Americans who have firmly settled on Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, the idea that anyone could still be undecided in that choice is almost incomprehensible. But the incredulity may be rooted in confusion about who most undecided voters really are.

When most people think about a voter still trying to make up their mind, they probably imagine a person who is highly likely to vote but uncertain whether to support Harris, Trump, or a third-party candidate. Both political parties, however, are more focused on a different--and much larger--group of undecideds: potential voters who are highly likely to support Harris or Trump, but unsure if they will vote at all.

Campaigns typically describe the first group of reliable but conflicted voters as persuadable; they frequently describe the second group as irregular voters. Persuadable voters get the most attention from the media, but campaigns recognize that irregular voters can loom much larger in the outcome--especially in presidential elections when more of them ultimately participate.

"There are a gajillion more of those [irregular] people than the Harris/Trump 'I don't know; I'm still thinking about it'" kind of voter, Anat Shenker-Osorio, a communications consultant for Democrats and progressive groups, told me. "There are more humans who are non-habitual voters than there are voters who swing back and forth. That's just math."

David A. Graham: Trump was president once

The first group of undecided Americans--the persuadable voters still vacillating between Harris and Trump--are always the subject of intense media focus. Pollsters use an assortment of questions to gauge how many people fit that description. The NBC News national poll released Sunday, for instance, found that almost exactly one-sixth of voters either declared themselves undecided in the race or said that there was at least a chance they would switch from the candidate they're now supporting. The most recent national Pew Research Center survey likewise found that the same proportion of Harris and Trump backers said that they either were merely "leaning" toward their candidate or could change their mind. The latest New York Times/Siena College national poll put the shares of undecided voters and persuadable voters at almost exactly the same level.

All of these results suggest that the pool of likely voters not firmly bound to either Harris or Trump is more than large enough to tip the election. The problem is that most strategists in both parties consider those numbers an illusion: They do not believe that roughly one-sixth of likely voters are ambivalent enough about one candidate that they could still switch to the other before November.

"There is an immaterial number of 'certain to vote' people who are undecided," says the longtime GOP pollster Bill McInturff, whose firm has conducted the NBC poll along with a Democratic partner for decades. This is a view widely shared among strategists in both parties.

Mike Podhorzer, a former AFL-CIO political director who has built a large audience among Democrats and progressive groups for his detailed analyses of voting behavior, says that traditional polling questions significantly overstate the number of voters truly up for grabs between the parties. "There are people who will say that they are undecided in a survey," Podhorzer told me, "and it's just not true." Podhorzer says that in polls he's commissioned over the years, he always asks voters whether they have mostly voted for one major party or the other in the past.

"The effect of turning the question from making a statement about how you identify yourself to reporting on your previous behavior was kind of jaw-dropping," he told me. "Almost all" of the people who said they were undecided at any given time turned out "to actually be on one side or the other. It was just how they were asked."

Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump's campaign, notes that as the electorate has grown more polarized since 2000, winning presidential candidates of both parties have shifted strategy. "You look at Obama's election," McLaughlin told me. "It was a turnout election. The same thing with George W. Bush. You've got to keep that base motivated, so you are messaging toward that--and what they are voting for and against matters." This dynamic has only hardened in the age of Trump. "No question, there are not a lot of 'persuadables' at this point," McLaughlin said.

Among the operatives and strategists that I spoke with in both parties, the best estimate is that just 4 to 7 percent of voters in the battleground states are such persuadables--people highly likely to vote but genuinely uncertain about whom they will support.

These include people like Fred, a white project manager from Minneapolis, and Ronmel, a Hispanic securities analyst from Dallas, who participated in a focus group of undecided voters convened in late August, after the Democratic National Convention, by Sarah Longwell, a political consultant and the executive director of the anti-Trump Republican Accountability Project. (Longwell's focus groups reveal only the first names of participants.) Although both men had supported Biden in 2020, neither was ready to commit to Harris. "I think the issue with Kamala for me is that she does not have or has conveyed the gravitas for the role," Fred said. Ronmel expressed frustration over inflation under Biden: Even though "you're making a good living, you still feel like you're living paycheck to paycheck," he said.

When Longwell's firm contacted the two men again last week, after the Harris-Trump debate, Fred had made his choice: "Kamala eliminated all my doubts about gravitas: She is 100 percent ready to be president on day 1." Fred wrote in a text. "Trump, on the other hand, exacerbated every concern I had."

But Ronmel was still conflicted. "They don't seem to have any clear economic project," he texted, "only promises that we know are not going to be fulfilled."

The remaining persuadable voters, strategists and pollsters told me, are mostly people like Ronmel who believe that Trump's presidency generated better results than Biden's has, particularly on the economy, but who remain hesitant about entrusting Trump again with the presidency. (They cite various doubts--about his character and his views on issues beside the economy, such as abortion rights.)

These persuadable voters wavering between the two candidates split mostly into two camps. The largest group may be the traditionally Republican-leaning voters (including many who identify as independents) uneasy about Trump. These voters are the remnants of the suburban, largely college-educated constituency that favored Nikki Haley during the GOP primaries.

Based on the focus groups she has conducted with a wide array of voters, Longwell said that the persuadable voters "who are left are [mostly] two-time Trump voters who don't want to vote for him again but are really struggling to get to [Harris]." After listening carefully to their answers and watching their body language, she told me that she expects most of these voters to support Harris eventually, because they are now so resistant to Trump. But she also believed that some of them are "leave-it-blank types" and won't vote for either candidate.

The other big group of potentially persuadable voters, according to the NBC, Pew, and New York Times/Siena polls, are younger and minority voters who dislike Trump but are disappointed by their economic experience under Biden--and are uncertain whether Harris offers a sufficient change in approach. In the recent Pew survey, Hispanics who currently support Trump were much more likely than white voters to indicate that they might change their mind; for Harris-leaners, both Hispanic and Black voters were more likely to say they might reconsider. For both candidates, more younger than older voters indicated that they might switch.

In the end, however, neither party expects too many of the voters who are telling pollsters today that they might switch to the other candidate to actually do so. The bigger prize for the two campaigns is the irregular voters who are, as Longwell put it, deciding "whether they are going to get off the couch" to vote at all.

Adam Serwer: The Trump campaign wants everyone talking about race

How many of these irregular voters are available for the campaign to pursue? Even in the 2020 election, which produced the highest turnout rate since 1900, about one-third of eligible voters didn't vote. That's about 80 million people. About two-fifths of both eligible people of color and white people without a college degree didn't vote last time; neither did nearly half of young people.

Those patterns frame the 2024 mobilization challenge for each party. Catalist, a Democratic voter-targeting firm, shared with me data rarely disclosed in public, based on its modeling, that attempt to quantify the number of infrequent voters in each of the swing states who lean strongly toward Harris or Trump. That research shows, first, that across the battleground states white people without a college degree routinely account for 70 percent or more of the Trump-leaning nonvoters; and, second, that people of color make up a big majority of Harris's potential targets across the Sun Belt battlegrounds, as well as in Michigan. In the three big Rust Belt battlegrounds--Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--working-class white women without a college degree, Catalist's projections show, also make up a significant share of the voters who lean Democratic but don't vote regularly.

The infrequent voters on both parties' target list have some common characteristics, other strategists say. "Part of what you are seeing in this electorate is: a) a lot of anger; but b) discouragement," Page Gardner, a Democratic expert on voter turnout, told me. "People are discouraged about their lives and feel ... I'm trying really hard and I'm not getting anywhere." Against that backdrop, she said, the challenge for Democrats is "giving them some sort of agency to feel like My vote matters, because a lot of people feel that no one is paying attention to them."

As a lead organizer for the Sunrise Movement, a liberal group focused on mobilizing young people to support action on climate change, Paul Campion knows the challenge of engaging irregular voters for Harris. Sunrise is trying to reach young voters of color in battleground states through a combination of phone-banking, door-knocking, and text-messaging.

Like other campaigners seeking to organize young and non-white voters, Campion told me that "the biggest issue is not people choosing between Trump and Harris, but choosing between not voting ... or voting for Harris-Walz." Campion sees a fundamental conflict between Harris's attempts to reassure centrist swing voters, by emphasizing moderate positions on energy from fossil fuels and on the war in Gaza, and her need to activate more progressive young voters uncertain whether to vote at all. "Young people want to hear Harris articulate over and over again more forcefully how she will fight for them and listen to their demands," Campion told me.

Ronald Brownstein: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

For years, Podhorzer, the former AFL-CIO official, has been among the Democrats who have argued most ardently that expanding the electorate--rather than focusing on the smaller number of genuine swing voters--can be the key to the party's success. This, he argues, is especially true when competing against Trump, who has proved so effective at activating his own constituency of infrequent voters. Podhorzer has calculated (using data from Catalist) that about 91 million separate individuals have turned out at least once in the four national elections since 2016 to vote against Trump or Republican candidates, while about 83 million have come out to vote for Trump or the GOP.

Although Democrats have improved their performance in recent years among the most reliable voters--largely because the party has gained ground among college-educated white people, who vote more regularly than any other major group--Podhorzer has calculated that people who voted in all four national elections since 2016 still narrowly favored the GOP in the battleground states. In those crucial Electoral College states, however, Democrats have posted commanding advantages among the infrequent voters who entered the electorate only after Trump's victory in 2016. That group is disproportionately younger, Black, and Latino. This surge of new voters has been crucial in creating what Podhorzer and other Democratic strategists such as the Hopium Chronicles author Simon Rosenberg call the "anti-MAGA majority" that mostly frustrated GOP expectations in the elections of 2018, 2020, and 2022.

Shenker-Osorio said that replacing Biden with Harris has engaged more of these less reliable voters resistant to Trump. "When we were in the place of an exact rematch between the same two people that we had in 2020, the election was boring for a lot of people," she told me. "And now it's Okay, we at least cast somebody different in this season of the reality show, so that's good." But Shenker-Osorio added, the level of concern among these inconsistent voters about the potential downsides of another Trump presidency still has not reached the level Democrats need. "The task is to raise the salience of the election itself ... and its pivotal role as a crossroads between two extraordinarily different futures," she told me. "That is just something we have to hammer home and lift up."

The thin sliver of reliable but persuadable voters still undecided between Harris and Trump matter in the crucial states, Podhorzer said, "because everything matters" there. But he predicted that whichever party turns out more of the irregular voters in its favor will win those states. That's the bitter irony of modern U.S. politics: In a country divided so ardently and irrevocably between the two parties, the people who aren't sure they care enough to participate at all are the ones who could tip the balance.
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Nice Little Jewish Community You Have Here

Donald Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews

by David Frum




Donald Trump's former longtime adviser Michael Cohen has said of the ex-president, whom he has likened to a Mob boss: "He speaks in code." Trump used the code last week to send a warning to American Jews. "If I don't win this election," he said, "the Jewish people would have a lot to do with a loss."

Flanked by American and Israeli flags, Trump delivered this warning at an event in Washington organized by the Republican mega-donor Miriam Adelson. He said he was speaking "very simply and as gently as I can." As if to say: Nobody would regret it more than Trump himself if Trump supporters blamed Jews for stabbing him in the back--or, to put it another, even more familiar, way, if Trump supporters blamed Jews for nailing their Messiah to the cross.

Trump has often stereotyped Jews in unpleasant ways. His statements have characterized Jews as greedy, predatory, and dubiously loyal to the United States. Many American Jews resent Trump's derogatory language about other groups as much as, or more than, the comments he has made about them. American Jews tend to highly value secularism, tolerance, respect, and equal dignity for all; Trump's rhetoric as a candidate and his conduct in office offend on all counts.

Most American Jews also care about the security and well-being of the state of Israel. And, in contrast with his domestic record, Trump's approach toward Israel when he was president was gratefully welcomed by the majority of American Jews.

It was President Trump who at long last moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem. It was Trump who gave the order to kill the leader of Iran's elite Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani. It was Trump who accepted that, after 60 years of refusing to talk peace, the Syrians had forfeited their claim to the Golan Heights. It was Trump who negotiated with Arab governments that were ready to make peace with Israel: Bahrain, Morocco, Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates. It was under Trump that Israel approached the normalization of relations with Saudi Arabia. And it was Trump who signed an executive order clarifying that calls for the destruction of Israel counted as anti-Semitism under federal civil-rights laws.

All of this may explain why Trump won nearly a third of the Jewish vote in 2020, more than any of his Republican predecessors. Since Trump left office, however, his movement has evolved in disturbing new directions.

The next generation of MAGA politicians and influencers is looking a lot more anti-Jewish and anti-Israel than Trump himself. That's why his threat has so much bite. This explains how the Republican Party of North Carolina could nominate someone like Mark Robinson as its candidate for governor, fully aware of his long history as an anti-Semite and a Holocaust denier. But more conventional figures than Robinson also raise the alarm.

Conspiracism--the wellspring of anti-Semitic ideas--has become the dominant style of MAGA Republicanism. Trump made himself the effective leader of the GOP with the "birther" lie, an elaborate theory of how Barack Obama was born in Kenya, but his mother faked a birth certificate in Hawaii so that her son could run for president nearly half a century later.

The Trump presidency coincided with a crazy claim that a Washington, D.C., pizza parlor was the center of a child-sex-trafficking ring involving top Democrats. The claim incited a pro-Trump gunman to bring a rifle to shoot up the restaurant. Despite discharging three shots, the gunman mercifully surrendered to police without having injured anyone; he was sentenced to four years in prison. Some of the charlatans who spread the hoax remain honored players in Republican politics to this day. Trump's own running mate, J. D. Vance, recently blurbed a book by one of them.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Vance deserves scrutiny in his own right. This week, he joined Tucker Carlson for an appearance in Hershey, Pennsylvania. Carlson had stirred controversy earlier in the month by hosting on his podcast an amateur historian who had a theory of World War II that presented the Holocaust as a terrible accident caused by the Nazis' inadequate planning. The real villain of the war, the historian argued, was Winston Churchill, because the British prime minister had refused to seek a compromise peace with Adolf Hitler. Carlson's praise promoted the historian's podcast to No. 1 in the iTunes store.

The intentionality of the Nazi Holocaust is about as well established as any fact in history. The writer most famous for denying it, David Irving, is an outright Nazi apologist who was exposed as a deliberate fraudster when he lost the libel suit he'd brought against the American historian Deborah Lipstadt. (It's not an obscure story; there's even a movie about the case.)

When Vance was asked whether he would still hold his planned event with Carlson after this bout of Holocaust denial, he dismissed the issue as "guilt-by-association cancel culture."

But sometimes, association does prove guilt. That's why the U.S. has laws against racketeering and membership in prohibited terrorist organizations.

Vance owes his prominence on the MAGA right in great part to his many appearances on Carlson's former Fox News show. A voracious consumer of social media, Vance followed the amateur historian's X feed from both his personal and his senatorial accounts.

The VP candidate presents himself as a strong supporter of Israel. In May, he delivered a speech to explain his reasons. For his venue, Vance chose the Quincy Institute, the Washington, D.C., think tank that numbers among its fellows John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, the co-authors of the 2007 book The Israel Lobby and American Foreign Policy. The book explained U.S. support for Israel as the work of a nefarious combination of wealthy American Jews and their deceived Christian allies. Generally speaking, if you are trying to prove your bona fides to a skeptical Jewish audience, you avoid sharing platforms with people condemned by the Anti-Defamation League for engaging in "a classical conspiratorial anti-Semitic analysis invoking the canards of Jewish power and Jewish control."

In his speech, Vance distinguished between Israel and other American allies he contemptuously dismissed as "clients ... who can't do anything without us." He hailed the Israelis for their technological and military strength, which enabled them to "advance their interests on their own." A strange thing about this argument, however, is that it cuts as much in favor of abandoning Israel as supporting Israel. If Israel doesn't need help, why help it?

Indeed, that speech was delivered almost exactly a month after the collapse of Vance's six-month fight to deny U.S. aid to both Ukraine and Israel. The House of Representatives approved the aid package on April 21. Two days later, Vance spoke from the Senate floor to give a different explanation of his position--one whose omission was as telling, in its way, as his later Quincy speech: Israel went unmentioned. Vance had many arguments against Ukraine, but not a word about the collateral damage to Israel.

In hindsight, Vance's May speech looks less like a statement of deep conviction and more like a hasty cleanup of his record to quiet those criticizing him as a potential vice-presidential pick. But the choice of Quincy as the site of a "pro-Israel" speech appears strategic: Precisely because the think tank is headed by people hostile to Israel, he could count on not being troubled by awkward questions. At a pro-Israel conservative venue, such as the Hudson Institute or the American Enterprise Institute, his uncompelling argument might have faced more challenges.



Anti-Semitism itself is a conspiracy theory: a story about a tiny, malign group that masterminds world events, from the killing of Jesus to the creation of capitalism (and--never mind the contradiction--the spread of communism). Anti-Semitism differs in this respect from racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and homophobia. Those other bigotries are founded on contempt. Anti-Semitism, like all forms of conspiracism, is founded on paranoia. Which is why people who start down any conspiracy-seeking path so often arrive at anti-Semitism. The pull is hard to resist, because the idea of Jews as arch-manipulators is such a powerful cultural resource.

Gal Beckerman: Kamala Harris is not 'totally against the Jewish people'

The conspiracy seeker may start, for example, with the idea that Big Pharma is lying about vaccines. That's not a specifically anti-Semitic form of paranoia. But as the conspiracy seeker delves deeper, the world begins to look like a series of secrets within secrets. Inside them all must lurk the ultimate boss. Who must that be?

John Buchan's novel The Thirty-Nine Steps--a fiction steeped in paranoid conspiracism--gives the following words to one of its characters: "The Jew is everywhere, but you have to go far down the backstairs to find him." That is the conspiracy seeker's experience: always going down the backstairs, only to discover "the Jew."

And that is a discovery reverberating louder and louder through MAGA world. As it does, it is echoed and matched on the far left by ancient libels repackaged as up-to-date academic theory. Karl Marx wrote of the continuing existence of a distinct Jewish identity as a problem and a mistake--and that one element of his ideology has fatefully outlasted the Berlin Wall.

Since the terror attacks of October 7, a shock of betrayal has jolted pro-Israel American Jews. Leftist opinion is hardening against Israel. Liberal opinion is softening in Israel's defense. Many American Jews feel undefended and excluded, with supposed allies strangely inhibited and frightened to act with them.

In the liberal and progressive institutions where American Jews most expected to find solidarity and comfort, they have felt abandoned, even accused. Not all American Jews support every action of the Israeli government--and especially not the actions of the present Israeli government: A majority of American Jews feel little or no confidence in Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. But almost all American Jews did expect that their horror at the crimes of Hamas would be shared universally. They expected, too, a common understanding that Israel, like any state, would have no choice but to punish those crimes, rescue hostages, and act to prevent Hamas from ever repeating its terrorist atrocities.

Instead, within days of the terror attack and before any major military response, American campuses and other progressive spaces erupted in anti-Israel protests. As Franklin Foer observed in The Atlantic: "Impassioned support for the Palestinian cause metastasized into the hatred of Jews."

Anti-Israel radicalism originated far to the left of mainstream liberalism and the national Democratic Party. But it seemed to many American Jews that mainstream liberals were unwilling to enforce institutional rules against such extremists. All kinds of criminal mischief--blockading bridges, lofting balloons into the path of civilian airliners, excluding Jewish students from university facilities--were treated with strange indulgence by law enforcement or by university administrators who, at other times, tightly policed student conduct--for such trivial matters as offensive Halloween costumes. Only after intense disorder followed by public outcry did campuses start cracking down.

The far-left groups that organized these actions despised the Democratic leadership's response to the crisis in the Middle East. Beginning in the first hours after the October 7 attacks, President Joe Biden provided more material and moral support to Israel than any U.S. president before him. Almost all leading national Democrats backed him. Yet, outside the realm of elected politics, mainstream liberals have a harder time standing up to the anti-Israel left. In institutions of art and literature, in K-12 schools, and in progressive cities' local governments, liberal-minded people retreat before anti-Jewish pressures. Whatever the MAGA movement has in mind for Jews, this progressive trend of hostility is the future, too.

To paraphrase Martin Luther King Jr., there is nothing surprising about the words of enemies. But there is something deeply disheartening and even frightening in the silence of once-trusted friends.

More conservative American Jews regarded Trump as one of those friends. Whatever else you say about him, he's good on Israel. How often have I heard some variation of those words from American Jews who might otherwise have little regard for the ex-president? But beyond and after Trump, a powerful mood of anti-Semitism is growing on the American right, as my colleague Yair Rosenberg wrote recently. Trump's message last week to his Jewish audience is that this mood will have his implicit sanction if he loses in 2024.
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Trump's Most Misunderstood Policy Proposal

Economists aren't telling the whole truth about tariffs.

by Oren Cass




Donald Trump's proposal to impose tariffs as high as 60 percent on imports from China, and a global tariff of 10 to 20 percent, takes the right approach to addressing globalization's failures--but it has drawn resounding mockery from economists, and, in turn, from the mainstream media. "Trump Is Proposing a 10% Tariff. Economists Say That Amounts to a $1,700 Tax on Americans," a representative CBS News headline declared in June.

At a moment when the cost of living is consistently one of voters' top issues, the message is clear: A vote for Trump is a vote for inflation. But in making that argument, economists are abandoning some of their most basic analytic principles.

Their first mistake is to consider only the costs of tariffs, and not the benefits. Traditionally, an economist assessing a proposed market intervention begins by searching for a market failure, typically an "externality," in need of correction. Pollution is the quintessential illustration. A factory owner will not consider the widespread harms of dumping pollutants in a river when deciding how much to spend on pollution controls. A policy that forces him to pay for polluting will correct this market failure--colloquially by "making it his problem." It imposes a cost on the polluter in the pursuit of benefits for everyone else.

Tariffs address a different externality. The basic premise is that domestic production has value beyond what market prices reflect. A corporation deciding whether to close a factory in Ohio and relocate manufacturing to China, or a consumer deciding whether to stop buying a made-in-America brand in favor of cheaper imports, will probably not consider the broader importance of making things in America. To the individual actor, the logical choice is to do whatever saves the most money. But those individual decisions add up to collective economic, political, and societal harms. To the extent that tariffs combat those harms, they accordingly bring collective benefits.

Some opponents of tariffs ignore those benefits because they don't believe that manufacturing things domestically matters. For example, Adam Posen, the president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, has called Trump's proposal "lunacy" and "horrifying." But he has also dismissed concern for American manufacturing as "the general fetish for keeping white males of low education outside the cities in the powerful positions they're in." Similarly, Michael Strain, the head economist at the American Enterprise Institute, believes that tariffs "would be a disaster for the U.S. economy." In his view, the United States cannot be a manufacturing center again, "and we should not want to be."

These arguments may be internally coherent, but they are wrong. As the fallout from globalization has illustrated, manufacturing does matter. It matters for national security, ensuring both the resilience of supply chains and the capacity of the defense-industrial base. It also matters for growth. "Countries grow based on the knowledge of making things," Ricardo Hausmann, the director of the Growth Lab at Harvard, has said. "It's not years of schooling. It's what are the products that you know how to make."

Manufacturing drives innovation. As the McKinsey Global Institute has noted, the manufacturing sector plays an outsize role in private research spending. When manufacturing heads offshore, entire supply chains and engineering know-how follow. The tight feedback loop between design and production, necessary to improvements in both, favors firms and workers positioned near the factory floor and near competitors, suppliers, and customers. And the rudimentary matters as well as the advanced: When Apple tried to make its high-end Mac Pro in Texas, the effort foundered on a paucity of screws.

Production in the physical economy, whether manufacturing or agriculture or resource extraction, also has an outsize effect on economy-wide productivity growth. It anchors local economies in a way that personal services cannot. It preserves economic balance, so that trade is genuinely trade, instead of a lopsided exchange of cheap goods for financial assets.

Contrast economists' disdain for tariffs with their enthusiasm for carbon taxes. Taxing carbon would make many things more expensive for consumers, but economists embrace it as an elegant way to reduce emissions. Imposing a cost on a category of economic activity cannot be inherently foolish in one case (tariffs) and brilliant in another (carbon taxes). The question must be whether imposing that cost would be worth the benefits that it brings.

David Deming: Break up Big Econ

The second big trap economists fall into when discussing tariffs is an obsessive and uncharacteristic focus on short-term consequences. In most situations, economists encourage people to think about long-term impacts, taking into account how the various affected parties will react to a policy and adjust over time. Will a free-trade deal cause factories to close? Yes, economists concede--but in the long run, they argue, the efficiency gains created by free trade will lead to new and better jobs.

Strangely, economists have little patience for assessing tariffs in the same way. A 2018 report by the Tax Foundation, for example, models tariffs as a tax on American manufacturers. Its authors emphasize the new tax's drag on growth, but ignore even the possibility that higher import prices might encourage investment in domestic production. The equivalent would be modeling a carbon tax as a corporate tax increase and then declaring that it does nothing to reduce carbon emissions.

Another illustration comes from the University of Michigan economist Justin Wolfers, who recently posted a chart on X illustrating laundry-equipment prices immediately following the imposition of tariffs in early 2018. According to Wolfers, "Trump raised the tariff on washing machines by about 9%-pts and the price of laundry equipment rose by about 9%," demonstrating that the tariff "was an impressively destructive policy."

When economists account for a tariff's full range of effects, however, the picture changes dramatically. For example, researchers at UCLA studying tariffs imposed on China in 2018 estimated that higher import prices were costing the U.S. economy $51 billion annually. But with a "general equilibrium" model that attempted to account for the economy's response, that estimate fell by 85 percent and became statistically indistinguishable from zero. "We find substantial redistribution from buyers of foreign goods to U.S. producers and the government," they concluded, "but a small net effect for the U.S. economy as a whole." If this were in turn to prompt greater investment in domestic production, the net effect might eventually turn positive.

Which brings us back to washers and dryers. If we extend the data a bit further, through the end of 2019, the higher prices completely vanish. (They spike again in 2020, after the pandemic begins wreaking havoc upon global supply chains.) This could be because Samsung and LG brought U.S.-based factories online after the tariffs took effect, expanding domestic supply. The LG plant has now become the first American appliance plant recognized by the World Economic Forum as a "Lighthouse Factory" at the cutting edge of advanced manufacturing. More recently, LG has announced a new $3 billion investment to build a factory in the same town to produce electric-vehicle-battery components.

The story is reminiscent, on a smaller scale, of what happened when the Reagan administration negotiated import quotas on Japanese automobiles, which in the 1980s posed an existential threat to Detroit. Halting any further growth in imports did cause the price of the imported cars to increase initially by 5 to 10 percent. But it also caused the Japanese automakers to make enormous investments in building production capacity in the American South--first assembly plants, then entire supply chains, and eventually research and development facilities as well. Innovation, recall, follows manufacturing. Within just a few years, the quotas were lifted because they were not needed. Prices had returned to normal, and imports no longer flooded the market. The cars were being made in the U.S. by American workers.

Finally, in assessing a tariff's costs, a holistic analysis must consider where the money goes. The peculiar assumption underlying many anti-tariff arguments is that tariff revenue simply disappears. "If a million people each pay $5 extra in tariffs to save one factory job, that's $5 million per job," hypothesizes the policy journalist Matt Yglesias. The reductio ad absurdum of this mindset appears in the Tax Foundation's model, which not only refuses to consider how tariffs might affect economic activity, but also ignores the value of any tariffs collected. As far as its estimates for growth and employment are concerned, tariff revenue might as well be set on fire.

In fact, if 1 million consumers each pay a $5 tariff, $5 million has not been set on fire--it has moved from their pockets to the U.S. Treasury. The nation is not necessarily any richer or poorer. Some other tax could be reduced by $5 million. The $5 million could be rebated to consumers. It could be invested in some other activity--say, building a new bridge--that might have benefits greater than the cost.

If none of that happens, the money would reduce the federal deficit and the need for borrowing. This would be no small thing given the federal government's current fiscal crisis. Most people of common sense and good faith agree that tax revenue needs to increase and that spending needs to decrease. An oft-cited letter from 16 Nobel Prize-winning economists expressing their concerns about a second Trump administration emphasizes "a worry that Donald Trump will reignite this inflation, with his fiscally irresponsible budgets." But if fiscal responsibility is the concern, shouldn't the fact that a tariff that could raise hundreds of billions of dollars in annual revenue merit some mention?

To be clear, tariffs do impose costs that are not captured as revenue. One of these is what economists call "deadweight loss," created when resources are used less efficiently than they could be. Damage is done when a consumer who would have benefited from a $30 toaster chooses not to buy one for $33. A second cost appears as consumers switch to domestic options that are more expensive. The consumer who buys the $32 toaster made in America pays the extra $2, but the government collects no extra revenue.

Roge Karma: Reaganomics is on its last legs

Still, the share of the $32 purchase price that would once have gone to a Chinese factory and its workers now goes to an American firm and its workers instead. It pays American taxes and supports American families in American communities. And as the cases of laundry machines and Japanese cars underscore, when firms have incentives to invest in the United States, American workers prove every bit as capable as foreigners of producing efficiently and driving costs down. The standard anti-tariff narrative ignores all of this.

Protectionism can go too far: Insulating firms from any concern about foreign competition could lead to stagnation. Completely foreclosing access to imported components would make domestic production harder. But public policy is about trade-offs, and the trade-offs presented by tariffs have been well understood for centuries. The United States relied upon high protective walls to develop its own industrial base as it became the world's foremost economic power in the first half of the 20th century. Asian nations likewise drove their own export-led growth with both industrial policy and tariffs. Most prominently, China has used every trade barrier possible in pursuit of global manufacturing dominance. Conversely, the U.S. saw its industrial base collapse and its trade deficit explode once it left its own market unprotected and welcomed China into the World Trade Organization.

In Economics, the industry-defining textbook first published in 1948, the Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson argued aggressively for free trade. He did not, however, deny that tariffs work; under the heading "Beggar-Thy-Neighbor Policies," he listed the many ways that policies like "protective tariffs" could help "create a favorable balance of trade." Rather, Samuelson urged that "any intelligent person who agrees that the United States must play an important role in the postwar international world will strongly oppose the above policies," because to do otherwise would be to "attempt to snatch prosperity for ourselves at the expense of the rest of the world." As C. Fred Bergsten, the founding director of the Peterson Institute, acknowledged in 1971, "The economic argument was always marginal" for free trade. "It was the foreign policy case which provided the real impetus for liberal trade policies in the United States in the postwar period."

Whether America should focus more on domestic or global prosperity, on the lowest possible prices or on long-term growth and industrial strength, are questions on which reasonable minds may differ. They are not, however, questions that economists can answer. In fact, they are precisely the sorts of questions best left to politicians and the voters who elect them.
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The War That Would Not End

Inside the year-long American effort to release the hostages, end the fighting in Gaza, and bring peace to the Middle East

by Franklin Foer




On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.

McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with Israel. At a moment when Israel was growing internationally isolated, the nation that styled itself the leader of the Muslim world would embrace it.

The officials were there to begin hammering out the necessary details. The Saudis had assigned experts to redesign Palestine's electrical grid and welfare system. The plan also laid out steps that the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank would need to take to expunge corruption from its administrative apparatus.

At approximately 11 p.m., several hours after the meeting adjourned, the whole vision abruptly shattered. McGurk received a text from Israel's ambassador to the United States, Michael Herzog. "Israel is under attack," Herzog wrote. McGurk quickly responded, "We are with you."

Just after nine the next morning, Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived at the White House. Blinken had planned to travel to Saudi Arabia that week to further flesh out the vision for a Palestinian state with the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman. Now Blinken stepped into the Oval Office with McGurk to brief President Joe Biden about Hamas's attack on southern Israel.

They couldn't present Biden with a full picture; the Israeli Defense Forces were still fighting battles with Hamas across the south. The president had a simple question: "How much worse is it going to get?"

As video footage capturing Hamas's rampage began to emerge, aides showed it to Biden. He absorbed an account of Israeli children murdered in front of their parents. "This is on a different level of savagery," he told McGurk.

When Biden spoke by phone with Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister sounded shaken. Netanyahu told Biden that Hamas's invasion might be a prelude to an apocalyptic assault on the Jewish state, emerging from every direction. "In the Middle East, if you're seen as weak, you're roadkill," Netanyahu said. "You cannot be seen as weak. And we need to respond to this, and we need the U.S. to be with us. If not, all of our enemies are going to be coming after us."

Biden's response to Netanyahu was, in essence, what McGurk had texted Herzog: We're with you. But the administration assigned itself a larger mission than full-throated solidarity in the aftermath of the attack. It wanted to avert a regional war that might ensnare the United States. It aspired to broker an end to the conflict, and to liberate the estimated 251 hostages that Hamas had kidnapped and taken to the Gaza Strip. It sought a Gaza free from Hamas's rule, and the dismantlement of the group's military capabilities. And despite the scale of those tasks, it accelerated its pursuit of the Saudi normalization deal.

What follows is a history of those efforts: a reconstruction of 11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy, based on interviews with two dozen participants at the highest levels of government, both in America and across the Middle East. The administration faced an impossible situation, and for nearly a year, it has somehow managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war. But it has yet to find a way to release the hostages, bring the fighting to a halt, or put a broader peace process back on track. That makes this history an anatomy of a failure--the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis.



October 11
 Above all else, Joe Biden--who could remember the dawn of the atomic age, when schoolkids practiced hiding under their desk--feared escalation. When presented with the chance to send more potent arms to Ukraine, he would ask, "Will this increase the likelihood of nuclear war?" And four days after the Hamas attack, it seemed as if his abiding fear of a crisis spinning out of control was about to be realized.

At 7:48 a.m., Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, received a call from Tel Aviv. A trio of Netanyahu's top national security advisers--Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, Minister of Strategic Affairs Ron Dermer, and National Security Adviser Tzachi Hanegbi--told Sullivan they were convinced that Hezbollah was about to launch a war on Israel from Lebanon. And they said their cabinet preferred to initiate the war preemptively.

Since October 8, Hezbollah, an Iranian proxy committed to Israel's destruction, had been firing rockets at northern Israel, in a display of solidarity with Hamas. Hamas's invasion had caught Hezbollah and its longtime leader, Hassan Nasrallah, by surprise. Nasrallah, who had envisioned leading his own invasion of Israel, was irked that Hamas had moved first, and annoyed that it had failed to give him the courtesy of a warning.

Hezbollah's initial salvos seemed calibrated to assure Israel that it didn't want a full-blown conflict. But now Israel could see Hezbollah units mobilizing just across the border. The Iranian-backed militia had begun using tactical radios, a telltale sign that it was preparing for war.

At 9:55 a.m., Biden called Netanyahu to talk through the potential ramifications of a preemptive attack on Hezbollah. Biden understood that the Israeli leadership, having failed to avert the last attack on the homeland, was panicked at the prospect of missing another. He told the prime minister: "If you launch this attack, you're guaranteeing a major Middle East war. If you don't, there's a lot we can do to deter that. If Hezbollah attacks, I'm with you all the way. If you start the attack, that's a much different picture. Let's take our time."

Just as the president began his call, McGurk received a message via a back channel that he used to communicate with the Iranians. They wanted the White House to know that they opposed Hezbollah's entry into the war and were trying to calm tensions. Iran might have been lying, but Sullivan passed the message along to Dermer, hoping to persuade the Israeli cabinet to delay a preemptive strike.

Right when the administration felt as if its arguments had broken through, Sullivan stepped out of the Oval Office to take another call from Dermer. Hezbollah militants, Dermer told him, had drifted across the border in paragliders just as Hamas had done four days earlier; its gunmen had opened fire on a funeral. These reports, Dermer said, had tipped the cabinet debate in favor of attacking.

Sullivan called CIA Director William Burns and General Erik Kurilla, the head of U.S. Central Command, which oversees U.S. military operations across the greater Middle East. Neither could corroborate the reports of paragliders entering Israeli territory.

Sullivan scrambled to get Dermer on the phone, but couldn't reach him. He managed to track down Dermer's chief of staff, who said his boss was locked in a cabinet meeting. Sullivan dictated a short note to Dermer: You're not making rational decisions. You're acting in the fog of war on the basis of bad intelligence.

Forty-five minutes after Sullivan's note, Dermer called to tell him that the cabinet would heed Biden's advice; it had voted against striking Hezbollah. The Israelis had determined that no militants were paragliding into the country. By the narrowest of margins, Israel avoided going to war because of a failure to distinguish Hezbollah fighters from a flock of birds.

October 13 
 Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, who had argued vociferously for a preemptive attack on Hezbollah, was peeved that the Americans had pressured Israel to wait. Now it was U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin's job to wrap his arms around his distraught counterpart. The Biden administration was trying to smother Israel with reassurance so that it could nudge Israeli policy makers in its preferred direction.

The administration believed that the Israelis were on the brink of executing a brutal, poorly conceived war plan in Gaza. In fact, it was barely a plan. On October 7, the IDF didn't have the schematics for a ground invasion of Gaza on the shelf.

In the dazed aftermath of the massacre, the army had quickly cobbled one together. American officials considered the proposed assault to be intolerably blunt: a brief warning to evacuate, followed by bombardment, followed by 30,000 troops barreling into Gaza.

As Austin and Gallant met in the Kirya, the sprawling campus in Tel Aviv that houses the Ministry of Defense, the American tried to gently, and Socratically, express his skepticism. Austin believed that he and Gallant were talking soldier to soldier, so he described the hard lessons he'd learned while overseeing the battle of Mosul in the war against the Islamic State: "You've got to take into account how you're going to address civilians."

He also urged Gallant to consider how allocating so much of the IDF's resources to Gaza would create a vulnerability that Hezbollah might exploit.

Austin kept pressing, "How does this end?"

There was no clear answer.

After his own consoling visit to Tel Aviv, Antony Blinken sprinted across the capitals of the Middle East. In Doha, where the political leadership of Hamas resided in luxurious exile, Blinken arrived to tell the emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, that the U.S. wanted him to consider evicting Hamas from his country.

But the emir had a complaint of his own: "We've been talking to Hamas, and Hamas is ready to release some of the hostages." In return, Hamas wanted Israel to pause the air strikes that had been pounding Gaza. "We've been trying to talk to the Israelis," the emir said. "We can't get anyone to focus on it."

The problem, as the emir explained it, was that Hamas had succeeded beyond its most extravagant expectations on October 7, not simply murdering more Jews than it anticipated, but seizing more hostages than it could manage.

In his diplomatic deadpan, Blinken replied, "I will follow up on this." But some of his aides were gobsmacked. They couldn't believe that Israel would pass up an opportunity to rescue women and children kidnapped into Gaza. As soon as Blinken boarded his plane, he called Dermer.

Dermer said that he would get to work on it. But throughout October, Biden-administration officials kept finding themselves struck by the Israeli government's unwillingness to explore hostage negotiations. Perhaps it was just the chaos that reigned in the aftermath of the attacks, but they began to feel as if there was a stark difference in outlook: Where the Americans were prepared to negotiate with Hamas, the Israelis wanted to obliterate it. Where the Americans worried about hostages dying in captivity, Israel retained confidence in its ability to stage daring rescues.

The Americans believed that the threat of invasion gave the Israelis leverage over Hamas. The best chance at extricating women and children from the tunnels of Gaza, they thought, was before the IDF began a ground operation--a fleeting opportunity that might never come again.


Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Israel on October 16, 2023, after discussions in six Arab states to coordinate efforts against Hamas and address Gaza's humanitarian crisis. (Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty )



October 16 
 As Blinken toured the region, Israel began to bombard Gaza with an intensity that unnerved otherwise sympathetic Arab leaders. In Amman and Riyadh, Cairo and Abu Dhabi, Sunni heads of state privately intimated that they wished for the resounding defeat of Hamas, the Palestine branch of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood movement that threatened their own regimes. They also accused Netanyahu of bringing catastrophe upon his country by allowing Qatari money to strengthen Hamas's rule of Gaza--the other Gulf States resented Qatar's support for the Muslim Brotherhood--despite their emphatic warnings about the dangers of that arrangement. But Israel was making it difficult for them to remain neutral. Hearing the Arabs' complaints, Blinken decided to add one last stop on his tour, a return visit to Israel, where he would press Netanyahu to allow aid into Gaza.

Before he landed, he felt sure that the Israelis would accede to allowing trucks full of basic goods to enter the Strip. In the parlance of diplomacy, that agreement was "prebaked."

But when Blinken visited Netanyahu, the prime minister balked.

Netanyahu told Blinken that he would negotiate the matter with Biden when he arrived in two days. Blinken replied that the president wouldn't board a plane without a humanitarian agreement in place.

It was lunchtime, and Blinken retreated to the acting ambassador's home in Jerusalem, hoping that Netanyahu would reconsider in his absence.

At 6 p.m., Blinken met Netanyahu at the Kirya. But the hours apart had done nothing to resolve the differences. Netanyahu kept arguing that his hands were tied. "I have got people in the cabinet who don't want an aspirin to get into Gaza because of what's happened." Ministers wanted to inflict collective punishment. "That's not me," he added, "but that's people in my coalition."

An air-raid siren cut their discussion short, sending them to a tightly packed bunker, where Netanyahu, Blinken, and Gallant awkwardly passed the time. When they returned to their meeting, Netanyahu ended it. He told Blinken that he needed to discuss everything with his cabinet. He left the secretary and his staff in a bureaucrat's small underground office, so deep that it had no cellular connection, while Netanyahu ran his meeting several doors down.

Periodically, members of the cabinet would emerge and present the Americans with a new proposal. Gallant suggested building a new railway system to transport aid, rather than allowing trucks into Gaza.

Netanyahu suggested that Israel could send a team to Gaza to assess the situation.

"You can't eat an assessment," Blinken responded.

Blinken held the leverage: the promise of the presidential visit that Netanyahu craved.

At 1 a.m., Netanyahu said that Israel would open the Rafah border crossing, which connected Gaza with Egypt. But he also insisted on sitting with Blinken for another hour, drafting the announcement of the agreement. Once they'd hashed out a statement, they walked into a closet to make a copy. Netanyahu couldn't figure out how to operate the machine. He just stood there, punching buttons.

October 17-18
 Air Force One was supposed to leave for Israel in a matter of hours, but Brett McGurk had forgotten his passport at home. Weaving his way through traffic in Washington, he heard a news report on the radio that a rocket had just struck Al-Ahli Arab Hospital in Gaza City, killing 500 civilians. Shit, he exclaimed to himself; what's going on? Before he had time to think, Israeli officials began lighting up his phone, denying responsibility for the strike.

Twenty minutes later, back at the White House, he found the president huddled with Jake Sullivan, along with Steve Ricchetti and Mike Donilon, advisers who occupied Biden's innermost circle. King Abdullah of Jordan called. Amman was supposed to be Biden's second destination. He didn't want Biden coming to his country at such a sensitive moment.

As aides began to debate canceling the trip, Biden called Netanyahu, who quickly said, "It wasn't us. I'll get you all the intel." He promised that by the time Biden landed, he would be able to show definitively that Israel hadn't bombed the hospital. McGurk wasn't so sure. But Biden concluded that he couldn't tolerate the consequences of calling off the trip. The Israelis needed him.

(Proof soon came that the hospital had been hit by an errant rocket fired by the Iran-affiliated Palestinian Islamic Jihad movement.)

While Air Force One made its way through the night, Biden kept revising the speech he would deliver to the Israeli public. The president had long described himself as a Zionist, with sympathy for the Jewish people cultivated in him by his father. He had so many Jews on his staff that he sometimes joked with them about "our people." Now, at Israel's moment of greatest need, he wanted to be its friendly uncle, Ray-Bans dangling from his hand, dispensing hard-earned wisdom.

The October 7 attack had sapped Netanyahu of self-confidence. It had taken him more than a week to meet with hostages' families; he was avoiding the public, which blamed him for the security failure. After Biden arrived in Tel Aviv, he wasn't just bucking up the prime minister; he was, in effect, executing the parts of the job that Netanyahu couldn't manage in his stunned detachment.


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu hugs President Joe Biden upon his arrival at Ben-Gurion airport on October 18, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)



For hours, Biden huddled with the Israeli war cabinet. To the world, that meeting looked as if Biden was claiming ownership of Israel's coming military campaign. The bear hug risked becoming a bear trap.

But it wasn't his war to run; all he could do was pose questions about the planned invasion of Gaza.

Biden was trying to get the Israelis to pause long enough to regain their emotional equilibrium and better calibrate their response. He offered to send three generals to lend their experience by poking holes in Israel's plans and making suggestions. The Israelis had little desire to accept advice. But Biden was sitting in Tel Aviv, and an offer from the superpower that would help defend them in a war against Iran wasn't something they could decline.

October 27
 After his visit, Biden began to ratchet up the pressure. He wanted Netanyahu to refrain from launching a ground invasion. Instead of capturing major urban centers or displacing civilian populations, he urged Israel to consider waging a counterterrorism campaign, with a series of surgical raids and strikes against Hamas's leadership and infrastructure.

The Israeli war cabinet dismissed the president's alternative because it would leave Hamas intact and, the Israelis worried, able to carry out another assault like October 7. But Israel didn't want to broadcast differences of opinion with the Americans to their enemies. Quietly, Netanyahu told Biden that he had to go in.

The invasion plan, however, was scaled back. Israel would send a fraction of the soldiers it initially intended in order to capture Gaza City, the hub of Hamas's command-and-control structure. After a brief pause, the army would continue to Khan Younis, the epicenter of the tunnel network. The war would be over by Christmas.

What the Israelis described was much more aggressive than Biden's plan. But the administration considered it well reasoned, not an overreaction. It made provisions to protect civilian life.

Twenty days after October 7, the IDF cut cell service in the Gaza Strip. It seized the beach road into Palestinian territory, then curved toward Gaza City. Netanyahu told his nation, "This is the second stage of the war."


Blinken attends a meeting with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry and Palestine Liberation Organization Executive Committee Secretary General Hussein al-Sheikh on November 4, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AP)



November 24 
 All of the American warnings about the battle for Gaza City included premonitions of a high number of Israeli casualties. But only about 70 IDF soldiers died in the fighting. The Israelis succeeded in trouncing Hamas in the north far more efficiently than their leaders had dared hope. That victory presented a diplomatic opportunity, because the IDF had always intended to pause its attacks after the battle anyway.

Biden assigned Burns, the CIA director, to pursue a cease-fire deal. The rumpled, self-effacing spymaster was also the administration's most experienced diplomat, a former deputy secretary of state who had earlier served as ambassador to Jordan and then Russia. Biden liked to hand Burns tasks that would otherwise have flowed to the secretary of state. Unlike Blinken, the CIA director could travel the world unannounced, without a retinue of reporters trailing him. And he had relationships with the two figures who, in theory, had the greatest chance of persuading Hamas to come to the table: Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, known as MBAR, Qatar's prime minister and foreign minister, and Abbas Kamel, Egypt's intelligence chief.

The two countries held sway over different corners of Hamas. Qatar served as the primary patron of the group's exiled political wing, which had relocated to Doha in 2012. Egypt, abutting the Gaza Strip, shared the management of the Rafah border crossing with Hamas. It had a direct relationship with the militants waging war.

To influence the course of the conflict, the negotiators needed the assent of one man, Hamas's top leader in Gaza, Yahya Sinwar. His brutality toward Israelis; his indifference, at best, to the death of Palestinian civilians; his sense of theological certainty about his mission; and his resignation to the possibility of his own death made him an almost impossible negotiating partner.

Even so, Sinwar thought strategically. He'd spent many years in an Israeli prison, where he'd learned Hebrew and voraciously consumed news from international sources. And the hostage negotiators benefited from a fleeting confluence of interests: Sinwar wanted to release the babies and small children among the hostages; having militants change diapers was not the end goal of his operation.

When the four-day cease-fire deal began--50 hostages released in exchange for 150 Palestinian prisoners and a four-day pause in the fighting--Burns remained in a state of constant anxiety. Israel said it would extend the cease-fire an additional day for each 10 additional hostages Hamas released. According to the deal, the hostages and prisoners exchanged were limited to women and children.

Each day, when the two sides published the names of those to be released, Burns braced himself for an objection that would cause the tentative peace to collapse. The Biden administration had successfully prodded the Israelis to develop a more nuanced, more realistic battle plan--and to prioritize the release of the hostages. The benefits of its diplomacy were on display in the faces of the 105 hostages who returned to their families. (Twenty-three Thai nationals and a Filipino were freed in a separate deal.) Then, after seven days, everything fell apart.


Blinken departs Tel Aviv for Jordan on November 3, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AFP / Getty)





Early December
 In Gaza, the suffering was immense. As the fighting resumed, NGOs operating in the territory reported a humanitarian catastrophe: widespread hunger, a water system that had stopped functioning, a surge in infectious diseases, a near-total breakdown of the public-health apparatus. Although the death toll was subject to fierce dispute, and estimates rarely attempted to disentangle civilian and military casualties, the numbers were nonetheless harrowing. By early December, approximately 15,000 people had died. The Financial Times described northern Gaza as "virtually uninhabitable." The Wall Street Journal called the conflict "comparable in scale to the most devastating urban warfare in the modern record."

A backlash against Biden's support for Israel was growing, not just among pro-Palestinian activists, but within the administration itself. In early December, a group of White House interns published an anonymous letter accusing the president of callously ignoring civilian deaths. A State Department official resigned in protest. Dissent began to filter into the Situation Room. A group that included Jon Finer, the deputy head of the National Security Council, and Phil Gordon, national security adviser to Vice President Kamala Harris, quietly complained about Israeli tactics.

Brett McGurk would push back against the complaints, invoking his stint overseeing the siege of Mosul during the Obama administration, as the U.S. attempted to drive ISIS from northern Iraq: We flattened the city. There's nothing left. What standard are you holding these Israelis to?

It was an argument bolstered by a classified cable sent by the U.S. embassy in Israel in late fall. American officials had embedded in IDF operating centers, reviewing its procedures for ordering air strikes. The cable concluded that the Israeli standards for protecting civilians and calculating the risks of bombardment were not so different from those used by the U.S. military.

When State Department officials chastised them over the mounting civilian deaths, Israeli officials liked to make the very same point. Herzl Halevi, the IDF chief of staff, brought up his own education at an American war college. He recalled asking a U.S. general how many civilian deaths would be acceptable in pursuit of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the jihadist leader of the anti-American insurgency in Iraq. The general replied, I don't even understand the question. As Halevi now explained to the U.S. diplomats, Everything we do, we learned at your colleges. 

December 14-15 
 When the Israelis first outlined their campaign, they estimated that it would be over by Christmas, as if they would deliver an end to the conflict as a holiday gift for their American benefactor. Then they would shift to a counterterrorism operation using precision raids and targeted operations, just as Biden wanted.

But Christmas was little more than a week away--and an end to the war seemed distant. Jake Sullivan went to Tel Aviv to press the war cabinet to conclude the operation.

The Israelis assured Sullivan that the end would come soon enough. They were about to eliminate a substantial portion of the underground tunnel system, to break the military capacity of their enemy. They simply needed a few more weeks, until the end of January, or perhaps February.

"This is starting to sound like just basically smashing your way around the entire Strip indefinitely," Sullivan told them.

Despite his empathy for Israel, he had arrived at a dispiriting conclusion: The government had no plausible theory of victory, no idea how it might wrap up the conflict.

December 23
 Sullivan's doubts stoked Biden's frustrations. He was suffering politically on Israel's behalf, heckled at his public appearances by protesters and at odds with a faction of his own party, but Netanyahu didn't seem to care. The lack of reciprocity angered Biden. He was learning the hard way what his predecessors in the Oval Office had also learned the hard way: Netanyahu was not a give-and-take negotiating partner.

Biden called Netanyahu with a long list of concerns, urging him to release tax revenue that Israel owed to the Palestinian Authority, the government in the West Bank, which Netanyahu was always trying to undermine in his quest to prevent the establishment of an autonomous, fully functioning state there.

"You can't let the PA collapse," Biden told him. "We're going to have a West Bank catastrophe to go with the Gaza catastrophe."

As Netanyahu began to push back, Biden couldn't contain his pique and barked into the phone, We're done.

They wouldn't speak again for almost a month.


Antony Blinken meets with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, on January 8. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / Anadolu / Getty)



January 8 
 Al-Ula was the realization of Mohammed bin Salman's dreams--a remote oasis that had come to represent the young monarch's theory of modernization, how he would turn his country into the spear tip of the 21st century. In the middle of the desert, he had erected a destination brimming with five-star resorts and luxurious spas. There was even a plan to build a satellite branch of the Centre Pompidou.

The Saudi crown prince, known as MBS, maintained winter quarters at al-Ula. He took meetings in a tent lined with thick rugs and plush cushions. This is where he greeted Blinken, who arrived at dusk in pursuit of his own dream, a vision that traced back to the earliest days of the Biden presidency, when McGurk had traveled to the kingdom.

Biden took office spoiling for a fight with the Saudis. During the campaign, he had announced his intention of turning the kingdom into a "pariah." But after McGurk explained the sanctions that the administration was about to impose on Saudi Arabia, he found himself on the receiving end of one of the prince's flights of enthusiasm. MBS disarmed McGurk by announcing his desire to normalize relations with Israel, following the path that the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain had traveled a few months earlier with the signing of the Abraham Accords.

Netanyahu kept offering tantalizing hints of his own enthusiasm for the same vision. Two years after McGurk's visit, in early 2023, the prime minister called Biden and told him that he was prepared to reconfigure his coalition to build domestic support for a deal. Netanyahu would first have to overcome his lifelong aversion to a Palestinian state, because that was a nonnegotiable Saudi demand. But he said that he was willing to go there, even if he had to break with the theocrats in his coalition to make it happen.

And in the early fall of 2023, the administration moved ever closer to hatching a normalization deal between the old adversaries. The deal was a grand bargain: Saudi Arabia and the United States would enter into a mutual-defense treaty, which required Senate ratification. The United States would help the Saudis build a nuclear-power program for civilian purposes, and in return Saudi Arabia would remain committed to the dominance of the U.S. dollar and American interests in the region.

The events of October 7 seemed destined to doom the deal. When Blinken visited MBS soon after the attack, the crown prince could hardly contain his anxiety about the prospect of anti-Israel protests in his streets, about the prospect of a regional war.

But in Blinken's head, the contours of the deal still felt as relevant as ever. The administration began to imagine its diplomacy proceeding along two separate, but deeply interconnected, tracks. It would cut one deal with Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, which would have some of those countries supply troops to stabilize Gaza in the aftermath of the war. And then it would cut a separate deal with the Saudis, who would not only recognize Israel but also fund the reconstruction of Gaza.

Blinken had come to al-Ula looking for a signal from MBS that such a deal was still plausible.

As they settled in the tent, MBS shocked Blinken. A hardened piece of Washington conventional wisdom held that MBS felt a kinship, born of shared authoritarian tendencies, with Donald Trump. But after the 2018 murder of the Washington Post contributor Jamal Khashoggi, MBS had become a voracious student of American politics. He spoke frequently with Senator Lindsey Graham, a close ally of Trump's, and those conversations helped lead him to a fresh analysis of Saudi interests. (In the capitals of the Middle East, Graham is viewed as a potential secretary of state in a second Trump administration, so his opinions are given weight.)

From the April 2022 issue: Graeme Wood on the crown prince, a murder, and the future of Saudi Arabia

MBS told Blinken that the Biden administration represented his best chance for realizing his plans: Two-thirds of the Senate needed to ratify any Saudi-U.S. defense pact, and he believed that could happen only in a Democratic administration, which could help deliver progressives' votes by building a Palestinian state into the deal. He had to move quickly, before the November election risked returning Trump to power.

"What do you need from Israel?" Blinken wanted to know.

Above all, MBS said, he needed calm in Gaza. Blinken asked if the Saudis could tolerate Israel periodically reentering the territory to conduct counterterrorism raids. "They can come back in six months, a year, but not on the back end of my signing something like this," MBS replied.

He began to talk about the imperative of an Israeli commitment to Palestinian statehood.

"Seventy percent of my population is younger than me," the 38-year-old ruler explained. "For most of them, they never really knew much about the Palestinian issue. And so they're being introduced to it for the first time through this conflict. It's a huge problem. Do I care personally about the Palestinian issue? I don't, but my people do, so I need to make sure this is meaningful." (A Saudi official described this account of the conversation as "incorrect.")

He wanted Blinken to know that he was pursuing this deal at the greatest personal risk. The example of the assassinated former Egyptian President Anwar Sadat weighed on him, an unshakable demonstration that the Muslim Brotherhood would wait patiently to exact murderous revenge on an Arab leader willing to make peace with Israel.

"Half my advisers say that the deal is not worth the risk," he said. "I could end up getting killed because of this deal."

January 9 
 Blinken hoped that Netanyahu still hungered for diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia. Normalization would, after all, be the capstone of what the prime minister considered his legacy project: brokering peace with the Arab Gulf States. And, in MBS's view, it would almost certainly create space for other Muslim nations to follow: Qatar, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, a slew of African states.

Iran was the force that could weld together this unlikely coalition. The Islamic Republic's aspirations to regional hegemony, its pursuit of nuclear weapons, and its willingness to fund and train militant groups frightened both the Middle East's Sunni Arab rulers and its Israeli leaders. By working together, though, Israel and the Sunni states might be able to contain Iran. It was a plausible enough vision, but it had failed to account for an Iranian veto.

If October 7 was designed to halt Israeli-Arab rapprochement, it had been wildly successful. And the only hope of reviving the process rested on Netanyahu overcoming a deeply ingrained instinct. Ever since losing his premiership in 1999, after making concessions to the Palestinians under pressure from the Clinton administration, he'd seemed determined never to alienate the Israeli right wing again. He almost always choked when forced to utter the words Palestinian state.

Sitting with Netanyahu, Blinken asked if he wanted to continue pursuing a deal with MBS. "If you're not serious about this it's good to know, because we can just close up shop here."

Netanyahu said he remained emphatically interested.

Spelling out the obvious, Blinken told him that he would need to publicly express his support for Palestinian statehood. Netanyahu replied that he could find a way to make that commitment, although he allowed that it might take some finessing of language.

When Blinken mentioned that MBS also needed calm in Gaza, Netanyahu said that he could supply that, too.

After they finished their private discussion, Blinken joined Netanyahu in a cabinet meeting. Rather than seeking to restore calm, however, the ministers were discussing plans for ramping up the war. Netanyahu said nothing to contradict them.

As they left the meeting, Blinken grabbed him and said, "Prime Minister, what we just heard there--it's not consistent with what we talked about in your office."

He replied, "I know. I'm working on it."

January 31
 Beneath central Gaza City, the Israelis experienced the shock of another intelligence failure. Of course they knew about the tunnels of Gaza. In the popular vernacular of the prewar era, they were dubbed the Metro. But as the IDF cleared Hamas from the city and began to burrow beneath it, it was stunned by the branching passageways it encountered. The Israelis began to refer to it as the Kingdom. They realized that the tunnels were far deeper than they had known. And as the army moved into Khan Younis, it began to comprehend their scale. It was possible, the Israelis estimated, that as many as 450 miles of tunnel were beneath the Strip.

The network had been built to withstand an Israeli invasion. Entryways were booby-trapped. Steel blast doors protected living quarters so that they could withstand air strikes. Militants' apartments were adorned with ceramic tile to create a comforting illusion of home. The tunnels contained machinery to manufacture the long-range rockets that Hamas periodically launched at civilian targets in Israel. It was even possible to drive a car through the widest passageways.

The discovery of the full extent of the system extended Israel's timeline. Conquering the subterranean world was painstaking, perilous work; fanciful schemes, such as pumping the passages full of seawater, failed to clear the tunnels. And the IDF kept uncovering computers filled with revelatory information, leading it to new targets.

Israeli soldiers stumbled into Yahya Sinwar's lair under the city of Khan Younis soon after he had fled, leaving behind bags of cash that he desperately needed. The near miss was a forking moment: Killing Sinwar might have allowed Israel to feel the catharsis that comes with retribution, opening the way to negotiate an end to the war.

In the months that followed, Sinwar was the lizard that grew back its tail. After the IDF would crush his battalions, it would then withdraw its troops. Israel didn't want to become an occupying force, with the casualties and burdens that would entail. The world didn't want that either. But without a continued IDF presence in the cities it conquered, Hamas returned to the sites of its defeat. It reconstituted itself, both physically and spiritually. Sinwar had developed a new sense of his own resilience, American intelligence came to believe, and a suspicion that he might just survive.

March 5 
 Every time Antony Blinken visited Israel, he found himself in endless meetings with politicians who delivered posturing soliloquies, which reporters who hadn't been in the room somehow managed to quote later in the day. He began arranging private conversations with Benny Gantz and Yoav Gallant.

Gantz, a former IDF chief of staff turned leader of the centrist opposition, was the great hope for a politically viable alternative to Netanyahu. And in the late winter, he privately indicated to the State Department that the premiership might be within his reach.

The administration thought it could see a path to provoking a political crisis within Israel: Present the Saudi deal to the Israeli public, and if Netanyahu rejected it, Biden could explain its wisdom. Voters would be left to choose between Netanyahu and a sunnier alternative vision of Israel's future.

To boost his standing, Gantz scheduled a trip to the White House. The visit deeply irked Netanyahu. The Israeli embassy was instructed not to arrange meetings on Gantz's behalf while he was in Washington.

Two of Blinken's top deputies, Barbara Leaf and Derek Chollet, met Gantz in his suite at the Willard hotel. It was the former general's first trip outside Israel since October 7, his first time emerging into a world that had largely shifted its sympathy from Israeli hostages to Palestinian children. As Gantz sipped his coffee, Chollet and Leaf took turns excoriating him for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. It wasn't hard to read the surprise on his face; he wasn't prepared for how differently Americans had come to see the war.

Upon returning to Israel, Gantz told colleagues that Netanyahu was endangering Jerusalem's relationship with Washington. The warning was both accurate and self-serving; the time had arrived for Gantz to make his move.

But Gantz, ever the Boy Scout, hesitated to resign from the government in the middle of a war or to call for new elections, as he had long hinted he would. His hour had come, and then it swiftly passed him by.


Benny Gantz visits the U.S. State Department on March 5 to discuss humanitarian aid in Gaza. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / abacapress.com / Reuters)



March 9
 Biden was feeling hoodwinked. First, the Israelis had said the war would be over by Christmas; then they'd said it would be over by February. Now they said they wanted to invade Rafah, which would extend the war for several more months.

It seemed to the White House as if the Israelis had learned nothing. They planned to encircle Rafah, the last intact city in Gaza, where refugees from across the Strip had gathered, and then clear it block by block. They had no serious plan for evacuating and rehousing civilians.

In one meeting with Blinken, Ron Dermer boasted that the Israelis had ordered 80,000 tents for evacuees. But in the course of the meeting, the Israelis admitted that the number was actually closer to 40,000. Even the larger number, though, wouldn't come close to housing more than 1 million refugees.

Biden's team understood why the Israelis wanted to enter Rafah, which bordered Egypt. Every tunnel resupplying Hamas with smuggled bullets and rockets ran beneath it. The IDF had left it out of the initial plan because its leaders expected to sustain a large number of casualties just tackling their original targets. But as the war had gone on and they'd learned how to fight Hamas, their confidence had grown and their plans had evolved.

Five months into the fighting, Biden and his administration were still reacting to events as they unfolded, and appeared no closer to bringing the conflict to an end. Now, for the first time, he told the Israelis he'd had enough. He couldn't support an invasion of Rafah without a better plan for limiting Palestinian suffering. In an interview with MSNBC's Jonathan Capehart, he said that this was his "red line."


Palestinians rush trucks transporting international aid from the U.S.-built temporary aid pier near the Nuseirat refugee camp in central Gaza on May 18. (AFP / Getty)






 April 1
 At about 11 a.m., a group of Israeli officials piled into the White House Situation Room. Jake Sullivan had prepared a lacerating speech: "You're about to be responsible for the third famine of the 21st century." But before he could even sit down, Sullivan noticed that the face of the usually gregarious Hadai Zilberman, the military attache from the Israeli embassy, was creased with worry. He stepped out of the room to talk with Zilberman and Ambassador Herzog.

The Israelis explained that they had just struck a building in Damascus. That, in itself, was not a big deal. As far as the U.S. was concerned, Israel had freedom of action in Syria.

But Herzog and Zilberman intimated that this situation was different. For starters, they had killed three generals and four officers in Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. That included Mohammad Reza Zahedi, the general in charge of Iran's covert activity in Lebanon and Syria and an old friend of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. And there was a complicating wrinkle: The building abutted the Iranian embassy.

"You did what?" Sullivan asked in disbelief. "Was it part of the embassy?"

The Israelis said they couldn't be sure, but they didn't believe that it was.

On social media, however, the Iranians were already claiming that Israel had destroyed its consulate, which constituted sovereign Iranian soil.

Sullivan felt his frustration rising: Does Israel really need this right now? Does the United States really need this right now?

In truth, the Israelis hadn't fully considered the reverberations, although the Mossad had argued that the strike wasn't worth the risk. That evening, Iran sent the U.S. a message via the Swiss, holding it responsible and hinting that retaliation would extend to American targets.

Later in the week, the administration sent its own muscular message: Don't attack Israel. A strike on Israel would draw the region into war; it would draw the U.S. and Iran into conflict.  

April 12
 Iranian retaliation was often theatrical, severe enough to demonstrate resolve to the regime's hard-liners but mild enough to preclude a cycle of escalation. But this time, the intel suggested something worse.

At first, the three-letter agencies had predicted that Iran would hurl about a dozen ballistic missiles at Israel. Over the course of a week, however, those predictions had swelled to as many as 50. The number suggested an effort to draw not attention, but blood.

General Kurilla had flown across the region, coordinating an international response to the impending assault. Missiles would be tracked from space and shot down by American ships. The Israelis would use their layered interceptors: the Arrow systems, Iron Dome, David's Sling. American and British fighter jets would knock down drones before they could enter Israel, which meant operating in Jordanian and Saudi airspace. Kurilla even convinced Arab states that their air forces should participate in knocking down drones, proof of concept for an emerging anti-Iranian alliance.

Lloyd Austin reported that the allies were prepared, but the Pentagon worried that some missiles and drones would slip past the patchwork defense. It seemed almost inevitable that Israel would respond in turn, and that the wider war the administration had worked so hard to avoid would be on.

April 13 
 "It's already under way," Austin told the room.

At about 5:15 p.m., Biden had gathered his advisers in the Situation Room--his intelligence chiefs, his national security adviser, the secretaries of state and defense. The vice president joined remotely, via videophone, as did General Kurilla, who was in Jordan.

The Iranians had unleashed their first salvo, an armada of drones flying slowly toward Israel. This was just the prelude, but Austin was already rushing to tamp down the next phase of the conflict. He had called Yoav Gallant and urged him in the strongest terms not to retaliate without consulting the U.S.

Kurilla periodically disappeared from the screen in search of the latest intelligence. The U.S., the U.K., and their Arab allies had already begun swatting down the drones, he reported. Saudi Arabia, home to Islam's most sacred sites, was helping defend the Jewish state. (Saudi Arabia has not confirmed or denied its involvement.)

But drones were slow and easy pickings. The bigger tests, Kurilla warned, were the ballistic missiles. He estimated that they could be in the air within the hour.

"What are the primary targets?" the president asked.

The bulk of the missiles were expected to fall on an air base in Israel's Negev desert, but cities might also be struck. The Houthis, Iran's proxies in Yemen, might target the resort city of Eilat. Iraqi and Syrian militias might take aim at Haifa. "The numbers are the problem," Austin said. "They are trying to overwhelm air defense."

Biden, as always, worried about escalation. "I want to make sure we know what the hell we're doing," he said. "It's one thing to defend Israel. It's another thing to use force against Iran."

He was uncertain how ferociously the Israelis might react, but he was sure that they would. "If they don't respond, I'll eat this table," he said.

Then, at 6:34, Kurilla told the room that the full Iranian assault had begun. Screens filled with images of missiles launching. Maps of the Middle East were covered in arcing red lines, tracing the trajectory of lethal projectiles that would land in 12 minutes.

At 6:52, Kurilla appeared again, and said that at least four drones or ballistic missiles had struck their intended target at the Nevatim air base, but he didn't know the damage. Other drones and missiles were still in the air, and he was unsure if more would follow.

The officials at the table began to retreat from the room to call their own sources, in search of greater clarity. The meeting anxiously dissolved, without any sense of the scale of the crisis.

At 8:07, it reconvened. Austin had just spoken with Gallant. Five of the Iranian missiles hit the air base, he said. Only one struck an occupied building, but it inflicted minimal damage. There was one report of a civilian killed by shrapnel. (It turned out to be false.)

"This is extraordinary," Austin said, beaming.

It was one thing to design an air defense system, integrating land, sea, and space, and stitching together Arabs, Jews, and Americans. It was another for that system to work nearly perfectly in the heat of battle.

But Sullivan broke the ebullient mood: "I just spoke to my counterpart; there are many voices in the war cabinet that are strongly urging for striking back very quickly."

Biden picked up the phone to call Netanyahu. He wanted the prime minister to know that Israel had already miscalculated once, by attacking the Iranian facility in Damascus. It couldn't afford to miscalculate again.

"Tell people that you succeeded. Tell them that you've got friends. Tell them that you have a superior military. But if you go after Iran, we're not going to be with you. Not a joke."

"I understand, Joe," Netanyahu responded, "but these guys still have a lot of capability left, and they could do it again."

After he hung up, Biden told the room that although he'd instructed Netanyahu to "take the win," he knew he wouldn't. Biden's goal wasn't to prevent Israeli retaliation, but to limit it. He went to bed still unsure whether he had headed off a regional war.


Israel's war cabinet discusses an attack launched by Iran in Tel Aviv on April 14. (Israeli Government Press Office / Getty)



April 18
 In the days that followed, the Israeli war cabinet debated the form that retaliation would take. Sullivan feared that the Israelis wanted to put on a "firework show," calibrated to project superiority and provoking an endless exchange of missiles.

Sullivan kept calling Israeli officials, and he found that they understood the risks of escalation.

Gallant told him that Israel would engage in a precision response, without announcing the target of the strike or the damage it exacted, so that Iran could save face.

On the evening of April 18, Sullivan and Brett McGurk watched from the Situation Room as Israel struck an air base outside Isfahan, not far from an Iranian nuclear site. It wasn't the scale of the attack that impressed, but its stealth. Eluding Iran's air defenses implied that Israel could strike Iran anywhere it wanted, at any time it desired.

But McGurk and Sullivan couldn't be sure whether the restraint that Israel displayed would preclude escalation. That night, the intelligence showed that Amir Ali Hajizadeh, the Iranian commander who'd overseen the April 13 attack, was aching to fire more missiles at Israel. His view, ultimately, was the dissident one. Iranian media portrayed Israel's retaliation as ineffectual, hardly worthy of a response. The next day, the Iranians passed yet another message along to the U.S., this time through the United Nations envoy in Lebanon. They were done.




Blinken walks with Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant toward the Gaza border at the Kerem Shalom crossing on May 1. (Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty)



May 1
 Antony Blinken was headed back to Washington after an exhausting set of meetings. Even at home, he couldn't escape the conflict. In front of his suburban-Virginia house, protesters had erected an encampment, which they called Kibbutz Blinken, implying that he held dual loyalties. Blinken was the highest-ranking Jew in the executive branch--and the only member of the administration subjected to such treatment. Protesters threw red paint at cars that were leaving his house. They shouted at his wife, "Leave him, leave him."

When things seemed especially bleak, Blinken liked to quote an aphorism coined by George Mitchell, who negotiated the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, ending decades of sectarian strife in Northern Ireland. While pursuing the deal, Mitchell said, he'd had 700 days of failure and one day of success.

Blinken was at the end of one not particularly successful day. In Jerusalem, he'd confronted Netanyahu and his cabinet about Israel's plans for invading Rafah.

He told them: You're going to have to make your own decisions, but go into this clear-eyed; understand the consequences for our relationship. 

Netanyahu seemed braced for a possible rupture: If this is it, this is it. If this is where we end, this is where we end. You have to do what you have to do. We have to do what we have to do.

That wasn't the response the Americans in the room had expected, and it left them dazed. For the entirety of the war, they had avoided a rift in the alliance, but perhaps the alliance was dissolving, despite Biden's warm feelings, despite all the political costs he'd absorbed on Israel's behalf.

May 8 
 Biden told aides that he didn't want to see Israel raze Rafah, where the IDF was already operating, with the same American bombs that had flattened northern Gaza, so he ordered the suspension of the shipment of certain heavy munitions. But this was an impulsive decision--rendered in anger after Netanyahu crossed Biden's Rafah red line. The administration hadn't figured out how to communicate the decision to the Israeli government, but the Israelis were bound to notice that the weapons shipments had been delayed.

Yoav Gallant learned about it from underlings, then confronted Blinken to confirm it. Reports of the slowdown leaked to the press. But instead of discouraging Netanyahu, Biden's rash move had thrown him a political lifeline.

Over the course of his career, Netanyahu had always excelled at picking fights with Democratic presidents as a means of boosting his standing with right-wing Israeli voters. Now Biden had given him the pretext for the same comfortably familiar play once more.

Netanyahu began to publicly argue that Biden's caution, his hand-wringing about civilian casualties, was preventing Israel from winning the war. Republican members of Congress were leveling the same accusation, only without any pretense of diplomatic niceties. Senator Tom Cotton told Face the Nation, "Joe Biden's position is de facto for Hamas victory at this point."

May 31
 After months of drift, Biden was at last aggressively attempting to impose his will and bring the fighting in Gaza to a close. In the State Dining Room of the White House, he delivered a speech--and presented a four-and-a-half-page plan--describing the mechanics of a cease-fire, distilling months of negotiation between Israel and Hamas. Only this time, the proposed deal wasn't being hashed out behind the scenes between the parties, but issued from the mouth of the president of the United States.

Biden intended to stuff Netanyahu in a box by insisting publicly that Israel had agreed to his proposal--even though he knew that the right-wing members of the Israeli government would likely reject it, and that Netanyahu had made a habit of pushing for better terms even after he'd committed to a deal. But with its invasion of Rafah advancing, and as it gained control of the smuggling tunnels in the south, Israel was on the brink of ending the most intensive phase of the war.

The president described Hamas as the key obstacle to the deal, and he directed his administration to use every means at its disposal to pressure the group. After Biden's speech, Blinken called MBAR, Qatar's prime minister, and told him that he needed to evict Hamas from his country if it rejected the cease-fire. Before Blinken hung up the phone, MBAR agreed.

By now, it had been 237 days since Hamas had kidnapped some 250 hostages. And by the IDF's count, it still held about 100 alive, and the bodies of at least 39 others. Striking a deal offered the best chance of bringing them home, and Biden was finally investing the prestige of the presidency to make it happen.

August 1
 Throngs crammed the streets of Tehran, accompanying a casket carrying the body of Ismail Haniyeh, the head of Hamas's political wing and its chief negotiator in the cease-fire talks. A remotely detonated bomb had exploded at the guesthouse where he was staying for the inauguration of Iran's new president.

Israel declined to publicly assume responsibility, but in a message to the State Department, it bluntly owned the assassination and blamed Haniyeh for a long list of horrific acts. Although the Israelis had given no specific warning, they had previously told the Americans of their intent to eliminate the upper echelon of Hamas's October 7 leadership; with Haniyeh gone, only two remained.

As Blinken absorbed the news on a trip to Asia, he called MBAR. "It was shocking because he was the one that was mainly overcoming the obstacles to get into a deal," the Qatari prime minister complained.

But American officials weren't overly concerned about the negotiations. Hamas, they judged, would replace Haniyeh and continue to negotiate, just as Haniyeh had continued to negotiate after Israel killed three of his 13 sons and four grandchildren.

What worried them more was that Haniyeh's death was just one of several attacks by the Israelis. Hours before, an air strike had killed Fuad Shukr, a top Hezbollah commander, in retaliation for a rocket that killed 12 children playing on a soccer pitch in the Golan Heights. About a week before that, Israel had struck the Houthis in Yemen, avenging a drone attack on Tel Aviv.

After Haniyeh's death, Iran threatened to reprise its April attack on Israel. In response, the United States began following the same well-trodden steps, moving a carrier and a submarine into the region, and sending stern warnings to Tehran through back channels. Officials began mobilizing the allies. This time, though, other countries were hesitant to come to Israel's defense. The Saudis and Jordanians worried that by protecting Israel, the U.S. was giving it license to launch ever more perilous attacks in the region. Although they eventually joined the preparations for defending against an assault, the administration began to worry that these repeated trips to the brink were exhausting its luck.

August 21
 When President Biden had presented his outline for a cease-fire in May, Netanyahu's advisers had signaled that he endorsed it. But in late July, Israeli negotiators sent a letter backing away. To agree to the deal, Israel said that it needed five new amendments, including stationing Israeli troops on Gaza's southern border, along the Philadelphi corridor.

The administration felt as if Netanyahu was scuppering a deal just as one seemed plausible. It leaked the Israeli letter to The New York Times in frustration, as evidence of the prime minister's bad faith.

But Biden thought he needed to bring Netanyahu back in line himself. On the phone, he implored him to compromise, implying that he would pin blame for any collapse of the talks on the prime minister.

The burst of presidential pressure was hardly unexpected--and Netanyahu was clearly prepared for it. Worried that he might be portrayed as the saboteur who prevented the return of the hostages, he told Biden that he would dial back his demands. His counterproposal didn't diverge much from the deal that the administration had judged that Hamas would accept.

For a time in August, Hamas was an equally frustrating barrier to progress, as it waited for Iran to avenge Haniyeh's death. But as time passed without a counterstrike, the administration began to believe that Iran, like Netanyahu, didn't want to be accused of ruining a deal. Hamas's tone shifted, suggesting a willingness to negotiate.

A cease-fire, and the release of hostages, seemed closer than ever.

August 31
 Jake Sullivan decamped to New Hampshire for Labor Day weekend, so that he could be with his wife, Maggie, who was running in a Democratic primary for Congress. That Saturday, he received a call from William Burns, reporting that the IDF had found six corpses in a tunnel beneath Rafah. The Israelis couldn't yet confirm it, but they were convinced that the bodies were those of hostages, murdered execution-style, and that Hersh Goldberg-Polin was among them.

Over the past 11 months, Sullivan had met regularly with the families of the American hostages held by Hamas, often in a group. But he also spoke separately with Hersh's mother, Rachel, with whom he felt a particular connection. Through their conversations, Sullivan had formed a mental portrait of her 23-year-old son, a dual U.S. and Israeli citizen--a single human face for Sullivan's broader effort to reunite the hostages with their families.

Day after day, he had worked to save Hersh's life. I've failed, he thought to himself. I've objectively failed.

Read: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

At 8 o'clock that evening, Sullivan dialed into a secure call with Biden, Finer, Blinken, and McGurk. Phil Gordon joined on the vice president's behalf. As a group, they reviewed the past 11 months. Could they have done anything differently? Had they overlooked any opportunities for securing the release of the hostages?

Sullivan wondered if a deal had ever been possible. Hamas had just killed six of its best bargaining chips, an act of nihilism.

Over the course of two hours, the group batted ideas back and forth. In the end, they threw up their hands. There was no magical act of diplomacy, no brilliant flourish of creative statecraft that they could suddenly deploy.

After all the trips to the region, all the suffering witnessed on those trips, all the tough conversations, all the cease-fire proposals, the conflict raged on. Three hundred thirty-one days of failure, and the single day of success was still beyond their grasp.



* Illustration sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty; Menahem Kahana / AFP / Getty; Abed Rahim Khatib / Anadolu / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Jalaa Marey / AFP / Getty; Bashar Taleb / AFP / Getty; Khames Alrefi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Ali Jadallah / Anadolu / Getty; Alexi Rosenfeld / Getty
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Republicans Are Finally Tired of Shutting Down the Government

Despite all the chaos of their narrow House majority, Republicans have avoided disaster.

by Russell Berman




This week, Speaker Mike Johnson surrendered a spending battle that Republicans had hardly even fought. The House will vote on legislation today to avert a government shutdown without demanding any significant concessions from Democrats. In a letter to Republican lawmakers on Sunday, Johnson acknowledged that the bill "is not the solution any of us prefer." But, he wrote, "as history has taught and current polling affirms, shutting the government down less than 40 days from a fateful election would be an act of political malpractice."

Johnson's retreat highlights a strange, seemingly contradictory truth about the 118th Congress: It's been extremely chaotic, and yet the dysfunction has barely affected most Americans. The GOP's House majority proved to be too thin to govern, and Republicans spent at least as much time bickering over who would lead them as they did voting on bills of consequence. Electing Kevin McCarthy as speaker required 15 rounds of voting, and he was ousted nine months later; a few months after that, a Republican fraudster, George Santos, was expelled. Somehow, though, Congress has escaped catastrophe: The U.S. did not default on its debt. Lawmakers managed to approve $61 billion in new aid to Ukraine that House Republicans had held up for months. And the government stayed open--largely because Republicans seem finally to have grown tired of shutting it down.

The GOP's two speakers this term, first McCarthy and now Johnson, have each struggled to wrangle a divided party, placate former President Donald Trump, and confront President Joe Biden and the Democratic majority in the Senate. But both of them repeatedly avoided disaster. "They've taken the lumps and done the things they need to do to keep the place afloat," Matthew Glassman, a former congressional aide who is now a senior fellow at Georgetown University, told me.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The accidental speaker

That's not to say either leader deserves all that much credit. Ukrainians said the long wait for more U.S. assistance cost its forces lives and territory. Domestically, funding the federal government through temporary extensions known as continuing resolutions hampers agency planning. And neither McCarthy nor Johnson were able to turn Republican priorities into law.

Johnson's latest folly came last week, when he attached to a government spending bill a partisan proposal aimed at ensuring that only U.S. citizens vote in federal elections (which the law already requires). Fourteen Republicans joined with most of the Democrats to defeat the measure, leaving the speaker with little leverage in negotiations. The gambit had been doomed long before it came to a vote. Yet with his own future as speaker in doubt and Trump egging on a shutdown, Johnson made at least a perfunctory attempt to get it passed. "I think he had to put it on the floor to say, 'Hey, I tried,'" Representative Don Bacon, a Nebraska Republican who has been critical of the hard-liners in his party, told me.

In his letter to lawmakers, Johnson cited the upcoming election as reason to keep the government open. But as plenty of Republican leaders have concluded over the years, shutdown fights have rarely turned out well for the GOP, whether an election is looming or not. "They never have produced a policy change, and they've always been a loser for Republicans politically," Mitch McConnell, the party's longtime Senate leader, said a year ago, when a similar surrender by McCarthy cost him his job as speaker. Last week, the senator said a Republican-orchestrated shutdown would be "politically beyond stupid."

Russell Berman: Why Republicans can't keep the government open

McConnell, who is giving up his post after this year, has played some part in all of the government shutdowns of the past 30 years--when Newt Gingrich was battling President Bill Clinton in the mid-1990s, when Senator Ted Cruz and his conservative House allies pressured a reluctant Speaker John Boehner to wage a fight over Obamacare in 2013, and when Trump was demanding that Democrats fund his Southern border wall in 2018-19. Holding up federal operations to extract policy concessions has become synonymous with the party of smaller government, as Democrats are fond of pointing out. "Government shutdowns are in the DNA of the Republican Party," the House Democratic leader, Representative Hakeem Jeffries, told Jeffrey Goldberg at The Atlantic Festival last week.

Johnson's maneuvering this week suggests that Republicans might be evolving. "I think we've learned shutdowns don't work," Bacon said. "People feel good on day one [of a shutdown], and then you realize it's stupid."

Republicans will face one more test this year, assuming the House and Senate approve (as is expected) the three-month stopgap measure Johnson unveiled on Sunday. This round of funding will expire on December 20. If Trump wins the presidency, the GOP will have little incentive to wage a shutdown fight only a month before he takes office. If Kamala Harris wins, Republicans' calculus could change. But just as lawmakers are itching to leave Washington for the campaign trail now, they will likely want to head home for the holidays in late December. As Bacon said: "I don't think there's an appetite for it."
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The Woo-Woo Caucus Meets

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s appearance at a "health and nutrition" event hosted by a Trump ally showcased a congruence of crunchy and cranky.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


If Robert F. Kennedy Jr. were president, this is the kind of Cabinet he might appoint: Vani Hari, a.k.a. the "Food Babe" influencer; The Biggest Loser's Jillian Michaels; the conservative psychologist Jordan B. Peterson and his daughter, the raw-meat enthusiast Mikhaila Peterson Fuller; and 18-year-old Grace Price, a self-identified citizen scientist.

The former Democrat turned spoiler presidential candidate served as a headliner for a four-hour roundtable presentation yesterday on Capitol Hill. Moderated by Senator Ron Johnson, a hard-right Republican from Wisconsin, the event was titled American Health and Nutrition: A Second Opinion--an apt name, given that the whole thing had a very do-your-own-research vibe.

When Kennedy endorsed Donald Trump for president last month, the two forged an alliance that Kennedy has begun referring to as MAHA (Make America Healthy Again). The partnership has produced a super PAC; also, hats. The alliance was the natural culmination of a broader trend in American politics that has seen the Trumpian right meld with the vax-skeptical, anti-establishment left: Woo-woo meets MAGA, you could call it, or, perhaps, the crunch-ificiation of conservatism. Since dropping out of the presidential race, Kennedy has been angling for a role in Trump's orbit, because he--like others in the room yesterday--is desperate for any vehicle toward relevance. And so far, allegiance to Trump has offered more of a spotlight than anything that came before.

"The U.S. health-care system is an existential threat to our country," Kennedy told the crowd in the standing-room-only caucus room named for his uncle President John F. Kennedy. "If America fails, the chief reason will be because we let our country get sicker, more depressed, fatter, and more infertile, at an increasing rate." Kennedy had gotten to know Johnson during the pandemic, when Johnson was undermining public confidence in vaccines and touting unproven treatments for COVID-19. "He was the only member of this body for some time who was willing to challenge the orthodoxy," Kennedy said, describing Johnson as a "close personal friend."

And so it went on, and on. From my seat in the audience, I listened to statement after statement decrying pharmaceutical firms, seed oils, and the lies of the food pyramid. Speakers cited the rates of obesity, cancer, and diabetes, and blamed them on "metabolic dysfunction." They warned of the presence of microplastics in food and in the air, which can end up settling in the human brain. "The brain is about 0.5 percent microplastics," Kennedy said, which a few recent studies have found; in Kennedy's case, it also contains a percentage of worm. Four hours was a very long time.

The event felt intended to be subversive, as though the panelists were providing the truth that the media will never tell you--because, of course, Big Media is in cahoots with Big Pharma, Big Ag, Big Tech, Big Everything. But the truth, you could say, is already out there. An entire media ecosystem of podcasts is devoted to telling you the sort of stuff laid out by the panel. Many of yesterday's panelists have their own shows, and several of them have made an appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience, which is consistently the world's most popular podcast.

Fuller, one such podcast host and the CEO of her father's online education site, the Peterson Academy, explained that she had fixed her autoimmune and mood disorders by eating only meat. She now promotes the "Lion Diet," which involves consuming nothing but ruminant meats, salt, and water. "I'm not suggesting the average person does this," she said, but, she insisted, the government should definitely study the diet's therapeutic effects.

Next went Peterson the elder. Prone to long diatribes delivered with the cadence of a congregational preacher, he offered a lesson about the scientific process and ketogenesis. Frankly, I had trouble following his point, and apparently I wasn't the only one: Onstage next to Peterson, Kennedy was staring off into the middle distance, his mind somewhere else.

For her presentation, the Food Babe held up placards with ingredient lists for Gatorade and Doritos in America versus in Europe, calling for limits on additives and dyes in children's cereal (Make Froot Loops Boring Again). Hari has built up a following of people, parents especially, who are legitimately concerned about what goes into highly processed foods, but she has also faced criticism for fearmongering with unfounded claims. Alex Clark, a commentator for the conservative group Turning Point USA and the host of the conservative Culture Apothecary podcast, railed against the vaccine schedule for children: Parents "did not sign up to co-parent with the government. We want a divorce!"

Somewhere during hour three, Kennedy advised against eating any food that comes in a package. Starving and bored, I unwrapped and scarfed down my chocolate-chip Kind bar. A few rows in front of me, Florida Republican Congressman Matt Gaetz's wife, Ginger Luckey Gaetz, was posting happily: "Truth bombs being dropped," she wrote on X.

Why is America's list of accepted chemicals so much longer than Europe's, and why are the Europeans so much better at this than we are? Speaker after speaker wanted to know. The answer, of course, is that the regulations followed in the European Union are more stringent than ours. And some of the panelists demanding change have allied themselves with a party that--like Clark--does not exactly share their regulatory goals.

Which brings us to the strangeness of the alliance between Kennedy and Trump. Their partnership can be explained by their shared distrust in institutions. Their respective movements have bonded over a sneaking suspicion that the liberal elite is conspiring against them. But that may be where the similarities end. For all of his populist campaign bluster, during his first term, Trump was an ally to Big Business, appointing what ProPublica called a "staggering" number of lobbyists to positions of power, unraveling nutritional standards for school meals, and reversing bans on chemical and pesticide use in agriculture. If tougher, European-style regulation is desired by some of the panelists, he is the arch-deregulator. What's more, Trump has demonstrated next to zero interest in seed oils and neurotoxins and metabolic ketosis. He has only "concepts" of a health-care plan for America. He is a big fan of the Big Mac--he is Mr. Filet-O-Fish.

Kennedy surely knows this. Only months ago, Trump called him a "Radical Left Lunatic" and the "dumbest member of the Kennedy Clan." Yet Kennedy now bends the knee. But from Trump's point of view at least, the MAGA-MAHA congruence seems tactical and temporary. If he becomes president again, Trump seems sure to disappoint the woo-woo caucus.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/rfk-trump-health-maga/680011/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Trump Campaign Wants Everyone Talking About Race

The former president and his advisers' strategy is to make white voters afraid--and they don't care if they have to lie to do it.

by Adam Serwer




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


Earlier this month, the self-identified "white nationalist" Donald Trump adviser Laura Loomer said that if Vice President Kamala Harris wins, "the White House will smell like curry & White House speeches will be facilitated via a call center."

Asked what he thought of Loomer's remarks, the GOP vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, said he didn't "like" them, but then continued, "Whether you're eating curry at your dinner table or fried chicken, things have gotten more expensive thanks to [Harris's] policies." The line about inflation would have worked without the mention of fried chicken and curry, but then it would not have included a belittling reminder that Harris is of Black and Indian descent.

Now, the notable thing is not the void where Vance's sense of humor should be--that's an old story. What's going on here is emblematic of the Trump campaign's strategy, which is to try to make race the big issue of the campaign, via incessant trolling, lying, and baiting of both the press and the Harris camp. The racism rope-a-dope is one of Trump advisers' favorite moves--say something to provoke accusations of racism, then ride the wave of outrage over your critics' perceived oversensitivity.

The theory is that by supercharging the salience of race--a reliable winner with huge swaths of the electorate--they can compensate for the unpopularity of the Trump campaign's actual policy agenda: its plans to ban abortion, repeal protections for preexisting conditions in the Affordable Care Act, deregulate Big Business, and cut taxes on the wealthy while raising them on everyone else. The campaign wants people--white people in particular--thinking about race, and hopes that these kinds of appeals will activate the necessary number of voters in the key swing states where the electorate is more conservative than the country as a whole. As Molly Ball reported in 2017, based on polling from the former Trump adviser Kellyanne Conway, another former Trump stalwart, Steve Bannon, developed a plan to galvanize white voters with race-baiting on immigration.

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

The belief that demagoguery on immigration is politically potent is why conservative media erupt with saturation coverage of the perennial migrant caravans every election season. The right sees as its most effective message the argument that immigrants, particularly nonwhite immigrants, are going to come to America and take or be given that which belongs to you. Encounters at the southern border have dropped precipitously in recent months, however, owing to a crackdown by Mexican authorities, and in the absence of that reliable scapegoat, the Trump campaign found a new one, spreading lies about hardworking Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio.

"What it is is: Imagine if this explosion of migrants or illegals happened on your block, in your neighborhood? You don't have a clearer real-world example of the consequences of these Biden-Harris immigration policies, and most voters do not want that to happen where they live and send their kids to school," a Trump adviser told Rolling Stone's Asawin Suebsaeng. He added that the Trump campaign believes "this is a surefire political winner for them."

As soon as Harris became the nominee, Republicans began goading her. Republican elected officials immediately attacked Harris as a "DEI hire," accusing the former district attorney, attorney general, and senator, who has spent more time in elected office than either member of the GOP ticket, as unqualified. Trump went to the National Association of Black Journalists convention and falsely accused Harris of recently "becoming" Black. The Trump campaign has charged Harris with wanting to "import the third world," a framing that implicitly suggests that Americans of non-European descent don't belong here. In August, Trump shared an image of dark-skinned people with the caption, "If you're a woman you can either vote for Trump or wait until one of these monsters goes after you or your daughter." Trump's dehumanizing rhetoric about immigrants "poisoning the blood of the nation" predates Harris's entrance into the contest, but the Trump campaign's focus shifted once the child of Jamaican and Indian immigrants took center stage.

"They're coming from the Congo. They're coming from Africa. They're coming from the Middle East. They're coming from all over the world--Asia," Trump told supporters last week. "What's happening to our country is we're just destroying the fabric of life in our country ... We're not going to take it any longer. You got to get rid of these people. Give me a shot." Trump makes no distinction between illegal and legal immigration here, and Vance has already announced that the distinction doesn't matter to him. What matters is that people who are not white do not belong here, unless they happen to be married or related to Vance; then he's willing to make an exception.

This is a racist politics straight out of the 19th century. Even as it foments racist fears about nonwhite people, the Trump campaign draws accusations of racism--which makes race more salient to white people who will feel defensive and rally around the campaign.

In her book, White Identity Politics, Ashley Jardina distinguishes between a politics of racism and white identity--one that is useful for understanding what the Trump campaign is doing. Some white voters who are not ideologically opposed to stronger social-welfare policies in general can be manipulated by appeals to the sense that white people as a group are threatened.

"White identity is sometimes latent, but it is also reactive--made salient by threats to the dominance of whites as a group," Jardina writes. Politicians seeking to activate that sentiment "can make racial appeals that not only take advantage of the hostilities whites feel toward racial and ethnic minorities, but also ones that appeal to whites' desire to protect and preserve their group's power."

The Trump campaign's more overtly racist rhetoric is meant to capture the support of the former group, while its race-baiting is intended to provoke attacks that will activate a sense of white solidarity. "I want them to talk about racism every day," Bannon told The American Prospect in 2017. Vance was so desperate to bait Democrats into such accusations that, in July, he awkwardly suggested to a confused audience of supporters that liberals would accuse him of racism for drinking Diet Mountain Dew. Sadly for him, they waited until Vance went all in on repeating baseless lies about Black immigrants.

"For Trump, this kind of explicit race baiting has been effective," Jardina, a professor of politics at the University of Virginia, told me. But, she added, "I think that it's still somewhat of a risky strategy for Trump. It activates his core group of real MAGA conservatives, who have rallied around white identity. But I think there's a segment of the white population who finds this at least distasteful, if not appalling."

Harris's campaign, by contrast, is avoiding talk of race, especially when it comes to the candidate herself. Barack Obama warned Americans not to support his candidacy as a means of "racial reconciliation on the cheap," but his candidacy was nonetheless seen as a fulfillment of the civil-rights movement's aspirations. His success led to the rise of Trump, who defeated Hillary Clinton, whose campaign aspired to break "the highest, hardest glass ceiling."

Harris uses none of the soaring rhetoric of the Obama campaign or the overt feminist appeals of the Clinton campaign. The Harris camp's stated policy goals are relatively modest, with none of the revolutionary tone of the Bernie Sanders campaign or the wonky radicalism of Elizabeth Warren. To look at the Harris campaign is to observe a Democratic Party chastened by backlash.

Harris is running, as best she can, as a generic Democrat--the kind who polled so well against Trump in the past. There is scant use of the more radical language used to discuss systemic racial or gender inequalities, and relatively little about the ongoing scourge of discrimination. Her campaign's Issues page does not mention racial inequality directly. Harris has moved to the right on crime and immigration, matching a public that has also shifted in Trump's direction. The Harris campaign is behaving as though it understands exactly what Trump is trying to do, and is attempting to neutralize that despite having a Black woman at the top of the ticket.

Read: What Trump's Kamala Harris smear reveals

You can see the campaign's approach in how Harris responds to the Trump campaign's overt, incessant, and often personal race-baiting. After Trump's remarks about her at the NABJ convention, Harris merely dismissed the comments as "the same old show: the divisiveness and the disrespect. And let me just say, the American people deserve better." At the debate, Harris responded with similar framing--as though Americans were the target of Trump's racist remarks, and not her. "Honestly, I think it's a tragedy that we have someone who wants to be president, who has consistently, over the course of his career, attempted to use race to divide the American people," Harris said. In this way, she can condemn Trump's remarks without making it seem like she is, in right-wing parlance, "playing the race card." Whether consciously or not, Harris's recent remarks about gun ownership--she told Oprah that anyone breaking into her home is "getting shot"--tell conservative-leaning white people that she shares their fears about crime, another point of emphasis for Trump that involves lurid descriptions and exaggerations.

It is not a coincidence that Harris's harshest condemnations of Trump have come in response to remarks he's made about other people--namely the falsehoods he has spread about the Haitian immigrants in Springfield. But even then, although Harris criticized Trump for "spewing lies that are grounded in tropes that are age-old," her focus was on Trump's dishonesty, not his racism, insisting that Trump "cannot be entrusted with standing behind the seal of the president of the United States of America."

Harris's delicate responses to Trump's overtly racist remarks and race-baiting are indicative of the tightrope the Harris campaign has to walk, and explain the unrelenting racist bombast of the Trump campaign. Trump needs to turn Harris into a threatening figure, and Harris has to defuse those appeals with all the caution of a bomb squad trying to disarm an explosive.
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Political Violence Feeds on Itself

Trump helped normalize the idea that some political differences can't be settled through democratic means.

by Juliette Kayyem




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


Before supporters of Donald Trump tried to overturn his election loss in an insurrection on January 6, 2021, American presidential politics had gone largely undisturbed by violence for decades. The Secret Service and other law-enforcement agencies had been able to protect presidents and major-party nominees from physical harm. Transfers of power had been peaceful after even close, bitter elections. But the country has clearly entered a grim new cycle. In July, a bullet fired by a would-be assassin struck Trump's ear at a rally in Pennsylvania. This month, authorities thwarted another gunman, who had been hiding in the bushes near one of Trump's golf courses in Florida as the former president and current Republican presidential nominee played an unscheduled round a few hundred yards away.

Throughout history, political violence has tended to feed upon itself; groups that believe their opponents are seeking power by extralegal means have been more likely to turn to violence themselves. Some aspects of modern life exacerbate the risks. Social media allows extremists to summon like-minded people; the ready availability of dangerous guns increases the ability of individual bad actors to do serious harm. Unfortunately, law enforcement can prepare only so much for the varied threats that the nation may face from the right, the left, and people with idiosyncratic or even incoherent ideologies.

Read: A failure of security and democracy

Earlier this month, the Department of Homeland Security announced that it would designate the January 6, 2025, electoral-vote certification at the Capitol as a "national special security event," or NSSE--a classification that typically calls for extensive planning of security measures that usually include heavy police and National Guard presence, extensive surveillance, street closures, and other measures. This decision went largely unnoticed, but in the past, no one had thought precautions of that magnitude necessary. No losing presidential candidate before Trump had ever riled up a mob to interfere with a proceeding that had previously been viewed as a mere formality.

The NSSE designation is a sign of how limited the options are, and it carries some costs. The presidential inauguration on January 20 is always treated as an NSSE. In effect, the federal government and the District of Columbia will be on high alert for a month--with no guarantee that the precautions taken will be adequate to thwart the unpredictable plans of opportunistic assailants.

In security planning, American experts and public officials use a war-gaming technique often called red teaming to assess how to deal with adversaries with a known intent. If the expected enemy is, say, a Chinese spy or Russian ransomware hacker, some Americans--the red team--are assigned to emulate how the attacker would behave. A second group, the blue team, then has to come up with defensive measures. But this is a far harder task when the threat could come from any number of directions.

At the center of the recent trend toward political violence is Trump. Although he has in recent months become the most vulnerable target of political violence, he has been its most prolific instigator for the past several years, as I and others have previously argued. Those concerns are still valid. He promotes chaos and confusion. He tells religious allies that if he wins this year, they will never have to vote again. He floats the possibility of imprisoning his political enemies. He threatens mass deportations of undocumented immigrants using military force. He dehumanizes immigrants who have come here legally by falsely claiming that they are stealing and eating pets, leading to unrest and threats against them.

In short, Trump has helped normalize the idea that some political differences are too large to be settled by democratic means. Surviving an assassination attempt hasn't convinced him of the need to de-escalate. Indeed, he's doing the opposite. Trump claimed in his debate with Kamala Harris that "I probably took a bullet to the head because of the things they say about me"--an apparent reference to the vice president and her supporters. If Harris wins, Trump will almost certainly not concede; he will claim it was rigged and seek to confuse certification by supporting state election boards who refuse to follow the law, creating chaos at the January certification, as he did in 2021.

Read: Trump is no Gerald Ford

But if Trump wins a close election by pressuring state and local election boards--or indeed if he wins unambiguously--many Americans who supported Harris will surely rally to oppose his return to power. Even if the overwhelming number of them intend to do so peacefully, people with violent intentions may slip into their midst, perhaps at the behest of foreign or domestic forces eager to sow disruption. One survey conducted this summer by the University of Chicago researcher Robert Pape indicated that--contrary to past findings--the percentage of people supporting violence against Trump was larger than the percentage of people supporting pro-Trump violence.

In practice, though, some perpetrators of political violence lack a clear worldview. Trump's first would-be assassin, FBI officials have indicated, had previously shown an interest in public violence and may have settled upon the former president because he was a geographically convenient target. The suspect in the second attempt, who lived a life very much on social media, once supported Trump and then didn't. His most dominant ideological commitment was to the Ukrainian war effort.

The United States has experienced--and escaped--cycles of political violence within living memory. Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. were assassinated amid the upheavals of the late 1960s; in the mid-'70s, President Gerald Ford survived two attempts on his life. America's democracy proved resilient because enough people ultimately came to understand that the price of violence for everyone would be far greater than the political benefits for anyone.

Fortunately, the Democratic Party has no leader equivalent to Trump who embraces threats as a political strategy. Yet the former president has poisoned the atmosphere so much that even a sound electoral defeat for him would not immediately reduce the danger of violence.
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Let Us Now Praise Undecided Voters

Voters who don't easily make up their minds are usually greeted with annoyance or disdain, but what if they're the ideal citizens?

by Gal Beckerman




Picture yourself near the front of a long line at an ice-cream shop. You're getting close--but there's this guy. He's parked himself at the counter and seems truly baffled by the 30 tubs of flavors. "Do you mind if I sample one more? Maybe the mint chip? Or, no, how about the double-chocolate fudge?" You know this guy. We all know this guy. The toddlers behind you are getting restless. He gives one more flavor a try, sucks on the little spoon, and shakes his head. Has he never had ice cream before? Does he not have a fundamental preference between, say, chocolate and vanilla?  Does he not realize that we are all waiting for him to make up his fickle mind? 

This is the undecided voter: a figure of hair-pulling frustration, the man whose face you want to dunk in the tub of butter pecan. The majority of Americans likely can't comprehend how anyone would look at Donald Trump and Kamala Harris and see gradients of gray. A fairly common consensus about these people, as one poster on a Reddit thread recently put it, is that they must be either "enormously stupid or willfully ignorant."

But I don't think they are either. Look again at that guy in the ice-cream shop. He is seeking out more information. He is not lazily falling back on the flavor he always orders. He doesn't seem ignorant, just genuinely confused about how to make the best, tastiest choice. Interviews with undecided voters reveal people struggling with a dilemma. Take Cameron Lewellen, a voter in Atlanta who spoke with NPR. He seemed very well informed. He's interested in whose policies would be most advantageous for small businesses. He even watched the recent debate with a homemade scorecard. The decision, he said, "does weigh on me." Or Sharon and Bob Reed, retired teachers from rural Pennsylvania, two among a handful of undecided voters being tracked by The New York Times. Interviewed for the Daily podcast, they expounded knowledgeably on the war in Ukraine, tariffs, and inflation. But, as Sharon put it, "I'm not hearing anything that's pushing me either way."

So if they aren't checked out, what is holding them up? Perhaps undecided voters are just indecisive people. As I read interview after interview, they began to sound more like that friend who's been dating someone for seven years but just can't figure out if he's ready to commit, or that relative who goes down an internet rabbit hole of endless research every time they need to purchase anything--like, even a new kettle--incapable of pressing the "Buy" button.

According to Joseph Ferrari, a social psychologist at DePaul University who studies indecision, this is a type. After synthesizing research conducted in a wide range of countries, Ferrari has found that 20 percent of any given population are what he calls "decisional procrastinators." "Twenty percent may not sound very high," he told me. "But that's more than clinical depression, more than alcoholism, more than substance abuse, more than panic attacks." Ferrari said the indecisive are afraid to make a choice, because they worry about the consequences, about failure--so they stall in all kinds of ways, including by seeking more and more information. This is, he insisted, a learned behavior, particularly prevalent among people who grew up with "cold, demanding, stern" fathers who reprimanded them for their wrong choices. "They produce people who tend to be indecisive," he said.

Read: The RFK-curious women of Bucks County

Or maybe, as Barry Schwartz, the author of The Paradox of Choice, put it to me, some of these undecided are "maximizers": those people "who look at 2,000 pairs of jeans online before they buy one." Schwartz created a scale for figuring out who the maximizers are, and it seems plausible to him that some voters might fall into this category. Choosing among an endless number of jeans is one thing, but "suppose instead you've only got two options," Schwartz asked. "There are dozens of attributes of each option, so it may make it just as complex a calculation ... because there are so many dimensions that have to be evaluated. And when you're looking for the perfect, there are always doubts."

Seen this way, undecided voters deserve pity, not annoyance.

Once I stopped seeing their inability to choose as somehow self-indulgent, I also began to find it strange that Americans think so negatively of indecision in electoral politics to begin with. Sure, as Ferrari and Schwartz pointed out, there are pathological manifestations of indecision. But the impulse to reserve judgment, to accumulate more data, to really investigate one's options--couldn't that also be considered a good thing?

"You can turn this around and say, 'What would the world be like if there weren't any undecided voters?'" Timothy A. Pychyl, author of Solving the Procrastination Puzzle, told me. "There'd almost be no point in having an election. There'd be no one to convince; there'd be no reason to debate. And so, in some ways, these people who've already decided are either very, very partisan, or they can't tolerate ambiguity and so they foreclose on a decision."

Instead of "chronic procrastination," he thought it was possible that undecided voters were engaged in "sagacious delay"--which is a much nicer way to put it. And when you consider how much tribal sway the parties have on our allegiance, defining our very identities, it becomes even more remarkable that some people are willing to ignore this pressure and choose for themselves.

While many voters now decide on a candidate based on one issue--abortion or Israel, for example--this subset seems to be considering a range of topics. CNN recently reported that when asked what their "top issues" were, 30 percent of undecided voters said "Economy/Inflation" but almost as many, 28 percent, said "No Top Issue." You can read this as proof that these folks are not paying attention. But what if they have no top issue because they care about a lot of different issues, including some that point them in contradictory directions? What if you believe that Trump will be stronger on foreign policy but don't trust that he will uphold democratic institutions as well as Harris? Or what if you're unsatisfied with Harris's plan for bringing down inflation but also don't like the way Trump talks about immigrants? The more issues you take into account, the more liable you are to be indecisive.

Read: An unexpected window into the Trump campaign

These cogitations may sound absurd to many Americans because this time around, as the candidates themselves keep endlessly reminding us, the choice does feel nearly existential, a decision between two diametrically opposed visions of America. Everything else is commentary. But, not, apparently, for the undecided voter.

This commitment to parsing differences in policy and approach could be what we want in a democracy, "closer to the ideal voter," said Ruth Chang, a professor of jurisprudence at Oxford who studies choice. But this is only true if the questions these undecideds are asking are the right ones. And often, to her, they sound more grounded in self-interest. "Voting shouldn't be like deciding what you most want for lunch," she said.

Among the interviews with the undecided, I did hear a lot of that kind of thinking. Who would be best for my family? Who will turn the fortunes of my business around? They often sounded like consumers, and less like citizens, focused on what they could see and feel in their own lives--the Reeds, for example, said they were frustrated that Harris only mentioned economic policies that would affect young voters and said nothing about what she would do for retirees like themselves. Chang's suggestion? Tell undecided voters to pretend they are God and can take the country down one path or another. Blocking out all the ways they are personally affected, what would be a better direction? This exercise might, admittedly, be hard for them. "They can't think that way, because they can't square all the complex factors that they're intelligently, perfectly aware of," Chang said. "So they fall back to, 'Well, what would help my family?' Because that's something they feel like they have control and dominion and expertise in."

People seriously confronting this dilemma are becoming more and more rare, though. According to some CNN number crunching, 10 percent of voters were undecided at this stage in the election cycle in 2016; 8 percent were in 2020; and 4 percent are now. If the trend line continues, the next election will have hardly any undecideds. This is not a good thing. A political landscape marked by absolute decisiveness is, of course, a highly polarized one; it also lacks dynamism, moving us away from reasoned debate and toward emotions, such as fear or joy, that bolster allegiance on one side or the other--essentially all vibes all the time. The undecided might drive us crazy, busy splitting hairs while the house burns, but they capture what elections are for at their most elemental: a chance for citizens to truly consider all their options, and then choose.
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Lies About Immigration Help No One

When politicians are no longer punished by voters for repeating racist slander, it's bad news for society.

by Caitlin Dickerson




A growing number of Americans are pointing to immigration as a top concern heading into the election. But a substantive debate on the issue has become impossible, given that Donald Trump and his vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, are only escalating their use of outright lies and xenophobia in lieu of anything resembling fact-based policy solutions.

On the campaign trail, Trump has said that immigrants are "animals" and "not human," and implied that millions are crossing the border each month; publicly available data show that the real number has never exceeded 200,000 a month this year. When Vance took to X to declare that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, were eating their neighbors' pets, and Trump repeated the lie in a nationally televised debate the next day, those of us who have studied the United States' history of dehumanizing immigrants felt as if the clock had turned back 150 years, to when the same specious claim was used to justify vigilante violence against Chinese Americans, and laws including the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Trump and Vance's claims, along with other copycat assertions meant to imply that nonwhite immigrants are inherently immoral, such as the one about "Haitian prostitutes" aired at a Springfield city-commission meeting, have surfaced throughout American history. But their prominence in the mainstream political debate, Jesse Rhodes, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, told me, suggests a society in decline--one where "politicians can speak to the worst aspects of human psychology and human emotions and get a positive response."

This summer, a survey by Rhodes and some of his colleagues found that nearly a quarter of Americans now believe that immigrants are "poisoning the blood of our country" and that "many immigrants are terrorists." More than a third of respondents said that "millions of undocumented immigrants illegally cast votes in our elections."

These views are components of the "Great Replacement" conspiracy theory and fears of white extinction that have enjoyed some support since at least the 1890s. But Rhodes told me that, among political scientists, "there was a belief or hope or conceit--and I think maybe in retrospect it was naive--that we had gotten past that."

Trump's bald embrace of xenophobia is upending the long-held belief among political scientists that, since the civil-rights movement, which also involved the elimination of quotas in American immigration laws that were based on eugenics, overtly racist appeals would only harm the electoral chances of anyone running for public office. These researchers believed that the United States had transitioned into an era of "dog-whistle politics," where appeals that were meant to divide people based on identity alone could succeed only if they were veiled in euphemism, as was the case with references to "welfare queens" and inner cities in decades past. As recently as 2019, Republican Representative Steve King lost his committee assignments and then a primary after claiming that there was nothing wrong with being a white supremacist. (He later said he rejected the label and the "evil ideology" behind it.)

But the Republican Party's continued embrace of Trump suggests that the transition was either incomplete or reversible. Rhodes told me it means that America is in danger of falling into "groupism"--meaning a society that is organized around the belief that differences in race or immigration status are absolute and insurmountable, and where individual political decision making is based solely on advancing the interests of one's own identity group. "Most political psychologists believe that an inclination toward groupism and those orientations, when inflamed, can lead to really bad consequences--raw discrimination and bias and, in extreme cases, genocide," Rhodes told me. Of course, recent cases of violence motivated by fears about white replacement have already surfaced in mass shootings targeting immigrants and Black people in El Paso, Texas, and Buffalo, New York, for example.

Mae Ngai, a historian at Columbia University who has studied the wave of anti-Chinese violence up and down the West Coast in the mid-to-late-19th century that included dozens of instances of harassment, arson, and lynchings, told me she was "very worried" about the implications of Trump's language, not so much on the election as in the groundwater of public opinion.

Rhodes told me that the moment we are living in now--one of fast demographic change, an unstable economy, and lots of immigration--is ripe for exploitation by proponents of groupism, because so many Americans are overwhelmed with anxiety about their prospects in life and about where the country is going. He posited that in a counterfactual scenario--an economy and society where everyone was thriving and people felt relatively secure--"folks like Donald Trump would be out there, but they wouldn't be getting much traction." He added, "The stuff he's talking about, neo-Nazis have been talking about for decades."

To simply say that Americans' views of immigrants have become wholly and irrevocably negative would be misleading, however. At the same time that respondents to the Amherst poll indicated a growing embrace of ideas rooted in the Great Replacement theory, a majority also said that diversity strengthens the character of our nation, and that they favored allowing people who meet the requirements and have not committed any crimes to become citizens. Those beliefs can be difficult to square with the fact that, according to the poll, 26 percent of Americans would ban all migration from majority-Muslim countries, and about half support deporting 11 million undocumented immigrants, building a wall, and using the National Guard to enforce immigration laws.

To their credit, elected officials in Springfield have been quick and outspoken in challenging the false stories about their town. Perhaps more important, they've responded with nuance, acknowledging at once the strain on schools and hospitals that immigrants have brought to their community, the economic bounty that has come from their work in factories for Honda and Dole, and the infusion of joy and vitality into their churches. Numerous American cities now hope to emulate Springfield's success by drawing in new immigrants.

American voters have consistently indicated that they want order at the southern border, yet many economists agree that the large amount of immigration the U.S. experienced in recent years is a major reason the economy bounced back from the COVID-related downturn faster than that of any other nation in the world. This complex picture of immigration and its implications calls for the hard work of policy making and statesmanship. Again and again, misinformation and fearmongering have only made things worse.
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Vivek Ramaswamy Has a Solution for Springfield

The campaign surrogate came not to bury anti-immigrant sentiment but to pander to it--and to the Trump-Vance ticket.

by Elaine Godfrey




It didn't take long for someone to bring up the cats.

Only minutes into Vivek Ramaswamy's town hall last night in Springfield, Ohio, a man who identified himself as Kevin raised his hand. He felt awful seeing news clips of children in Haiti with "flies in their eyes," he said. But what about the people here in Ohio? And what about "the motherless kittens in the alleys of Springfield. Where are the mothers?"

Kevin was referring, of course, to the pets--the cats and dogs and birds--that some Springfield residents allege have been eaten by Haitian immigrants in town. There is zero evidence that this is occurring, as city officials have repeatedly stressed. Still, the rumor persists--as one woman told me ominously, "You don't see as many geese and ducks" in the park these days. And Ramaswamy--the failed Republican-primary candidate turned Donald Trump surrogate, who stood in the center of it all wearing a dark suit, his hair combed into a demi-bouffant--was not exactly there to fact-check.

He'd come, he said, as a unifier. "My hope is that, through open conversations, through actually speaking without fear, we actually not only solve the problems of this country but, dare I say, unite this country as well," he told his audience. Yet Ramaswamy's purported unity play felt more like a Festivus-style airing of grievances: a "community reconciliation" event that reconciled nothing, and from which nobody was going to benefit--other than, of course, Ramaswamy. Even as Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance, have seized on the Springfield pet rumor to attack Democrats on immigration policy, the falsehood has also become a handy vehicle for this hungry young Republican to audition for political promotion. And with Trump promising to make his own appearance in Springfield, last night's "conversation" attained the status of a warm-up act.

It takes a potent blend of chutzpah and ambition to run toward a fire set by your own allies, and declare yourself the hero who will put it out. Ramaswamy, a native Ohioan, had announced himself the man for the job over the weekend. "I live less than an hour from here," he told the crowd. "I don't actually blame any of the 70,000 people in Springfield" for the problems in town, he said. "I blame the federal policies." Last night, he promised an "open, unfiltered conversation"--although he encouraged people to be respectful, he asked them not to censor themselves.

They heard him. Some 300 people, mostly white, squeezed into a hot basement meeting hall--plus an overflow room--at the Bushnell Event Center downtown. Roughly half of the attendees wore MAGA gear. Earlier, I'd seen a man carrying an AR-15-style rifle who'd posted himself outside the venue, lending the proceedings a deeply sinister vibe.

Ramaswamy had met with a few leaders in the Haitian community beforehand, he said, and he'd invited them all to his town hall. But no Haitian immigrants spoke up at the event, and I saw none. ("I think I saw one in the back," Ramaswamy told me afterward.)

That the community of Springfield faces challenges is not in dispute. According to estimates from city officials, some 15,000 Haitian immigrants have come to this once economically depressed town in recent years, welcomed by employers looking for workers. Primary-care facilities have been overloaded. Schools are struggling to handle the influx of students for whom English is a second language. Traffic has gotten worse.

But these were not the problems that Trump referenced during the presidential debate when he declared, "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs!"--thus aiming a 10,000-watt spotlight on this small city west of Columbus, and causing a string of frightening threats, school closures, and canceled community events.

Ramaswamy, whose Indian-born parents were the beneficiaries of U.S. immigration policy, last night refused to directly address the accounts repeated by Trump and Vance. "I'm not here to talk about the issues that the media has really loved to obsess over," he told me and a handful of other journalists before the town hall. I could almost hear my fellow reporters' eyeballs rolling.

Instead, as he explained, Ramaswamy was determined to engage in a more noble effort: promoting harmony in Springfield--though, if that sentiment was in good faith, he was soon disabused of the notion. "I was a little concerned about the topic of this conversation, the vow for unity," one man told Ramaswamy. "One thing we should be united on is there simply are too many mass migrants in this town."

The town hall's moderator was a MAGA celebrity in her own right: Tiffany Justice, a co-founder of the conservative group Moms for Liberty. But her only job during the event appeared to be passing the mic around, and reining in unruly speakers with a gentle pat on the shoulder. One after another, locals stood to share their concerns--about skyrocketing rent, bad Haitian drivers, and the new Amazon facility, which would bring only more newcomers to town. One woman said a 22-year-old Haitian man was in her daughter's high-school class; another claimed that her daughter had been chased by a Haitian man wielding a machete.

Springfieldians are tired of being called racist, speakers said. They're not angry at the Haitians for wanting a better life, but the community doesn't have the infrastructure to support them. Most Haitian immigrants in Springfield came legally; still, the audience cheered when Ramaswamy suggested that a second Trump administration would bring about historically large deportations of undocumented immigrants.

"Git 'em gone!" a man wearing a cowboy hat said, from a row behind me. "If it was up to me," another man said, "we'd send them away and start all over." One of the few Black people in the audience, a woman named Chrissy, took the mic to say she understood that the Haitians were struggling in their home country, but there really were too many here: "The biggest problem is they don't know how to drive!" she said.

At one point, a man named Bruce Willmann, who is affiliated with a religious nonprofit called the Nehemiah Foundation, made a pitch to Ramaswamy: Would he donate to the group's new program to teach English to Haitian immigrants? The crowd erupted in boos. "Those are lies!" someone shouted. An angry-looking woman grabbed the mic after Willmann. Organizations like his "have contributed" to bringing in immigrants, she said. "When does it stop?" To Ramaswamy, she pleaded, "You're here, Vivek. What do we do when you're not here anymore?"

"When will you come back?" attendees asked Ramaswamy over and over again--during the event, and in the hallway afterward. Some of the people I spoke with had expected specifics. "It was a step in a direction. I don't know if it was the right one," Brock Engi, a 28-year-old biracial Springfield native, told me. "I think it may get worse in the city before it gets better."

The only solution Ramaswamy urged was Trump. Joe Biden's administration caused the problems in Springfield, he told the crowd, which murmured its agreement. "You don't always have a chance to change things, but this time, in about 50 days, you actually do," he said.

Ramaswamy didn't commit to donating to Willmann's organization, but he did pledge to donate $100,000 to a local nonprofit. After that, Ramaswamy said, "I don't know what comes next for me." But he seems to have a pretty good idea. Ramaswamy has been angling for a status upgrade, telling reporters that he's interested in a "substantial" administration role if Trump wins the election in November. He's also open to filling Vance's seat for Ohio in the Senate. "I think there's a role for Vivek to do anything he wants," Justice, his Moms for Liberty co-host, told me.

I found Willmann, the director of Nehemiah, outside looking frazzled. There are two "legitimate" discussions to be had about the problems in Springfield, he said. One is about immigration rules and limits. "On the flip side, there are 12,000 to 15,000 immigrants in our city, and they're here, and they have needs," he said. "What are we going to do about them?" Willmann's organization has set up free English classes with child care so that Haitian parents can attend with their children. As a result, he has received threats on social media, and someone on X doxxed his wife.

I asked Willmann whether the town hall would have been more productive if some members of the Haitian community had shown up. He shrugged and said, "I wouldn't come here if I was a Haitian."

After the event, I walked with Ramaswamy through the kitchen of the event hall, surrounded by beefy security guards. How did it go? I asked. "I feel like it went well," he said. "I thought it was productive." When we emerged from the back entrance, a throng of attendees was waiting, snapping photos and screaming praise for Ramaswamy, who waved and smiled like a starlet on a red carpet. "We need you!" people begged. "Run for governor!" "I love you guys," he told them, before ducking into a waiting black car.

The town hall may not have been a success for Springfield, but it was certainly a win for its instigator.
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Trump's Deranged Plan to Lower Food Prices by Raising Them

If you wish grocery stores were more expensive and offered less variety, then you'll love his tariff proposal.

by Scott Lincicome, Sophia Bagley




At a campaign event on Tuesday night, Donald Trump vowed to lower the price of groceries by ... taxing them? Responding to a question about food costs, Trump told the Michigan audience that his plan would entail both energy deregulation and protectionist restrictions on food imports, which, he claims, would help American farmers.

Leaving aside that U.S. grocery inflation has been dead in its tracks since last year--prices are up just about 1 percent compared with summer 2023--Trump is in some sense correct: Reducing fuel costs could reduce food prices a bit if the energy-intensive American agriculture industry passed on the savings to U.S. consumers. And yes, restricting imports of certain farm goods, presumably via Trump's favorite tool, tariffs, could boost the incomes of American farmers by shielding them from foreign competition.

As a plan to lower grocery prices, however, Trump's protectionism is ludicrous. If implemented, it could even return us to the bad old days of American grocery scarcity.

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Imports are essential to the U.S. grocery market today, and to its steadily increasing abundance. In 1980, the typical supermarket carried only about 100 different produce items. Selection was limited by North American growing seasons--good luck finding a strawberry in winter--and few Americans had even heard of, let alone tasted, products such as lychee or jackfruit. Today, the variety of produce items has more than doubled, and a stroll through those same aisles reveals an incredible variety. This is thanks to global trade. According to the Food and Drug Administration, 55 percent of fresh fruits and 32 percent of fresh vegetables in the United States are sourced from abroad.

Much of this boom in international food trade is owed to agreements struck in the 1990s that allowed more products to enter the United States duty-free. The North American Free Trade Agreement, which took effect in 1994, improved Americans' access to warm-weather produce from Mexico and specialty foods from Canada. Since the late '90s, fresh-vegetable imports--mainly from these two countries--have nearly tripled. A standout example is avocados, about 90 percent of which are imported today, almost all from Mexico. Our southern neighbor also supplied more than half of all U.S. berry imports in 2023.

Globally, the 1995 World Trade Organization agreements, especially the Agreement on Agriculture, significantly reduced worldwide food-related trade barriers. Since then, agricultural trade has more than doubled, giving the U.S. access to foods that would otherwise be unavailable or prohibitively expensive--not just produce but also meats, cheeses, and innumerable foreign specialty items.

Bringing back food tariffs, as Trump proposes, would stymie this incredible progress, especially for foods that can't be easily grown here, such as pineapples. With less available supply and new import taxes, prices would almost certainly rise. In fact, the U.S. already imposes tariffs and other barriers on a wide range of imported foods, including beef, seafood, sugar, and tomatoes. Studies consistently show that these trade restrictions inflate consumer prices. (Sugar, for example, costs twice as much in the United States as it does globally.)

In theory, foreign exporters could lower their prices to offset new tariffs, as Trump is fond of claiming. In practice, however, this rarely happens. Evidence from the Trump presidency shows, for example, that American companies and consumers absorbed nearly all the tariffs' costs, either through additional import taxes or higher prices for both foreign and domestic goods. Given that U.S. grocers already operate on thin margins (historically about 2 percent), the chances of these companies simply absorbing new tariff-related costs, instead of passing them on to you and me, are minimal.

Scott Lincicome: What Kamala Harris doesn't get about food costs

Of course, if foreign food exporters did somehow pay new tariffs without raising prices, then the tariffs wouldn't protect American farmers, as Trump says they would. The whole point of a protective tariff is to push consumers toward domestic goods by raising the prices we pay for imports. If prices didn't change, then neither would the purchasing decisions of American shoppers.

In short, if American farmers are earning more because of Trump's tariffs, then we're all paying more for the food they make. And if we're not paying more, then "our farmers" aren't earning more. Trump can't have it both ways.

As anyone over the age of 40 can attest, American grocery stores weren't always the global fantasylands they are today. They were smaller, less diverse, and relatively more expensive. Trump's plan to restrict food imports could drag us back to that era. So although we're generally not fans of Kamala Harris's "We are not going back" slogan, we're with her in this particular case. We don't want to go back to a time when, say, blueberries were the occasional luxury, and neither should you.
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Pelosi: Trump Doesn't Have the 'Sanity' to Be President

"His thinking is not straight," the former House speaker said.

by David A. Graham




Former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said that Donald Trump lacks the "sanity" to be president of the United States.

"It takes vision, knowledge, judgment, strategic thinking, a heart full of love for the American people, and sanity to be president of the United States," the Democrat told The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, in an interview today at The Atlantic Festival.

"To be sane is probably an important characteristic to have if you're going to have control over our nuclear weapons. Don't you think? I don't think he's on the level," Pelosi said. "His thinking is not straight. Not on the level."

Pelosi also criticized Trump for being unable to recognize reality (though she avoided using his name, repeatedly referring to the former president as "what's-his-name"). She noted that he frequently claims that he sought to send the National Guard to the Capitol on January 6, 2021, a claim not supported by any evidence and contradicted by what evidence does exist.

"You hear him lie about it and say he did," Pelosi said. "I hate to use the word lie and I hate to use the word hate, but he was lying about it. He just would never face the reality that he lost the election."

Despite stepping down from the leadership of the House Democratic caucus in 2022, Pelosi has remained a key political figure. In July, she was the single most important force in pushing President Joe Biden to exit the presidential race. No book publicist could have dreamed up a campaign that would have better justified the title of her memoir, published in August: The Art of Power. Pelosi said she has not spoken to Biden since then.

Biden had made the defense of democracy the central message of his campaign; Vice President Kamala Harris has downplayed that, focusing instead on issues of personal freedom, such as abortion, and the economy.

"What is at stake in our election is our very democracy," Pelosi said. "Is that a winning issue in the polls? If you look up from that, you want to know what the candidates are going to do for you in terms of your kitchen-table issues." But she said issues such as abortion are issues of democracy.

She said the rot in the GOP extends far beyond Trump, though she has not given up hope that a more functional relationship between the parties could return to Capitol Hill. "We have a clique in Congress that is a Putin clique," she said. "Republicans say to me, 'We can't beat some of these people in the primary. You have to beat them in the general.'"

This week, Trump experienced a second attempted assassination in a little more than two months. Pelosi's own family has been touched by political violence: In October 2022, a man broke into her house in San Francisco, searching for her, and brutally assaulted her husband, Paul. She said she hasn't discussed the relationship between her political career and the attack with him. Pelosi doesn't shy away from the rough-and-tumble nature of politics. "When you're in the arena, sometimes you have to take a punch, and sometimes you have to throw a punch," she said. "For the children."

Nonetheless, she said, Americans must feel that they can get involved in government without risking their family's lives. "You just have to make it worth it to stop political violence in our country," she said.

That's one topic on which Pelosi and Trump might actually agree.
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The GOP Should Have Drawn Its Mark Robinson Line Long Ago

The hypocrisy--like the bigotry--is staggering, but it's hardly new.

by David A. Graham




Though it was hard to believe that Mark Robinson could stoop any lower, the Republican nominee for governor of North Carolina found a way.

A CNN report this afternoon said that Robinson described himself as "a Black Nazi" and said in 2012, "I'd take Hitler over any of the sh*t that's in Washington right now!" Robinson also posted about his enjoyment of transgender pornography, recounted intrusive voyeurism of women showering while a teenager, and criticized Martin Luther King Jr. He wrote that "slavery is not bad. Some people need to be slaves. I wish they would bring it (slavery) back. I would certainly buy a few."

The comments were posted on the message board of a pornography site called Nude Africa. Robinson denies having made them and says he will not leave the race.

One sign of just how troubled Robinson's run for governor already is was the queasy anticipation that coursed through North Carolina and national political circles much of the day in anticipation of the scoop. The Carolina Journal, a conservative publication, reported earlier in the day that CNN was preparing a damaging story and that pressure was mounting on Robinson to drop out.

The same question kept coming up as I tried to figure out what the CNN story might be: How much worse could it possibly be than what's already known? The answer is worse, but not categorically worse. Robinson has for a long time made shockingly racist and anti-Semitic comments. He has even previously made other disparaging remarks about King, calling him an "ersatz pastor." If the North Carolina GOP was going to draw a line on this sort of behavior, it should have been drawn years ago.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

Now, according to The Carolina Journal, some North Carolina Republicans have been privately pushing Robinson to withdraw. This is not because they are shocked by the new information, but because they can read the polls. Robinson trails state Attorney General Josh Stein, the Democratic nominee, by substantial margins. His reputation is so bad that the GOP is concerned he could be a drag on both Donald Trump, for whom North Carolina is an important state, and Republicans down the ballot. Today is the final day by which Robinson could withdraw. Even if he did, his name would still be on absentee ballots, which have already been printed.

Robinson said the story was a "high-tech lynching," and insisted that the posts don't sound like him. One problem is they sound extremely similar to what he's said elsewhere. Robinson said in June that "Some folks need killing!" He previously denied the Holocaust and called the comic-book hero Black Panther a ploy by Jews "to pull the shekels out of your Schvartze pockets." He called Michelle Obama a man and Beyonce's music satanic.

Robinson has a long trail of offensive Facebook comments, and throughout the campaign, reporters have turned up more damaging information. I reported last month that despite making veterans' issues a center of his campaign, Robinson has skipped every meeting of the state Military Affairs Commission, one of his few statutory duties as lieutenant governor. His wife's day-care nonprofit has been subject to both state and federal investigations over its use of funds.

Nor does it stretch credulity that Robinson would have been hanging out on a porn site. Earlier this month, the North Carolina publication The Assembly reported on Robinson's frequent patronage of porn shops in the 1990s and 2000s. Robinson denied having visited the stores, but employees and fellow customers attested to his frequent presence, and the owner of one provided a photo of himself with Robinson.

Perhaps most embarrassing for the Robinson campaign is how these old comments cut against his campaign message of highly religious social conservatism. That too, has already happened in other instances during this campaign. Robinson is a hard-liner on abortion and said he wants to outlaw it completely, although his wife obtained an abortion early in their marriage. In recently revealed 2022 comments, he said the way to empower women was to "get this under control," waving his hands over his groin. He has tried to moderate his abortion position on the trail, but privately continues to back a full ban.

Another staple of his campaign has been attacks on transgender people, who he has warned, "If you're a man on Friday night, and all the sudden Saturday, you feel like a woman, and you want to go in the women's bathroom in the mall, you will be arrested, or whatever we gotta do to you."

On Nude Africa, however, Robinson took a different view. Not only did he boast about illegally peeping on women in restrooms, but he wrote about consuming transgender porn. "I like watching tranny on girl porn! That's f*cking hot! It takes the man out while leaving the man in!" Robinson wrote. "And yeah I'm a 'perv' too!"

Politico also reported today that Robinson's email address was used on Ashley Madison, a site for people to connect for extramarital sex.

The hypocrisy--like the bigotry--is staggering, but it's hardly new. Republicans now appear to be stuck with Robinson in the gubernatorial race. They can't say they weren't warned.
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Trump Goes Home a Martyr

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

by John Hendrickson




Updated at 10:34 a.m. ET on September 20, 2024

"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 5," 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 east 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'd 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 originally misstated the direction of Nassau Coliseum from Queens.
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Trump's Deranged Plan to Lower Food Prices by Raising Them

If you wish grocery stores were more expensive and offered less variety, then you'll love his tariff proposal.

by Scott Lincicome, Sophia Bagley




At a campaign event on Tuesday night, Donald Trump vowed to lower the price of groceries by ... taxing them? Responding to a question about food costs, Trump told the Michigan audience that his plan would entail both energy deregulation and protectionist restrictions on food imports, which, he claims, would help American farmers.

Leaving aside that U.S. grocery inflation has been dead in its tracks since last year--prices are up just about 1 percent compared with summer 2023--Trump is in some sense correct: Reducing fuel costs could reduce food prices a bit if the energy-intensive American agriculture industry passed on the savings to U.S. consumers. And yes, restricting imports of certain farm goods, presumably via Trump's favorite tool, tariffs, could boost the incomes of American farmers by shielding them from foreign competition.

As a plan to lower grocery prices, however, Trump's protectionism is ludicrous. If implemented, it could even return us to the bad old days of American grocery scarcity.

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Imports are essential to the U.S. grocery market today, and to its steadily increasing abundance. In 1980, the typical supermarket carried only about 100 different produce items. Selection was limited by North American growing seasons--good luck finding a strawberry in winter--and few Americans had even heard of, let alone tasted, products such as lychee or jackfruit. Today, the variety of produce items has more than doubled, and a stroll through those same aisles reveals an incredible variety. This is thanks to global trade. According to the Food and Drug Administration, 55 percent of fresh fruits and 32 percent of fresh vegetables in the United States are sourced from abroad.

Much of this boom in international food trade is owed to agreements struck in the 1990s that allowed more products to enter the United States duty-free. The North American Free Trade Agreement, which took effect in 1994, improved Americans' access to warm-weather produce from Mexico and specialty foods from Canada. Since the late '90s, fresh-vegetable imports--mainly from these two countries--have nearly tripled. A standout example is avocados, about 90 percent of which are imported today, almost all from Mexico. Our southern neighbor also supplied more than half of all U.S. berry imports in 2023.

Globally, the 1995 World Trade Organization agreements, especially the Agreement on Agriculture, significantly reduced worldwide food-related trade barriers. Since then, agricultural trade has more than doubled, giving the U.S. access to foods that would otherwise be unavailable or prohibitively expensive--not just produce but also meats, cheeses, and innumerable foreign specialty items.

Bringing back food tariffs, as Trump proposes, would stymie this incredible progress, especially for foods that can't be easily grown here, such as pineapples. With less available supply and new import taxes, prices would almost certainly rise. In fact, the U.S. already imposes tariffs and other barriers on a wide range of imported foods, including beef, seafood, sugar, and tomatoes. Studies consistently show that these trade restrictions inflate consumer prices. (Sugar, for example, costs twice as much in the United States as it does globally.)

In theory, foreign exporters could lower their prices to offset new tariffs, as Trump is fond of claiming. In practice, however, this rarely happens. Evidence from the Trump presidency shows, for example, that American companies and consumers absorbed nearly all the tariffs' costs, either through additional import taxes or higher prices for both foreign and domestic goods. Given that U.S. grocers already operate on thin margins (historically about 2 percent), the chances of these companies simply absorbing new tariff-related costs, instead of passing them on to you and me, are minimal.

Scott Lincicome: What Kamala Harris doesn't get about food costs

Of course, if foreign food exporters did somehow pay new tariffs without raising prices, then the tariffs wouldn't protect American farmers, as Trump says they would. The whole point of a protective tariff is to push consumers toward domestic goods by raising the prices we pay for imports. If prices didn't change, then neither would the purchasing decisions of American shoppers.

In short, if American farmers are earning more because of Trump's tariffs, then we're all paying more for the food they make. And if we're not paying more, then "our farmers" aren't earning more. Trump can't have it both ways.

As anyone over the age of 40 can attest, American grocery stores weren't always the global fantasylands they are today. They were smaller, less diverse, and relatively more expensive. Trump's plan to restrict food imports could drag us back to that era. So although we're generally not fans of Kamala Harris's "We are not going back" slogan, we're with her in this particular case. We don't want to go back to a time when, say, blueberries were the occasional luxury, and neither should you.
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        Confessions of a Russian Propagandist
        Andrew Ryvkin

        In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Rus...

      

      
        The War That Would Not End
        Franklin Foer

        On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with...
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The winning entries in this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition were just announced. Patricia Homonylo was named the overall winner for her conservation-themed image of the thousands of birds killed in one year by colliding with windows and other reflective surface...

      

      
        The 'Law of the Land' Has Been Replaced
        Atossa Araxia Abrahamian

        The Dubai International Financial Center is home to thousands of companies from around the world. Some of them have organic connections to the emirate; others are merely taking advantage of the center's business-friendly rules and regulations around tax, immigration, and labor. A third group of businesses have chosen the DIFC not for the office space, or the taxes, but as a home base for legal disputes alone. In the event of a lawsuit, the DIFC is where they want to have their day in court.That's...

      

      
        Gaza's Suffering Is Unprecedented
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.My brother, Mohammed, has survived nearly a year of war in Gaza while working to aid its people. He has scrambled out of the rubble of an air strike that destroyed our family home, and he has seen far too many of our relatives wounded or killed. Through it all, he has somehow remained unscathed. However, he recently fell severely ill battling a hepatitis infection.Mohammed is a deputy director of programs for...

      

      
        Iran's Russia Problem
        Arash Azizi

        Iran's newish president and foreign minister could hardly be more different in demeanor. President Masoud Pezeshkian speaks informally, often goes off script, and loves to crack jokes. Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi, a career diplomat who earned his Ph.D. in Britain, chooses his words with painstaking precision. But the two men have been saying the same things about the direction they want to see foreign policy take in Iran.The pitch goes something like this: We would like to make amends with th...

      

      
        When a Government's Brutality Backfires
        Ade Khan

        Abu Sayed stood with his arms outstretched, holding nothing but a stick, when Bangladeshi police fired their shotguns. A video from July shows the 25-year-old student facing a wall of officers in riot gear. Tear gas has cleared out the other protesters, but Sayed stays, baring his chest as police shoot warning rounds at his feet. More shots ring out; he staggers, then falls to the hot cement. He died before reaching a hospital.Sayed's killing galvanized the Bangladeshi people, marking the moment ...

      

      
        The Timekeeper of Ukraine
        Nate Hopper

        Photographs by Iva SidashFor six years, Vladimir Soldatov has been the custodian of Ukraine's time. He oversees a laboratory in the city of Kharkiv that contains about a dozen clocks and several distributive devices: gray boxes, humming in gray racks and connected via looping cables, that together create, count, and communicate his country's seconds. The lab is located within the Institute of Metrology, a cluster of cream-colored buildings now scarred by Russian artillery.Soldatov is Ukraine's re...

      

      
        I Survived Hamas Captivity, but I'm Not Yet Free
        Aviva Siegel

        The last time I saw my husband, Keith, was on November 26. He was lying on a filthy mattress on the floor of a darkened room and could barely look at me. We had spent 51 days together as Hamas's hostages after being violently abducted from our home on October 7. I had been told earlier that day that my name was on the list; I was to be released and sent back home to Israel. Keith was to be left behind.My long journey out of Gaza was filled with fear and sadness. I was sure our son had been murder...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Moon Boats, River Waves, Heavy Leek
        Alan Taylor
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Destructive flooding throughout Europe, cliff diving in Austria, deadly wildfires in Portugal, a scene from Fashion Week in Milan, celebrations of Independence Day in Mexico, sparks at the Mid-Autumn Festival in China, and much more

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are pub...

      

      
        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...
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'The First Thing Viewers Do Is Shit Themselves.'

The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front.

by Andrew Ryvkin




In mid-September, Russians at War, a documentary by the Russian Canadian filmmaker Anastasia Trofimova, was supposed to be screened at the Toronto International Film Festival. At the last minute, after protests from the Ukrainian community and the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, the festival first pulled the picture, only to return it to the program a week later.

What made the documentary so controversial was that, although many films have chronicled the devastation caused by Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, including the Oscar-winning 20 Days in Mariupol, Trofimova's work focused on the invaders. The filmmaker, embedded with a Russian unit for seven months, humanized Moscow's troops as lost, confused, and disheveled. The men joke, miss their families, and even criticize the Russian government, though they never speak against Putin. A love-on-the-front-lines plot trains the viewer's sympathy on the soldiers, even while the film avoids any reference to atrocities committed by Russian forces in Ukraine.

So is Russians at War a propaganda film, as its Ukrainian critics argue? Financed in part by the Canada Media Fund and produced in partnership with Ontario's public broadcaster TVO, Russians at War avoids the trope of "Russian savior liberates ancestral lands from NATO invaders" that is typical of Kremlin propaganda. But all of Trofimova's previous documentaries, filmed in Syria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Iraq, were made for RT--the Kremlin's global propaganda network. In an interview with Deadline, Trofimova claimed that she embedded with a Russian unit without any military authorization, and just "stuck around." In a country where a Wall Street Journal reporter gets sentenced to 16 years for merely handling a piece of paper, an independent filmmaker roaming the front lines, filming military installations, and interviewing soldiers without facing repercussions raises questions. Trofimova did not respond to a request for comment for this article.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

One thing that the confused response to Russians at War makes clear is that eight years after the revelation that Moscow attempted to influence a U.S. presidential election, most Westerners still don't really know how Russian propaganda campaigns work. Americans have become familiar with AI botnets, salaried trolls tweeting in broken English about Texas secession, deranged Russian TV hosts calling for a nuclear strike on New York, and alt-right has-beens. But what to make of a French and Canadian documentary, tucked between Pharrell's Lego-animated film and a Q&A with Zoe Saldana, that seems cozy with the Russian military and blurs the line between entertainment and politics?

Here is a clue: The Kremlin's information war in the West is reminiscent of the one it fought--and won--on the home front. I know this because I was in that earlier war, and, regrettably, I fought on the wrong side.



I began working for Kremlin-linked media during my junior year in college. At the time, the Russian government was apparently hoping that by leveraging high energy prices, it could regain a bit of the influence it had lost after the Cold War. The state called this being an "energy superpower." In practice, high oil and gas prices abroad translated into more Michelin chefs, German cars, and Italian suits for the select few at home.

In 2005, a close friend introduced me to Konstantin Rykov, known as the godfather of the Russian internet and, later, the man who revolutionized digital propaganda in Russia. In 1998, he launched a website called fuck.ru, which included a provocative magazine and mixed Moscow nightlife, humor, and art. With a blend of pop culture and media savvy, Rykov built an empire of news websites, tabloids, and even online games.

Rykov's latest endeavor at the time of our meeting was The Bourgeois Journal, a glossy luxury-lifestyle magazine aimed at Russia's affluent class. He hired me to head up the St. Petersburg bureau, not because of my background in student journalism, but in large part because I grew up in Boston, meaning that I was fluent in English and, apparently, the ways of the West. During my interview (a sushi-and-vodka breakfast), the word Kremlin never came up.

Rykov made the Journal available, for free, only at the most exclusive restaurants, gyms, private clinics, and five-star hotels. Inside, between ads for Richard Mille watches and prime London real estate, were interviews with figures such as Vladimir Medinsky and Alexander Dugin--now the ideologues behind Russia's war in Ukraine. In a single issue, you could read a review of a restaurant located in a 15th-century building in Maastricht, an essay about the West's fear of a strong Russia, and a report from Art Basel. The Bourgeois Journal used luxury to mask propaganda aimed at Russia's elite.

Like many people working in Russian propaganda at the time, I didn't agree with the narrative that my publication was spreading. And, as most people in propaganda will tell you, I was simply doing my job. I was there a little over a year--selling ads, reviewing restaurants, and occasionally interviewing a Western celebrity. The tedious essays on Russia's place in the world were outweighed by the benefits of running a magazine for the rich: private palaces, private parties, and escapes to the Caribbean sun--something that the birthplace of Dostoyevsky had little of.

After the success of The Bourgeois Journal, Rykov launched Russia.ru, the country's first online television network, in 2007. Here, pro-Kremlin news ran alongside obscene reality shows, attracting nearly 2.5 million viewers a month. The network's slogan, "Glory to Russia"--now a battle cry in Russia's war in Ukraine--demonstrated just how seamlessly Rykov blended patriotism with entertainment to reach an enormous audience.

Building on this, Rykov introduced ZaPutina ("For Putin"), a movement designed to help Vladimir Putin secure an unconstitutional third term. The project included an online platform that aggregated news from various sources, including original reporting from its own correspondents; a ZaPutina campaign bus to take Kremlin-loyal bloggers across the country; and attractive women--proto-influencers--who attended press conferences, introducing themselves by name and their outlet ("For Putin") before asking their questions.

My biggest contribution to Russian propaganda came in 2009. By then, Russia was positioning itself as an inventive, Western-oriented economy. Vladislav Surkov--an adman, a poet, a columnist, and a Kremlin ideologue--dubbed this period one of "managed democracy," which will likely be remembered as the midpoint between Russia's post-Soviet anarchy and its modern-day fascism. Political parties were numerous, but all controlled from the Kremlin, as was almost every form of media. Yet the country sought a veneer of freedom. That's where Honest Monday came in--a prime-time talk show that I co-created, wrote, and co-produced.

Our remit was to reach the sorts of viewers who ignored the in-your-face messaging of broadcast talk shows. Each week, the Kremlin assigned these shows a topic it wanted highlighted, and most would comply in a very blunt fashion: Do this, vote for that, Russia's great. With a young host and a flashy studio modeled on French TV, Honest Monday took a different approach. Every week, I wrote up a summary of the left, center, and right perspectives on the topic we were given; I also delineated a viewpoint that reflected the Kremlin's stance on the matter and sketched a justification for why this view was better than the other three. The producers would then scour the country for guests whose views reflected each of the three perspectives. The three speakers--politicians, celebrities, or pundits--had to defend their stance to, say, a factory worker we flew in from Siberia whose experience was relevant to the topic we covered. The debates were real, many of them heated, and with views contradicting the Kremlin's. Still, the house always won.

Toward the end of our first season, the ratings for Honest Monday dipped, and the Kremlin's tolerance waned. The network introduced a new director. As I recall, he outlined for us his vision of the show's future: "When the viewers tune in, the first thing they should do is shit themselves."

The Kremlin instructed us to take aim at the powerless Russian opposition, and in a matter of weeks, the messaging turned into outright bashing of everything that stood against Putin. I resigned--publicly--by sanctimoniously calling the show's producers and host "Kremlin shills." A couple of years later, two people connected with the Russian propaganda machine lured me outside and assaulted me in broad daylight (one of them later tweeted that he was motivated by a personal issue rather than a political one). When I hit the ground, half a mile from the Kremlin, I was finally out of the game.

Perhaps Rykov's greatest contribution to Russian propaganda remains his cadre of media managers and propagandists, who now grace Kremlin corridors (and U.S. Treasury sanctions lists). One such protege was Vladimir Tabak. Formerly a producer at Russia.ru, he rose to prominence in 2010, when he organized a now-infamous birthday calendar for Putin, featuring 12 female students posing in lingerie and captioned with quotes like "I love you," "Who else but you?," and "You're only better with age." The calendar, designed to create buzz and cultivate Putin's image, dominated the news cycle for weeks. In an interview with the model Naomi Campbell, Putin even commented on how much he liked it. Legend has it that Surkov personally approved the project.

Although Tabak's initial endeavor may have seemed playful, his later efforts illustrate just how insidious his propaganda techniques have become. Since 2020, Tabak has led Dialog, a powerful, Kremlin-affiliated organization tasked with controlling and shaping all social-media narratives in the country. If someone uses social media to criticize, say, the mayor of a small town, Dialog knows about it. According to a joint investigation by the independent Russian outlets Meduza, The Bell, and iStories, the organization took on a significant role during the coronavirus pandemic, virtually monopolizing the flow of COVID-related information in Russia by launching the website Stopkoronavirus.rf as the primary source for daily pandemic updates (the investigation report notes that Dialog denies being associated with this site).

At the height of the pandemic, the Kremlin decided to hold a vote on constitutional amendments that would allow Putin to serve two more terms, and Dialog immediately shifted to encouraging people to go to the polls, downplaying COVID-19 concerns. Later, after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Dialog was reportedly tasked with spreading fake news about the war not just in Russia, but in Ukraine. Some of the narratives included Ukrainian soldiers selling their awards on eBay, high-ranking Ukrainian officials owning expensive property in the European Union, and Kyiv ordering the mobilization of women.

Tabak's organization has become a key player in Russia's digital warfare abroad, including in its most recent campaign targeting Western audiences. On September 4, the U.S. Justice Department seized numerous internet domains allegedly involved in Russia's Doppelganger campaign--an influence operation designed to undermine international support for Ukraine and bolster pro-Russian interests. The domains, many of them made to resemble legitimate news outlets, were linked to Russian companies, including Dialog. According to an unsealed affidavit, the goal of the operation was to spread covert Russian propaganda, manipulate voter sentiment, and influence the 2024 U.S. presidential election.

Doppelganger appears to be a sophisticated operation that used deepfakes, AI, and cybersquatting (registering domains designed to mimic legitimate websites). But the Kremlin's real innovations were those it employed in Russia in the 1990s; in the West today, it is simply repeating the same playbook using new technology. Washingtonpost.pm, a fake news website created to spread Russian propaganda, was an evolution of the fake newspapers that circulated in Russia during the '90s ahead of elections. The purpose of those outlets--made to resemble legitimate media but filled with kompromat, gossip, and propaganda--was to get the right people elected.

Since the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian propaganda has churned out absurd and repulsive lies, such as that Ukraine has biolabs where NATO scientists are working on a virus that targets Slavic DNA, and that Zelensky, who is Jewish, presides over a neo-Nazi regime. Yet, in a way, it has become honest with itself--at least for the domestic audience. There's no longer a need for platforms like Russia.ru or The Journal, because the message is clear: This is who we are, and you're either with us or against us. And yet, the entertainment aspect didn't disappear. Rather, it was absorbed into the propaganda machine through the Institute for Internet Development.

Founded in 2015 with Kremlin backing, and currently under the direction of the former Journal producer Alexey Goreslavsky, the IID helps direct state funds toward producing everything from box-office releases to YouTube videos, blogs, and video games. With a yearly budget of more than $200 million, it dwarfs any private film studio or streaming platform in Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the institute has become the go-to hub for content. Initially, its output was dull and overtly propagandistic, but that has changed. Its catalog now includes 20/22, a TV series about a soldier fighting in Ukraine and his anti-war girlfriend, as well as A Thug's Word, a 1980s period piece about a street gang, which became the No. 1 show in Russia and surprisingly popular in Ukraine--much to the dismay of the Ukrainian government. A Thug's Word contains no politics, no war, and no Putin, yet IID--a propaganda organization--considers it its greatest success, because it legitimized the institute in the world of popular entertainment, which it fought so hard to break into.

One reason Russian propaganda is running circles around the West is that the internet was one of the few domains where the Russian state arrived late, forcing it to co-opt those who understood it. RuNet, the Russian segment of the World Wide Web, was created--and run--by people like Rykov: artsy 20-somethings, filled with cynicism, post-Soviet disillusionment, and a cyberpunk mentality. The collapse of the Soviet Union taught them that truth was whatever they wanted it to be, and that survival was the ultimate goal. The advertising executives, philosophy students, and creatives who once made video art, lewd calendars, and scandalous zines are the same minds who in 2016 said, "Let's make memes about Hillary Clinton," and in 2024 suggested using AI to flood X with believable comments. In many ways, this confrontation mirrors what's happening in Ukraine: This time, however, the West is the massive, unwieldy force being outsmarted by a smaller, more tech-savvy adversary.

The good news is that the Kremlin is a graveyard of talent. In time, every gifted person I knew who went behind its brick walls was devoured by deceit, paranoia, and fear of losing one's place in the sun. Konstantin Rykov was exceptional at his job, so much so that the Kremlin offered him a seat in the Russian Parliament when he was just 28. He accepted the offer. But being a member of the Duma Committee on Science and High Technologies and the Committee for Support in the Field of Electronic Media wasn't the same as being the editor of fuck.ru. Despite being involved in some foreign influence operations, Rykov, now 45, hasn't produced any significant work for Russian audiences since he joined Parliament.

From the December 2021 issue: The bad guys are winning

Asked by an audience member in Toronto whether Russia was responsible for the war in Ukraine, Trofimova replied, "I think there are a lot of other factors involved. Yeah, like they are definitely sending troops in to solve whatever grievances there are." Even if it wasn't financed by Moscow, Russians at War reminds me of a Rykov production: slick, scandalous, and with a ton of free press. The message the film conveys is that war, not the country that started it, is bad in this scenario. Trofimova seems to portray Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and the astonishing scale of the atrocities it has committed there, as something impersonal and inexorable, like a tsunami: We can only accept it and sympathize with the victims, including Russian soldiers.

I stopped working for the Kremlin long before the Russo-Ukrainian war, and whatever I did as the head of a magazine bureau and as a talk-show producer pales in comparison with what some of my former colleagues are doing today. Still, I know that in every bullet flying toward Ukraine--the country where my parents were born--there's a small part of me. I wonder if Trofimova sees that she's part of it, too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/russian-propaganda-putin-ukraine-invasion/680021/?utm_source=feed
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The War That Would Not End

Inside the year-long American effort to release the hostages, end the fighting in Gaza, and bring peace to the Middle East

by Franklin Foer




On October 6, 2023, Brett McGurk believed that a Middle East peace deal was within reach--that the Biden administration just might succeed where every administration before it had failed.

McGurk, the White House coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, was meeting in his office with a group of Saudi diplomats, drawing up a blueprint for a Palestinian state. It was the centerpiece of a grand bargain: In exchange for a Palestinian state, Saudi Arabia would normalize diplomatic relations with Israel. At a moment when Israel was growing internationally isolated, the nation that styled itself the leader of the Muslim world would embrace it.

The officials were there to begin hammering out the necessary details. The Saudis had assigned experts to redesign Palestine's electrical grid and welfare system. The plan also laid out steps that the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank would need to take to expunge corruption from its administrative apparatus.

At approximately 11 p.m., several hours after the meeting adjourned, the whole vision abruptly shattered. McGurk received a text from Israel's ambassador to the United States, Michael Herzog. "Israel is under attack," Herzog wrote. McGurk quickly responded, "We are with you."

Just after nine the next morning, Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived at the White House. Blinken had planned to travel to Saudi Arabia that week to further flesh out the vision for a Palestinian state with the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman. Now Blinken stepped into the Oval Office with McGurk to brief President Joe Biden about Hamas's attack on southern Israel.

They couldn't present Biden with a full picture; the Israeli Defense Forces were still fighting battles with Hamas across the south. The president had a simple question: "How much worse is it going to get?"

As video footage capturing Hamas's rampage began to emerge, aides showed it to Biden. He absorbed an account of Israeli children murdered in front of their parents. "This is on a different level of savagery," he told McGurk.

When Biden spoke by phone with Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister sounded shaken. Netanyahu told Biden that Hamas's invasion might be a prelude to an apocalyptic assault on the Jewish state, emerging from every direction. "In the Middle East, if you're seen as weak, you're roadkill," Netanyahu said. "You cannot be seen as weak. And we need to respond to this, and we need the U.S. to be with us. If not, all of our enemies are going to be coming after us."

Biden's response to Netanyahu was, in essence, what McGurk had texted Herzog: We're with you. But the administration assigned itself a larger mission than full-throated solidarity in the aftermath of the attack. It wanted to avert a regional war that might ensnare the United States. It aspired to broker an end to the conflict, and to liberate the estimated 251 hostages that Hamas had kidnapped and taken to the Gaza Strip. It sought a Gaza free from Hamas's rule, and the dismantlement of the group's military capabilities. And despite the scale of those tasks, it accelerated its pursuit of the Saudi normalization deal.

What follows is a history of those efforts: a reconstruction of 11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy, based on interviews with two dozen participants at the highest levels of government, both in America and across the Middle East. The administration faced an impossible situation, and for nearly a year, it has somehow managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war. But it has yet to find a way to release the hostages, bring the fighting to a halt, or put a broader peace process back on track. That makes this history an anatomy of a failure--the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis.



October 11
 Above all else, Joe Biden--who could remember the dawn of the atomic age, when schoolkids practiced hiding under their desk--feared escalation. When presented with the chance to send more potent arms to Ukraine, he would ask, "Will this increase the likelihood of nuclear war?" And four days after the Hamas attack, it seemed as if his abiding fear of a crisis spinning out of control was about to be realized.

At 7:48 a.m., Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, received a call from Tel Aviv. A trio of Netanyahu's top national security advisers--Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, Minister of Strategic Affairs Ron Dermer, and National Security Adviser Tzachi Hanegbi--told Sullivan they were convinced that Hezbollah was about to launch a war on Israel from Lebanon. And they said their cabinet preferred to initiate the war preemptively.

Since October 8, Hezbollah, an Iranian proxy committed to Israel's destruction, had been firing rockets at northern Israel, in a display of solidarity with Hamas. Hamas's invasion had caught Hezbollah and its longtime leader, Hassan Nasrallah, by surprise. Nasrallah, who had envisioned leading his own invasion of Israel, was irked that Hamas had moved first, and annoyed that it had failed to give him the courtesy of a warning.

Hezbollah's initial salvos seemed calibrated to assure Israel that it didn't want a full-blown conflict. But now Israel could see Hezbollah units mobilizing just across the border. The Iranian-backed militia had begun using tactical radios, a telltale sign that it was preparing for war.

At 9:55 a.m., Biden called Netanyahu to talk through the potential ramifications of a preemptive attack on Hezbollah. Biden understood that the Israeli leadership, having failed to avert the last attack on the homeland, was panicked at the prospect of missing another. He told the prime minister: "If you launch this attack, you're guaranteeing a major Middle East war. If you don't, there's a lot we can do to deter that. If Hezbollah attacks, I'm with you all the way. If you start the attack, that's a much different picture. Let's take our time."

Just as the president began his call, McGurk received a message via a back channel that he used to communicate with the Iranians. They wanted the White House to know that they opposed Hezbollah's entry into the war and were trying to calm tensions. Iran might have been lying, but Sullivan passed the message along to Dermer, hoping to persuade the Israeli cabinet to delay a preemptive strike.

Right when the administration felt as if its arguments had broken through, Sullivan stepped out of the Oval Office to take another call from Dermer. Hezbollah militants, Dermer told him, had drifted across the border in paragliders just as Hamas had done four days earlier; its gunmen had opened fire on a funeral. These reports, Dermer said, had tipped the cabinet debate in favor of attacking.

Sullivan called CIA Director William Burns and General Erik Kurilla, the head of U.S. Central Command, which oversees U.S. military operations across the greater Middle East. Neither could corroborate the reports of paragliders entering Israeli territory.

Sullivan scrambled to get Dermer on the phone, but couldn't reach him. He managed to track down Dermer's chief of staff, who said his boss was locked in a cabinet meeting. Sullivan dictated a short note to Dermer: You're not making rational decisions. You're acting in the fog of war on the basis of bad intelligence.

Forty-five minutes after Sullivan's note, Dermer called to tell him that the cabinet would heed Biden's advice; it had voted against striking Hezbollah. The Israelis had determined that no militants were paragliding into the country. By the narrowest of margins, Israel avoided going to war because of a failure to distinguish Hezbollah fighters from a flock of birds.

October 13 
 Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, who had argued vociferously for a preemptive attack on Hezbollah, was peeved that the Americans had pressured Israel to wait. Now it was U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin's job to wrap his arms around his distraught counterpart. The Biden administration was trying to smother Israel with reassurance so that it could nudge Israeli policy makers in its preferred direction.

The administration believed that the Israelis were on the brink of executing a brutal, poorly conceived war plan in Gaza. In fact, it was barely a plan. On October 7, the IDF didn't have the schematics for a ground invasion of Gaza on the shelf.

In the dazed aftermath of the massacre, the army had quickly cobbled one together. American officials considered the proposed assault to be intolerably blunt: a brief warning to evacuate, followed by bombardment, followed by 30,000 troops barreling into Gaza.

As Austin and Gallant met in the Kirya, the sprawling campus in Tel Aviv that houses the Ministry of Defense, the American tried to gently, and Socratically, express his skepticism. Austin believed that he and Gallant were talking soldier to soldier, so he described the hard lessons he'd learned while overseeing the battle of Mosul in the war against the Islamic State: "You've got to take into account how you're going to address civilians."

He also urged Gallant to consider how allocating so much of the IDF's resources to Gaza would create a vulnerability that Hezbollah might exploit.

Austin kept pressing, "How does this end?"

There was no clear answer.

After his own consoling visit to Tel Aviv, Antony Blinken sprinted across the capitals of the Middle East. In Doha, where the political leadership of Hamas resided in luxurious exile, Blinken arrived to tell the emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, that the U.S. wanted him to consider evicting Hamas from his country.

But the emir had a complaint of his own: "We've been talking to Hamas, and Hamas is ready to release some of the hostages." In return, Hamas wanted Israel to pause the air strikes that had been pounding Gaza. "We've been trying to talk to the Israelis," the emir said. "We can't get anyone to focus on it."

The problem, as the emir explained it, was that Hamas had succeeded beyond its most extravagant expectations on October 7, not simply murdering more Jews than it anticipated, but seizing more hostages than it could manage.

In his diplomatic deadpan, Blinken replied, "I will follow up on this." But some of his aides were gobsmacked. They couldn't believe that Israel would pass up an opportunity to rescue women and children kidnapped into Gaza. As soon as Blinken boarded his plane, he called Dermer.

Dermer said that he would get to work on it. But throughout October, Biden-administration officials kept finding themselves struck by the Israeli government's unwillingness to explore hostage negotiations. Perhaps it was just the chaos that reigned in the aftermath of the attacks, but they began to feel as if there was a stark difference in outlook: Where the Americans were prepared to negotiate with Hamas, the Israelis wanted to obliterate it. Where the Americans worried about hostages dying in captivity, Israel retained confidence in its ability to stage daring rescues.

The Americans believed that the threat of invasion gave the Israelis leverage over Hamas. The best chance at extricating women and children from the tunnels of Gaza, they thought, was before the IDF began a ground operation--a fleeting opportunity that might never come again.


Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Israel on October 16, 2023, after discussions in six Arab states to coordinate efforts against Hamas and address Gaza's humanitarian crisis. (Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty )



October 16 
 As Blinken toured the region, Israel began to bombard Gaza with an intensity that unnerved otherwise sympathetic Arab leaders. In Amman and Riyadh, Cairo and Abu Dhabi, Sunni heads of state privately intimated that they wished for the resounding defeat of Hamas, the Palestine branch of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood movement that threatened their own regimes. They also accused Netanyahu of bringing catastrophe upon his country by allowing Qatari money to strengthen Hamas's rule of Gaza--the other Gulf States resented Qatar's support for the Muslim Brotherhood--despite their emphatic warnings about the dangers of that arrangement. But Israel was making it difficult for them to remain neutral. Hearing the Arabs' complaints, Blinken decided to add one last stop on his tour, a return visit to Israel, where he would press Netanyahu to allow aid into Gaza.

Before he landed, he felt sure that the Israelis would accede to allowing trucks full of basic goods to enter the Strip. In the parlance of diplomacy, that agreement was "prebaked."

But when Blinken visited Netanyahu, the prime minister balked.

Netanyahu told Blinken that he would negotiate the matter with Biden when he arrived in two days. Blinken replied that the president wouldn't board a plane without a humanitarian agreement in place.

It was lunchtime, and Blinken retreated to the acting ambassador's home in Jerusalem, hoping that Netanyahu would reconsider in his absence.

At 6 p.m., Blinken met Netanyahu at the Kirya. But the hours apart had done nothing to resolve the differences. Netanyahu kept arguing that his hands were tied. "I have got people in the cabinet who don't want an aspirin to get into Gaza because of what's happened." Ministers wanted to inflict collective punishment. "That's not me," he added, "but that's people in my coalition."

An air-raid siren cut their discussion short, sending them to a tightly packed bunker, where Netanyahu, Blinken, and Gallant awkwardly passed the time. When they returned to their meeting, Netanyahu ended it. He told Blinken that he needed to discuss everything with his cabinet. He left the secretary and his staff in a bureaucrat's small underground office, so deep that it had no cellular connection, while Netanyahu ran his meeting several doors down.

Periodically, members of the cabinet would emerge and present the Americans with a new proposal. Gallant suggested building a new railway system to transport aid, rather than allowing trucks into Gaza.

Netanyahu suggested that Israel could send a team to Gaza to assess the situation.

"You can't eat an assessment," Blinken responded.

Blinken held the leverage: the promise of the presidential visit that Netanyahu craved.

At 1 a.m., Netanyahu said that Israel would open the Rafah border crossing, which connected Gaza with Egypt. But he also insisted on sitting with Blinken for another hour, drafting the announcement of the agreement. Once they'd hashed out a statement, they walked into a closet to make a copy. Netanyahu couldn't figure out how to operate the machine. He just stood there, punching buttons.

October 17-18
 Air Force One was supposed to leave for Israel in a matter of hours, but Brett McGurk had forgotten his passport at home. Weaving his way through traffic in Washington, he heard a news report on the radio that a rocket had just struck Al-Ahli Arab Hospital in Gaza City, killing 500 civilians. Shit, he exclaimed to himself; what's going on? Before he had time to think, Israeli officials began lighting up his phone, denying responsibility for the strike.

Twenty minutes later, back at the White House, he found the president huddled with Jake Sullivan, along with Steve Ricchetti and Mike Donilon, advisers who occupied Biden's innermost circle. King Abdullah of Jordan called. Amman was supposed to be Biden's second destination. He didn't want Biden coming to his country at such a sensitive moment.

As aides began to debate canceling the trip, Biden called Netanyahu, who quickly said, "It wasn't us. I'll get you all the intel." He promised that by the time Biden landed, he would be able to show definitively that Israel hadn't bombed the hospital. McGurk wasn't so sure. But Biden concluded that he couldn't tolerate the consequences of calling off the trip. The Israelis needed him.

(Proof soon came that the hospital had been hit by an errant rocket fired by the Iran-affiliated Palestinian Islamic Jihad movement.)

While Air Force One made its way through the night, Biden kept revising the speech he would deliver to the Israeli public. The president had long described himself as a Zionist, with sympathy for the Jewish people cultivated in him by his father. He had so many Jews on his staff that he sometimes joked with them about "our people." Now, at Israel's moment of greatest need, he wanted to be its friendly uncle, Ray-Bans dangling from his hand, dispensing hard-earned wisdom.

The October 7 attack had sapped Netanyahu of self-confidence. It had taken him more than a week to meet with hostages' families; he was avoiding the public, which blamed him for the security failure. After Biden arrived in Tel Aviv, he wasn't just bucking up the prime minister; he was, in effect, executing the parts of the job that Netanyahu couldn't manage in his stunned detachment.


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu hugs President Joe Biden upon his arrival at Ben-Gurion airport on October 18, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)



For hours, Biden huddled with the Israeli war cabinet. To the world, that meeting looked as if Biden was claiming ownership of Israel's coming military campaign. The bear hug risked becoming a bear trap.

But it wasn't his war to run; all he could do was pose questions about the planned invasion of Gaza.

Biden was trying to get the Israelis to pause long enough to regain their emotional equilibrium and better calibrate their response. He offered to send three generals to lend their experience by poking holes in Israel's plans and making suggestions. The Israelis had little desire to accept advice. But Biden was sitting in Tel Aviv, and an offer from the superpower that would help defend them in a war against Iran wasn't something they could decline.

October 27
 After his visit, Biden began to ratchet up the pressure. He wanted Netanyahu to refrain from launching a ground invasion. Instead of capturing major urban centers or displacing civilian populations, he urged Israel to consider waging a counterterrorism campaign, with a series of surgical raids and strikes against Hamas's leadership and infrastructure.

The Israeli war cabinet dismissed the president's alternative because it would leave Hamas intact and, the Israelis worried, able to carry out another assault like October 7. But Israel didn't want to broadcast differences of opinion with the Americans to their enemies. Quietly, Netanyahu told Biden that he had to go in.

The invasion plan, however, was scaled back. Israel would send a fraction of the soldiers it initially intended in order to capture Gaza City, the hub of Hamas's command-and-control structure. After a brief pause, the army would continue to Khan Younis, the epicenter of the tunnel network. The war would be over by Christmas.

What the Israelis described was much more aggressive than Biden's plan. But the administration considered it well reasoned, not an overreaction. It made provisions to protect civilian life.

Twenty days after October 7, the IDF cut cell service in the Gaza Strip. It seized the beach road into Palestinian territory, then curved toward Gaza City. Netanyahu told his nation, "This is the second stage of the war."


Blinken attends a meeting with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry and Palestine Liberation Organization Executive Committee Secretary General Hussein al-Sheikh on November 4, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AP)



November 24 
 All of the American warnings about the battle for Gaza City included premonitions of a high number of Israeli casualties. But only about 70 IDF soldiers died in the fighting. The Israelis succeeded in trouncing Hamas in the north far more efficiently than their leaders had dared hope. That victory presented a diplomatic opportunity, because the IDF had always intended to pause its attacks after the battle anyway.

Biden assigned Burns, the CIA director, to pursue a cease-fire deal. The rumpled, self-effacing spymaster was also the administration's most experienced diplomat, a former deputy secretary of state who had earlier served as ambassador to Jordan and then Russia. Biden liked to hand Burns tasks that would otherwise have flowed to the secretary of state. Unlike Blinken, the CIA director could travel the world unannounced, without a retinue of reporters trailing him. And he had relationships with the two figures who, in theory, had the greatest chance of persuading Hamas to come to the table: Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, known as MBAR, Qatar's prime minister and foreign minister, and Abbas Kamel, Egypt's intelligence chief.

The two countries held sway over different corners of Hamas. Qatar served as the primary patron of the group's exiled political wing, which had relocated to Doha in 2012. Egypt, abutting the Gaza Strip, shared the management of the Rafah border crossing with Hamas. It had a direct relationship with the militants waging war.

To influence the course of the conflict, the negotiators needed the assent of one man, Hamas's top leader in Gaza, Yahya Sinwar. His brutality toward Israelis; his indifference, at best, to the death of Palestinian civilians; his sense of theological certainty about his mission; and his resignation to the possibility of his own death made him an almost impossible negotiating partner.

Even so, Sinwar thought strategically. He'd spent many years in an Israeli prison, where he'd learned Hebrew and voraciously consumed news from international sources. And the hostage negotiators benefited from a fleeting confluence of interests: Sinwar wanted to release the babies and small children among the hostages; having militants change diapers was not the end goal of his operation.

When the four-day cease-fire deal began--50 hostages released in exchange for 150 Palestinian prisoners and a four-day pause in the fighting--Burns remained in a state of constant anxiety. Israel said it would extend the cease-fire an additional day for each 10 additional hostages Hamas released. According to the deal, the hostages and prisoners exchanged were limited to women and children.

Each day, when the two sides published the names of those to be released, Burns braced himself for an objection that would cause the tentative peace to collapse. The Biden administration had successfully prodded the Israelis to develop a more nuanced, more realistic battle plan--and to prioritize the release of the hostages. The benefits of its diplomacy were on display in the faces of the 105 hostages who returned to their families. (Twenty-three Thai nationals and a Filipino were freed in a separate deal.) Then, after seven days, everything fell apart.


Blinken departs Tel Aviv for Jordan on November 3, 2023. (Jonathan Ernst / AFP / Getty)





Early December
 In Gaza, the suffering was immense. As the fighting resumed, NGOs operating in the territory reported a humanitarian catastrophe: widespread hunger, a water system that had stopped functioning, a surge in infectious diseases, a near-total breakdown of the public-health apparatus. Although the death toll was subject to fierce dispute, and estimates rarely attempted to disentangle civilian and military casualties, the numbers were nonetheless harrowing. By early December, approximately 15,000 people had died. The Financial Times described northern Gaza as "virtually uninhabitable." The Wall Street Journal called the conflict "comparable in scale to the most devastating urban warfare in the modern record."

A backlash against Biden's support for Israel was growing, not just among pro-Palestinian activists, but within the administration itself. In early December, a group of White House interns published an anonymous letter accusing the president of callously ignoring civilian deaths. A State Department official resigned in protest. Dissent began to filter into the Situation Room. A group that included Jon Finer, the deputy head of the National Security Council, and Phil Gordon, national security adviser to Vice President Kamala Harris, quietly complained about Israeli tactics.

Brett McGurk would push back against the complaints, invoking his stint overseeing the siege of Mosul during the Obama administration, as the U.S. attempted to drive ISIS from northern Iraq: We flattened the city. There's nothing left. What standard are you holding these Israelis to?

It was an argument bolstered by a classified cable sent by the U.S. embassy in Israel in late fall. American officials had embedded in IDF operating centers, reviewing its procedures for ordering air strikes. The cable concluded that the Israeli standards for protecting civilians and calculating the risks of bombardment were not so different from those used by the U.S. military.

When State Department officials chastised them over the mounting civilian deaths, Israeli officials liked to make the very same point. Herzl Halevi, the IDF chief of staff, brought up his own education at an American war college. He recalled asking a U.S. general how many civilian deaths would be acceptable in pursuit of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the jihadist leader of the anti-American insurgency in Iraq. The general replied, I don't even understand the question. As Halevi now explained to the U.S. diplomats, Everything we do, we learned at your colleges. 

December 14-15 
 When the Israelis first outlined their campaign, they estimated that it would be over by Christmas, as if they would deliver an end to the conflict as a holiday gift for their American benefactor. Then they would shift to a counterterrorism operation using precision raids and targeted operations, just as Biden wanted.

But Christmas was little more than a week away--and an end to the war seemed distant. Jake Sullivan went to Tel Aviv to press the war cabinet to conclude the operation.

The Israelis assured Sullivan that the end would come soon enough. They were about to eliminate a substantial portion of the underground tunnel system, to break the military capacity of their enemy. They simply needed a few more weeks, until the end of January, or perhaps February.

"This is starting to sound like just basically smashing your way around the entire Strip indefinitely," Sullivan told them.

Despite his empathy for Israel, he had arrived at a dispiriting conclusion: The government had no plausible theory of victory, no idea how it might wrap up the conflict.

December 23
 Sullivan's doubts stoked Biden's frustrations. He was suffering politically on Israel's behalf, heckled at his public appearances by protesters and at odds with a faction of his own party, but Netanyahu didn't seem to care. The lack of reciprocity angered Biden. He was learning the hard way what his predecessors in the Oval Office had also learned the hard way: Netanyahu was not a give-and-take negotiating partner.

Biden called Netanyahu with a long list of concerns, urging him to release tax revenue that Israel owed to the Palestinian Authority, the government in the West Bank, which Netanyahu was always trying to undermine in his quest to prevent the establishment of an autonomous, fully functioning state there.

"You can't let the PA collapse," Biden told him. "We're going to have a West Bank catastrophe to go with the Gaza catastrophe."

As Netanyahu began to push back, Biden couldn't contain his pique and barked into the phone, We're done.

They wouldn't speak again for almost a month.


Antony Blinken meets with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, on January 8. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / Anadolu / Getty)



January 8 
 Al-Ula was the realization of Mohammed bin Salman's dreams--a remote oasis that had come to represent the young monarch's theory of modernization, how he would turn his country into the spear tip of the 21st century. In the middle of the desert, he had erected a destination brimming with five-star resorts and luxurious spas. There was even a plan to build a satellite branch of the Centre Pompidou.

The Saudi crown prince, known as MBS, maintained winter quarters at al-Ula. He took meetings in a tent lined with thick rugs and plush cushions. This is where he greeted Blinken, who arrived at dusk in pursuit of his own dream, a vision that traced back to the earliest days of the Biden presidency, when McGurk had traveled to the kingdom.

Biden took office spoiling for a fight with the Saudis. During the campaign, he had announced his intention of turning the kingdom into a "pariah." But after McGurk explained the sanctions that the administration was about to impose on Saudi Arabia, he found himself on the receiving end of one of the prince's flights of enthusiasm. MBS disarmed McGurk by announcing his desire to normalize relations with Israel, following the path that the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain had traveled a few months earlier with the signing of the Abraham Accords.

Netanyahu kept offering tantalizing hints of his own enthusiasm for the same vision. Two years after McGurk's visit, in early 2023, the prime minister called Biden and told him that he was prepared to reconfigure his coalition to build domestic support for a deal. Netanyahu would first have to overcome his lifelong aversion to a Palestinian state, because that was a nonnegotiable Saudi demand. But he said that he was willing to go there, even if he had to break with the theocrats in his coalition to make it happen.

And in the early fall of 2023, the administration moved ever closer to hatching a normalization deal between the old adversaries. The deal was a grand bargain: Saudi Arabia and the United States would enter into a mutual-defense treaty, which required Senate ratification. The United States would help the Saudis build a nuclear-power program for civilian purposes, and in return Saudi Arabia would remain committed to the dominance of the U.S. dollar and American interests in the region.

The events of October 7 seemed destined to doom the deal. When Blinken visited MBS soon after the attack, the crown prince could hardly contain his anxiety about the prospect of anti-Israel protests in his streets, about the prospect of a regional war.

But in Blinken's head, the contours of the deal still felt as relevant as ever. The administration began to imagine its diplomacy proceeding along two separate, but deeply interconnected, tracks. It would cut one deal with Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, which would have some of those countries supply troops to stabilize Gaza in the aftermath of the war. And then it would cut a separate deal with the Saudis, who would not only recognize Israel but also fund the reconstruction of Gaza.

Blinken had come to al-Ula looking for a signal from MBS that such a deal was still plausible.

As they settled in the tent, MBS shocked Blinken. A hardened piece of Washington conventional wisdom held that MBS felt a kinship, born of shared authoritarian tendencies, with Donald Trump. But after the 2018 murder of the Washington Post contributor Jamal Khashoggi, MBS had become a voracious student of American politics. He spoke frequently with Senator Lindsey Graham, a close ally of Trump's, and those conversations helped lead him to a fresh analysis of Saudi interests. (In the capitals of the Middle East, Graham is viewed as a potential secretary of state in a second Trump administration, so his opinions are given weight.)

From the April 2022 issue: Graeme Wood on the crown prince, a murder, and the future of Saudi Arabia

MBS told Blinken that the Biden administration represented his best chance for realizing his plans: Two-thirds of the Senate needed to ratify any Saudi-U.S. defense pact, and he believed that could happen only in a Democratic administration, which could help deliver progressives' votes by building a Palestinian state into the deal. He had to move quickly, before the November election risked returning Trump to power.

"What do you need from Israel?" Blinken wanted to know.

Above all, MBS said, he needed calm in Gaza. Blinken asked if the Saudis could tolerate Israel periodically reentering the territory to conduct counterterrorism raids. "They can come back in six months, a year, but not on the back end of my signing something like this," MBS replied.

He began to talk about the imperative of an Israeli commitment to Palestinian statehood.

"Seventy percent of my population is younger than me," the 38-year-old ruler explained. "For most of them, they never really knew much about the Palestinian issue. And so they're being introduced to it for the first time through this conflict. It's a huge problem. Do I care personally about the Palestinian issue? I don't, but my people do, so I need to make sure this is meaningful." (A Saudi official described this account of the conversation as "incorrect.")

He wanted Blinken to know that he was pursuing this deal at the greatest personal risk. The example of the assassinated former Egyptian President Anwar Sadat weighed on him, an unshakable demonstration that the Muslim Brotherhood would wait patiently to exact murderous revenge on an Arab leader willing to make peace with Israel.

"Half my advisers say that the deal is not worth the risk," he said. "I could end up getting killed because of this deal."

January 9 
 Blinken hoped that Netanyahu still hungered for diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia. Normalization would, after all, be the capstone of what the prime minister considered his legacy project: brokering peace with the Arab Gulf States. And, in MBS's view, it would almost certainly create space for other Muslim nations to follow: Qatar, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, a slew of African states.

Iran was the force that could weld together this unlikely coalition. The Islamic Republic's aspirations to regional hegemony, its pursuit of nuclear weapons, and its willingness to fund and train militant groups frightened both the Middle East's Sunni Arab rulers and its Israeli leaders. By working together, though, Israel and the Sunni states might be able to contain Iran. It was a plausible enough vision, but it had failed to account for an Iranian veto.

If October 7 was designed to halt Israeli-Arab rapprochement, it had been wildly successful. And the only hope of reviving the process rested on Netanyahu overcoming a deeply ingrained instinct. Ever since losing his premiership in 1999, after making concessions to the Palestinians under pressure from the Clinton administration, he'd seemed determined never to alienate the Israeli right wing again. He almost always choked when forced to utter the words Palestinian state.

Sitting with Netanyahu, Blinken asked if he wanted to continue pursuing a deal with MBS. "If you're not serious about this it's good to know, because we can just close up shop here."

Netanyahu said he remained emphatically interested.

Spelling out the obvious, Blinken told him that he would need to publicly express his support for Palestinian statehood. Netanyahu replied that he could find a way to make that commitment, although he allowed that it might take some finessing of language.

When Blinken mentioned that MBS also needed calm in Gaza, Netanyahu said that he could supply that, too.

After they finished their private discussion, Blinken joined Netanyahu in a cabinet meeting. Rather than seeking to restore calm, however, the ministers were discussing plans for ramping up the war. Netanyahu said nothing to contradict them.

As they left the meeting, Blinken grabbed him and said, "Prime Minister, what we just heard there--it's not consistent with what we talked about in your office."

He replied, "I know. I'm working on it."

January 31
 Beneath central Gaza City, the Israelis experienced the shock of another intelligence failure. Of course they knew about the tunnels of Gaza. In the popular vernacular of the prewar era, they were dubbed the Metro. But as the IDF cleared Hamas from the city and began to burrow beneath it, it was stunned by the branching passageways it encountered. The Israelis began to refer to it as the Kingdom. They realized that the tunnels were far deeper than they had known. And as the army moved into Khan Younis, it began to comprehend their scale. It was possible, the Israelis estimated, that as many as 450 miles of tunnel were beneath the Strip.

The network had been built to withstand an Israeli invasion. Entryways were booby-trapped. Steel blast doors protected living quarters so that they could withstand air strikes. Militants' apartments were adorned with ceramic tile to create a comforting illusion of home. The tunnels contained machinery to manufacture the long-range rockets that Hamas periodically launched at civilian targets in Israel. It was even possible to drive a car through the widest passageways.

The discovery of the full extent of the system extended Israel's timeline. Conquering the subterranean world was painstaking, perilous work; fanciful schemes, such as pumping the passages full of seawater, failed to clear the tunnels. And the IDF kept uncovering computers filled with revelatory information, leading it to new targets.

Israeli soldiers stumbled into Yahya Sinwar's lair under the city of Khan Younis soon after he had fled, leaving behind bags of cash that he desperately needed. The near miss was a forking moment: Killing Sinwar might have allowed Israel to feel the catharsis that comes with retribution, opening the way to negotiate an end to the war.

In the months that followed, Sinwar was the lizard that grew back its tail. After the IDF would crush his battalions, it would then withdraw its troops. Israel didn't want to become an occupying force, with the casualties and burdens that would entail. The world didn't want that either. But without a continued IDF presence in the cities it conquered, Hamas returned to the sites of its defeat. It reconstituted itself, both physically and spiritually. Sinwar had developed a new sense of his own resilience, American intelligence came to believe, and a suspicion that he might just survive.

March 5 
 Every time Antony Blinken visited Israel, he found himself in endless meetings with politicians who delivered posturing soliloquies, which reporters who hadn't been in the room somehow managed to quote later in the day. He began arranging private conversations with Benny Gantz and Yoav Gallant.

Gantz, a former IDF chief of staff turned leader of the centrist opposition, was the great hope for a politically viable alternative to Netanyahu. And in the late winter, he privately indicated to the State Department that the premiership might be within his reach.

The administration thought it could see a path to provoking a political crisis within Israel: Present the Saudi deal to the Israeli public, and if Netanyahu rejected it, Biden could explain its wisdom. Voters would be left to choose between Netanyahu and a sunnier alternative vision of Israel's future.

To boost his standing, Gantz scheduled a trip to the White House. The visit deeply irked Netanyahu. The Israeli embassy was instructed not to arrange meetings on Gantz's behalf while he was in Washington.

Two of Blinken's top deputies, Barbara Leaf and Derek Chollet, met Gantz in his suite at the Willard hotel. It was the former general's first trip outside Israel since October 7, his first time emerging into a world that had largely shifted its sympathy from Israeli hostages to Palestinian children. As Gantz sipped his coffee, Chollet and Leaf took turns excoriating him for the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. It wasn't hard to read the surprise on his face; he wasn't prepared for how differently Americans had come to see the war.

Upon returning to Israel, Gantz told colleagues that Netanyahu was endangering Jerusalem's relationship with Washington. The warning was both accurate and self-serving; the time had arrived for Gantz to make his move.

But Gantz, ever the Boy Scout, hesitated to resign from the government in the middle of a war or to call for new elections, as he had long hinted he would. His hour had come, and then it swiftly passed him by.


Benny Gantz visits the U.S. State Department on March 5 to discuss humanitarian aid in Gaza. (Chuck Kennedy / State Department / abacapress.com / Reuters)



March 9
 Biden was feeling hoodwinked. First, the Israelis had said the war would be over by Christmas; then they'd said it would be over by February. Now they said they wanted to invade Rafah, which would extend the war for several more months.

It seemed to the White House as if the Israelis had learned nothing. They planned to encircle Rafah, the last intact city in Gaza, where refugees from across the Strip had gathered, and then clear it block by block. They had no serious plan for evacuating and rehousing civilians.

In one meeting with Blinken, Ron Dermer boasted that the Israelis had ordered 80,000 tents for evacuees. But in the course of the meeting, the Israelis admitted that the number was actually closer to 40,000. Even the larger number, though, wouldn't come close to housing more than 1 million refugees.

Biden's team understood why the Israelis wanted to enter Rafah, which bordered Egypt. Every tunnel resupplying Hamas with smuggled bullets and rockets ran beneath it. The IDF had left it out of the initial plan because its leaders expected to sustain a large number of casualties just tackling their original targets. But as the war had gone on and they'd learned how to fight Hamas, their confidence had grown and their plans had evolved.

Five months into the fighting, Biden and his administration were still reacting to events as they unfolded, and appeared no closer to bringing the conflict to an end. Now, for the first time, he told the Israelis he'd had enough. He couldn't support an invasion of Rafah without a better plan for limiting Palestinian suffering. In an interview with MSNBC's Jonathan Capehart, he said that this was his "red line."


Palestinians rush trucks transporting international aid from the U.S.-built temporary aid pier near the Nuseirat refugee camp in central Gaza on May 18. (AFP / Getty)






 April 1
 At about 11 a.m., a group of Israeli officials piled into the White House Situation Room. Jake Sullivan had prepared a lacerating speech: "You're about to be responsible for the third famine of the 21st century." But before he could even sit down, Sullivan noticed that the face of the usually gregarious Hadai Zilberman, the military attache from the Israeli embassy, was creased with worry. He stepped out of the room to talk with Zilberman and Ambassador Herzog.

The Israelis explained that they had just struck a building in Damascus. That, in itself, was not a big deal. As far as the U.S. was concerned, Israel had freedom of action in Syria.

But Herzog and Zilberman intimated that this situation was different. For starters, they had killed three generals and four officers in Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. That included Mohammad Reza Zahedi, the general in charge of Iran's covert activity in Lebanon and Syria and an old friend of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. And there was a complicating wrinkle: The building abutted the Iranian embassy.

"You did what?" Sullivan asked in disbelief. "Was it part of the embassy?"

The Israelis said they couldn't be sure, but they didn't believe that it was.

On social media, however, the Iranians were already claiming that Israel had destroyed its consulate, which constituted sovereign Iranian soil.

Sullivan felt his frustration rising: Does Israel really need this right now? Does the United States really need this right now?

In truth, the Israelis hadn't fully considered the reverberations, although the Mossad had argued that the strike wasn't worth the risk. That evening, Iran sent the U.S. a message via the Swiss, holding it responsible and hinting that retaliation would extend to American targets.

Later in the week, the administration sent its own muscular message: Don't attack Israel. A strike on Israel would draw the region into war; it would draw the U.S. and Iran into conflict.  

April 12
 Iranian retaliation was often theatrical, severe enough to demonstrate resolve to the regime's hard-liners but mild enough to preclude a cycle of escalation. But this time, the intel suggested something worse.

At first, the three-letter agencies had predicted that Iran would hurl about a dozen ballistic missiles at Israel. Over the course of a week, however, those predictions had swelled to as many as 50. The number suggested an effort to draw not attention, but blood.

General Kurilla had flown across the region, coordinating an international response to the impending assault. Missiles would be tracked from space and shot down by American ships. The Israelis would use their layered interceptors: the Arrow systems, Iron Dome, David's Sling. American and British fighter jets would knock down drones before they could enter Israel, which meant operating in Jordanian and Saudi airspace. Kurilla even convinced Arab states that their air forces should participate in knocking down drones, proof of concept for an emerging anti-Iranian alliance.

Lloyd Austin reported that the allies were prepared, but the Pentagon worried that some missiles and drones would slip past the patchwork defense. It seemed almost inevitable that Israel would respond in turn, and that the wider war the administration had worked so hard to avoid would be on.

April 13 
 "It's already under way," Austin told the room.

At about 5:15 p.m., Biden had gathered his advisers in the Situation Room--his intelligence chiefs, his national security adviser, the secretaries of state and defense. The vice president joined remotely, via videophone, as did General Kurilla, who was in Jordan.

The Iranians had unleashed their first salvo, an armada of drones flying slowly toward Israel. This was just the prelude, but Austin was already rushing to tamp down the next phase of the conflict. He had called Yoav Gallant and urged him in the strongest terms not to retaliate without consulting the U.S.

Kurilla periodically disappeared from the screen in search of the latest intelligence. The U.S., the U.K., and their Arab allies had already begun swatting down the drones, he reported. Saudi Arabia, home to Islam's most sacred sites, was helping defend the Jewish state. (Saudi Arabia has not confirmed or denied its involvement.)

But drones were slow and easy pickings. The bigger tests, Kurilla warned, were the ballistic missiles. He estimated that they could be in the air within the hour.

"What are the primary targets?" the president asked.

The bulk of the missiles were expected to fall on an air base in Israel's Negev desert, but cities might also be struck. The Houthis, Iran's proxies in Yemen, might target the resort city of Eilat. Iraqi and Syrian militias might take aim at Haifa. "The numbers are the problem," Austin said. "They are trying to overwhelm air defense."

Biden, as always, worried about escalation. "I want to make sure we know what the hell we're doing," he said. "It's one thing to defend Israel. It's another thing to use force against Iran."

He was uncertain how ferociously the Israelis might react, but he was sure that they would. "If they don't respond, I'll eat this table," he said.

Then, at 6:34, Kurilla told the room that the full Iranian assault had begun. Screens filled with images of missiles launching. Maps of the Middle East were covered in arcing red lines, tracing the trajectory of lethal projectiles that would land in 12 minutes.

At 6:52, Kurilla appeared again, and said that at least four drones or ballistic missiles had struck their intended target at the Nevatim air base, but he didn't know the damage. Other drones and missiles were still in the air, and he was unsure if more would follow.

The officials at the table began to retreat from the room to call their own sources, in search of greater clarity. The meeting anxiously dissolved, without any sense of the scale of the crisis.

At 8:07, it reconvened. Austin had just spoken with Gallant. Five of the Iranian missiles hit the air base, he said. Only one struck an occupied building, but it inflicted minimal damage. There was one report of a civilian killed by shrapnel. (It turned out to be false.)

"This is extraordinary," Austin said, beaming.

It was one thing to design an air defense system, integrating land, sea, and space, and stitching together Arabs, Jews, and Americans. It was another for that system to work nearly perfectly in the heat of battle.

But Sullivan broke the ebullient mood: "I just spoke to my counterpart; there are many voices in the war cabinet that are strongly urging for striking back very quickly."

Biden picked up the phone to call Netanyahu. He wanted the prime minister to know that Israel had already miscalculated once, by attacking the Iranian facility in Damascus. It couldn't afford to miscalculate again.

"Tell people that you succeeded. Tell them that you've got friends. Tell them that you have a superior military. But if you go after Iran, we're not going to be with you. Not a joke."

"I understand, Joe," Netanyahu responded, "but these guys still have a lot of capability left, and they could do it again."

After he hung up, Biden told the room that although he'd instructed Netanyahu to "take the win," he knew he wouldn't. Biden's goal wasn't to prevent Israeli retaliation, but to limit it. He went to bed still unsure whether he had headed off a regional war.


Israel's war cabinet discusses an attack launched by Iran in Tel Aviv on April 14. (Israeli Government Press Office / Getty)



April 18
 In the days that followed, the Israeli war cabinet debated the form that retaliation would take. Sullivan feared that the Israelis wanted to put on a "firework show," calibrated to project superiority and provoking an endless exchange of missiles.

Sullivan kept calling Israeli officials, and he found that they understood the risks of escalation.

Gallant told him that Israel would engage in a precision response, without announcing the target of the strike or the damage it exacted, so that Iran could save face.

On the evening of April 18, Sullivan and Brett McGurk watched from the Situation Room as Israel struck an air base outside Isfahan, not far from an Iranian nuclear site. It wasn't the scale of the attack that impressed, but its stealth. Eluding Iran's air defenses implied that Israel could strike Iran anywhere it wanted, at any time it desired.

But McGurk and Sullivan couldn't be sure whether the restraint that Israel displayed would preclude escalation. That night, the intelligence showed that Amir Ali Hajizadeh, the Iranian commander who'd overseen the April 13 attack, was aching to fire more missiles at Israel. His view, ultimately, was the dissident one. Iranian media portrayed Israel's retaliation as ineffectual, hardly worthy of a response. The next day, the Iranians passed yet another message along to the U.S., this time through the United Nations envoy in Lebanon. They were done.




Blinken walks with Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant toward the Gaza border at the Kerem Shalom crossing on May 1. (Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty)



May 1
 Antony Blinken was headed back to Washington after an exhausting set of meetings. Even at home, he couldn't escape the conflict. In front of his suburban-Virginia house, protesters had erected an encampment, which they called Kibbutz Blinken, implying that he held dual loyalties. Blinken was the highest-ranking Jew in the executive branch--and the only member of the administration subjected to such treatment. Protesters threw red paint at cars that were leaving his house. They shouted at his wife, "Leave him, leave him."

When things seemed especially bleak, Blinken liked to quote an aphorism coined by George Mitchell, who negotiated the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, ending decades of sectarian strife in Northern Ireland. While pursuing the deal, Mitchell said, he'd had 700 days of failure and one day of success.

Blinken was at the end of one not particularly successful day. In Jerusalem, he'd confronted Netanyahu and his cabinet about Israel's plans for invading Rafah.

He told them: You're going to have to make your own decisions, but go into this clear-eyed; understand the consequences for our relationship. 

Netanyahu seemed braced for a possible rupture: If this is it, this is it. If this is where we end, this is where we end. You have to do what you have to do. We have to do what we have to do.

That wasn't the response the Americans in the room had expected, and it left them dazed. For the entirety of the war, they had avoided a rift in the alliance, but perhaps the alliance was dissolving, despite Biden's warm feelings, despite all the political costs he'd absorbed on Israel's behalf.

May 8 
 Biden told aides that he didn't want to see Israel raze Rafah, where the IDF was already operating, with the same American bombs that had flattened northern Gaza, so he ordered the suspension of the shipment of certain heavy munitions. But this was an impulsive decision--rendered in anger after Netanyahu crossed Biden's Rafah red line. The administration hadn't figured out how to communicate the decision to the Israeli government, but the Israelis were bound to notice that the weapons shipments had been delayed.

Yoav Gallant learned about it from underlings, then confronted Blinken to confirm it. Reports of the slowdown leaked to the press. But instead of discouraging Netanyahu, Biden's rash move had thrown him a political lifeline.

Over the course of his career, Netanyahu had always excelled at picking fights with Democratic presidents as a means of boosting his standing with right-wing Israeli voters. Now Biden had given him the pretext for the same comfortably familiar play once more.

Netanyahu began to publicly argue that Biden's caution, his hand-wringing about civilian casualties, was preventing Israel from winning the war. Republican members of Congress were leveling the same accusation, only without any pretense of diplomatic niceties. Senator Tom Cotton told Face the Nation, "Joe Biden's position is de facto for Hamas victory at this point."

May 31
 After months of drift, Biden was at last aggressively attempting to impose his will and bring the fighting in Gaza to a close. In the State Dining Room of the White House, he delivered a speech--and presented a four-and-a-half-page plan--describing the mechanics of a cease-fire, distilling months of negotiation between Israel and Hamas. Only this time, the proposed deal wasn't being hashed out behind the scenes between the parties, but issued from the mouth of the president of the United States.

Biden intended to stuff Netanyahu in a box by insisting publicly that Israel had agreed to his proposal--even though he knew that the right-wing members of the Israeli government would likely reject it, and that Netanyahu had made a habit of pushing for better terms even after he'd committed to a deal. But with its invasion of Rafah advancing, and as it gained control of the smuggling tunnels in the south, Israel was on the brink of ending the most intensive phase of the war.

The president described Hamas as the key obstacle to the deal, and he directed his administration to use every means at its disposal to pressure the group. After Biden's speech, Blinken called MBAR, Qatar's prime minister, and told him that he needed to evict Hamas from his country if it rejected the cease-fire. Before Blinken hung up the phone, MBAR agreed.

By now, it had been 237 days since Hamas had kidnapped some 250 hostages. And by the IDF's count, it still held about 100 alive, and the bodies of at least 39 others. Striking a deal offered the best chance of bringing them home, and Biden was finally investing the prestige of the presidency to make it happen.

August 1
 Throngs crammed the streets of Tehran, accompanying a casket carrying the body of Ismail Haniyeh, the head of Hamas's political wing and its chief negotiator in the cease-fire talks. A remotely detonated bomb had exploded at the guesthouse where he was staying for the inauguration of Iran's new president.

Israel declined to publicly assume responsibility, but in a message to the State Department, it bluntly owned the assassination and blamed Haniyeh for a long list of horrific acts. Although the Israelis had given no specific warning, they had previously told the Americans of their intent to eliminate the upper echelon of Hamas's October 7 leadership; with Haniyeh gone, only two remained.

As Blinken absorbed the news on a trip to Asia, he called MBAR. "It was shocking because he was the one that was mainly overcoming the obstacles to get into a deal," the Qatari prime minister complained.

But American officials weren't overly concerned about the negotiations. Hamas, they judged, would replace Haniyeh and continue to negotiate, just as Haniyeh had continued to negotiate after Israel killed three of his 13 sons and four grandchildren.

What worried them more was that Haniyeh's death was just one of several attacks by the Israelis. Hours before, an air strike had killed Fuad Shukr, a top Hezbollah commander, in retaliation for a rocket that killed 12 children playing on a soccer pitch in the Golan Heights. About a week before that, Israel had struck the Houthis in Yemen, avenging a drone attack on Tel Aviv.

After Haniyeh's death, Iran threatened to reprise its April attack on Israel. In response, the United States began following the same well-trodden steps, moving a carrier and a submarine into the region, and sending stern warnings to Tehran through back channels. Officials began mobilizing the allies. This time, though, other countries were hesitant to come to Israel's defense. The Saudis and Jordanians worried that by protecting Israel, the U.S. was giving it license to launch ever more perilous attacks in the region. Although they eventually joined the preparations for defending against an assault, the administration began to worry that these repeated trips to the brink were exhausting its luck.

August 21
 When President Biden had presented his outline for a cease-fire in May, Netanyahu's advisers had signaled that he endorsed it. But in late July, Israeli negotiators sent a letter backing away. To agree to the deal, Israel said that it needed five new amendments, including stationing Israeli troops on Gaza's southern border, along the Philadelphi corridor.

The administration felt as if Netanyahu was scuppering a deal just as one seemed plausible. It leaked the Israeli letter to The New York Times in frustration, as evidence of the prime minister's bad faith.

But Biden thought he needed to bring Netanyahu back in line himself. On the phone, he implored him to compromise, implying that he would pin blame for any collapse of the talks on the prime minister.

The burst of presidential pressure was hardly unexpected--and Netanyahu was clearly prepared for it. Worried that he might be portrayed as the saboteur who prevented the return of the hostages, he told Biden that he would dial back his demands. His counterproposal didn't diverge much from the deal that the administration had judged that Hamas would accept.

For a time in August, Hamas was an equally frustrating barrier to progress, as it waited for Iran to avenge Haniyeh's death. But as time passed without a counterstrike, the administration began to believe that Iran, like Netanyahu, didn't want to be accused of ruining a deal. Hamas's tone shifted, suggesting a willingness to negotiate.

A cease-fire, and the release of hostages, seemed closer than ever.

August 31
 Jake Sullivan decamped to New Hampshire for Labor Day weekend, so that he could be with his wife, Maggie, who was running in a Democratic primary for Congress. That Saturday, he received a call from William Burns, reporting that the IDF had found six corpses in a tunnel beneath Rafah. The Israelis couldn't yet confirm it, but they were convinced that the bodies were those of hostages, murdered execution-style, and that Hersh Goldberg-Polin was among them.

Over the past 11 months, Sullivan had met regularly with the families of the American hostages held by Hamas, often in a group. But he also spoke separately with Hersh's mother, Rachel, with whom he felt a particular connection. Through their conversations, Sullivan had formed a mental portrait of her 23-year-old son, a dual U.S. and Israeli citizen--a single human face for Sullivan's broader effort to reunite the hostages with their families.

Day after day, he had worked to save Hersh's life. I've failed, he thought to himself. I've objectively failed.

Read: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

At 8 o'clock that evening, Sullivan dialed into a secure call with Biden, Finer, Blinken, and McGurk. Phil Gordon joined on the vice president's behalf. As a group, they reviewed the past 11 months. Could they have done anything differently? Had they overlooked any opportunities for securing the release of the hostages?

Sullivan wondered if a deal had ever been possible. Hamas had just killed six of its best bargaining chips, an act of nihilism.

Over the course of two hours, the group batted ideas back and forth. In the end, they threw up their hands. There was no magical act of diplomacy, no brilliant flourish of creative statecraft that they could suddenly deploy.

After all the trips to the region, all the suffering witnessed on those trips, all the tough conversations, all the cease-fire proposals, the conflict raged on. Three hundred thirty-one days of failure, and the single day of success was still beyond their grasp.



* Illustration sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Jacquelyn Martin / AFP / Getty; Menahem Kahana / AFP / Getty; Abed Rahim Khatib / Anadolu / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Jalaa Marey / AFP / Getty; Bashar Taleb / AFP / Getty; Khames Alrefi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty; Said Khatib / AFP / Getty; Ali Jadallah / Anadolu / Getty; Alexi Rosenfeld / Getty
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        Winners of the Bird Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 24, 2024

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning entries in this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition were just announced. Patricia Homonylo was named the overall winner for her conservation-themed image of the thousands of birds killed in one year by colliding with windows and other reflective surfaces in urban areas. Competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the other winners here, selected from a field of more than 23,000 entries.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin tips slightly as it toboggans on its belly on snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Modern Dancer. Gold Winner, Comedy Bird Photo. "I was sitting on a Zodiac next to my husband and 10-year-old son near Brown Bluff, Antarctica, when we spotted a group of Adelie penguins on some sea ice. As we slowly approached them, they started to toboggan on the ice, and I captured one of them sliding as if performing a modern dance move."
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                Nadia Haq / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A falcon seen in midair, talons out, flying toward a butterfly]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Playful Fledgling. Silver Winner, Bird Behavior. "This Peregrine falcon fledgling had been flying for over a week and his skills had improved by the day. While he still took food from parents, he had started to practice his hunting skills. He was not good enough to catch live birds in the air yet, so he took baby steps by chasing a fluttering butterfly. He was certainly much faster than the butterfly and also nimble enough to keep up with it. Look at the concentration! He was successful on occasion, caught the butterfly, played with it for a second, then released it."
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                Jack Zhi / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin, seen swimming underwater beneath a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing on the Other Side. Silver Winner, Birds in the Environment. "In autumn 2022 I had the chance to visit the Falkland Islands. During my last days on the islands, I found an area along a beach where Gentoo penguins surf in the waves when coming back from their hunting dives. After many attempts I got exactly the image I was hoping for."
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                Levi Fitze / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A heron stands on a broken tree branch, silhouetted by a full moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eclipse. Silver Winner, Black and White. "Here we see a grey heron as it looks for a roosting place in the top of a dead tree, illuminated by a full moon. Knowing that it was a penumbral lunar eclipse, my guests and I went in search of a distinctive subject to place in front of it. As the heron jostled for position alongside some larger marabou storks, we managed to capture the moment just before the heron flew away."
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                William Steel / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a swimming swan, its head framed by the curved neck of another swan, which is much closer to the photographer]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swanception. Silver Winner, Best Portrait. "I conceived the idea for this image some time ago, but each time I attempted to turn it into reality one of the elements was not right. It felt like I was in a creative rut and I had not taken an image I was really happy with for a while. On this particular morning, I decided to return to this idea out of desperation. I spotted my local mute swans in their usual spot, preening in the morning light. Fortunately, it was also a crisp morning, and the mist was slowly descending, creating a soft morning glow. After so many attempts, everything finally came together when a swan swam into the perfect spot. Finally, I created the image I had pictured in my mind."
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                Samual Stone / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Gannets swim underwater, leaving trails of bubbles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Immersion. Gold Winner, Birds in the Environment. "Here we see a trio of northern gannets diving into the ocean on a sunny day in Shetland. The species is Scotland's largest seabird, and they are remarkably adept in the water, with the ability to dive to depths as far as 22 meters. I took this photo while scuba diving from a boat near Noss, which is home to the UK's seventh largest colony of northern gannets. In the past the population has been estimated at around 25,000 birds, though their numbers were unfortunately severely reduced by the avian flu outbreak. It is unclear when, or if, their population will be able to recover. Dead herring from a local herring fishery were used to attract the birds to the boat."
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                Kat Zhou / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A top-down view of thousands of small dead birds laid out in concentric circles on a white surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                When Worlds Collide. Overall Winner and Gold Winner, Conservation. "Each year during spring and fall migration over 1.3 billion birds die in North America as a result of window collisions. A network of dedicated volunteers heads out each morning to pick up the pieces. For over 30 years FLAP (Fatal Light Awareness Program) volunteers have patrolled cities worldwide in search of birds that have collided with windows. While their efforts have saved an impressive number of bird collision survivors, the majority do not survive the impact. But the fallen birds are never left behind. Their bodies are collected and their lives honored in the annual 'Bird Layout'. The Layout brings volunteers together to arrange the dead birds in an emotive and provocative display. While The Layout honors the fallen birds and brings closure for the volunteers, it is also a critical event that raises public awareness and highlights a global issue. I have volunteered with FLAP for four years and attend The Layout annually. From hawks to hummingbirds, this 2022 display includes more than 4,000 birds."
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                Patricia Seaton Homonylo / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a hi-viz vest pauses traffic, seen in the background, as a mother bird, followed by several babies, crosses a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Treacherous Journey. Gold Winner, Urban Birds. "Goosanders breed in the park about 1 kilometer from Poland's life-giving River Vistula. Each mother has to move her brood to the river as quickly as possible due to lack of food and safety in the park. They make the journey through a series of underground passages and over a six-lane highway. Each year a group of volunteers help them cross this deadly road by stopping the traffic. After crossing they arrive at the River Vistula where they can feed and grow. This image shows a mother goosander crossing a smaller road because she decided not to use the scary and dark underground passage below it."
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                Grzegorz Dlugosz / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small group of birds roost in bare tree branches, seen in silhouette against a distant tower, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crows Watching TV ... Tower. Bronze Winner, Urban Birds. "Berlin Television Tower, the tallest structure in Germany, provides a great background for urban photography. But in January it turned out to be a challenge: I was freezing, it was dark from sunrise to sunset, and pictures were poor. Disappointed, I stumbled upon a mixed hooded crow and jackdaw roost, conveniently positioned against the desired tower."
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                Tomas Grim / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A vulture stands atop a bear's carcass in a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Scavenger. Gold Winner, Bird Behavior. "In early March 2023, the remains of an American black bear were discovered by hikers along a rushing mountain stream in West Virginia. It was very clear from the large patches of missing fur that the bear had died after a battle with mange. After being informed of the carcass and securing permission, I set up a DSLR camera trap that took images of all the animals that came in to investigate and scavenge off the bear. The set-up remained in place for six months. As the weather warmed in spring, this turkey vulture became a frequent visitor, sometimes spending hours at the carcass."
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                Nathaniel Peck / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Puffs of breath hang in the cold air around the head of a grouse standing on snowy ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Black Grouse. Bronze Winner, Best Portrait. "For several weeks each year, black grouse gather at leks on spring mornings for courtship and display. It can still be quite wintry and cold. They fly in before sunrise and land in the trees on the edge of the lek. Eventually the males come down, each claiming their patch, and spend a couple of hours sizing each other up, charging at each other, engaging in mostly mock battles. Sometimes, however, the encounters escalate to real fights. The heated breath of a solitary fighter is steaming in the cold air, which I captured while sitting inside a small photography hide, reveling in the sounds and sights of this ancient play."
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                Markus Varesvuo / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fourteen small birds cluster together, perched on a wire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Helmet shrikes Preparing to Sleep. Bronze Winner, Comedy Bird Photo. "We were on a safari, and returning to camp in Sabi Sands, South Africa, on a dark March evening. We stopped, having picked up some unusual sounds, although unsure what they were. Then we heard chattering and fluttering high above us. When illuminated with the lamp on the vehicle, we saw these helmet shrikes huddling together against a night that was starting to turn colder."
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                Gary Collyer / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A low view, looking up the side of a tree trunk, with a small bird perched on the side of the trunk]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perspective. Young Bird Photographer of the Year 2024, and Gold Winner, 12-14 Years. "I photographed this Eurasian nuthatch at Grazalema in southern Spain using a wide-angle lens. An oak tree next to a river provides cover for species such as woodpeckers and nuthatches coming down to drink. I was using a remote-control set-up, and I just had to wait. Since these species like to climb trunks, I thought about what their vision and perspective would be like."
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                Andres Luis Dominguez Blanco / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under shot of several swimming seabirds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Feeding Frenzy. Bronze Winner, Birds in the Environment. "I was cruising in a Zodiac when I saw a group of cape petrels in the water. As I approached I could see they were feeding on something, along with giant petrels and snow petrels. I had my big underwater rig with me and thought it was a chance for a split sea surface photo. As I slowly drifted closer, I noticed all the birds were too busy feeding to care about me being around. So I 'parked' the boat next to some ice, leaned over the side and dropped my underwater housing in the water, then waited for the birds to come close. I really wanted to capture a photo showing both above and below the surface. Even though we cannot see exactly what they are feeding on, I love this perspective of both worlds in one shot."
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                Jonas Beyer / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small bird spreads its wings and stretches out its feet to land on a plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavenly Elegant Flight. Silver Winner, Birds in Flight. "In the dead of winter, I marvel at the aerial ballet of the garden birds that come to visit my trees and to take advantage of the seeds that I put out for them. Discreetly hidden, I tried to immortalize their flight and its delicate trail using a flash and camera in 'rear curtain' mode. The mission was challenging and these mischievous little models followed their own dance. However, it is precisely this spontaneity that makes the photographic challenge exhilarating! Hundreds of shots were required before I captured the perfect moment, which portrayed the fleeting magic of nature in winter."
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                Nicolas Groffal / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The 'Law of the Land' Has Been Replaced

The Dubai International Financial Center shows the future of law and commerce.

by Atossa Araxia Abrahamian




The Dubai International Financial Center is home to thousands of companies from around the world. Some of them have organic connections to the emirate; others are merely taking advantage of the center's business-friendly rules and regulations around tax, immigration, and labor. A third group of businesses have chosen the DIFC not for the office space, or the taxes, but as a home base for legal disputes alone. In the event of a lawsuit, the DIFC is where they want to have their day in court.

That's because Dubai's financial center is not governed by Dubai--at least, not in the way most of us understand governance. The enclave is a special economic zone overseen by a board appointed by the city-state's ruler, with its own bespoke laws drawn up for the benefit of its clients.

The DIFC is also a shimmering shopping center with three hotels, luxury apartment towers, high-end restaurants, clothing stores, spas, beauty salons, and art galleries. There's even a mosque, open 24/7. The 110-acre compound sits in the shadow of the Gate, a gigantic rectangular structure inspired by the Arc de Triomphe. The Gate looks like the Parisian monument--had the French only chosen to commemorate their war dead with millions of gray Legos. But when you walk through it, you enter a microcosm of a world where we may someday all live. This is a world where boundaries are drawn not just around nations but around people and companies and wealth--a world with new kinds of states and new kinds of laws. Dubai is a test case for where they will take us.

From the March 2024 issue: The great Serengeti land grab 

The DIFC's story began in the early 2000s, when Dubai began opening gated business districts--Media City, with nominally freer speech laws than the rest of the country; Healthcare City; Internet City; and so on. In 2004, the president of the UAE changed its constitution to allow zero-tax, low-regulation "zones" specifically geared toward the exchange not of material goods but of financial assets. With that, the DIFC was born.


The essay was adapted from the forthcoming book The Hidden Globe: How Wealth Hacks the World.



In a part of the world that had been losing money to wars and civil unrest, the DIFC promised businesses an oasis of protection and deregulation: a little Switzerland on the Gulf. The center's tenants--who would come to include Bloomberg, Deutsche Bank, JPMorgan, and Goldman Sachs--would benefit from such concessions as corporate tax breaks, fully foreign ownership of companies, and expedited immigration procedures for expat workers.

But Dubai couldn't stop there. After all, those who wanted Switzerland already had Switzerland--and Luxembourg, and the Cayman Islands, and any number of places that exacted little or nothing in taxes and had long track records of protecting wealth at all costs. So to entice investors further, the DIFC sold them on something new: law.

Law is no static thing. It does not sprout from the soil, like a tree. It doesn't require a particular habitat to thrive, like a bug or a bird. It behaves more like a virus, hopping from place to place, cultivating new hosts and carriers, and mutating along the way.

Early on, the DIFC established a start-up court to oversee civil and commercial matters within the special zone. Its laws came mostly from elsewhere. So did its judges, plaintiffs, and defendants. The result was a state within a state within a state, or to borrow from a DIFC publication, an "example of how globalisation is reconfiguring the relationship between legal institutions and political systems in the twenty-first century."

Read: Trump's interest vs. America's, Dubai edition

Legal pluralism--the maintenance of multiple systems of law within a given territory--wasn't a new concept in Dubai. From the early 19th century until 1971, Dubai and its sister emirates had been British protectorates, with one set of rules for non-Muslim subjects and another for natives and believers. After achieving independence, the new nation-state set out to build a devolved judicial system that allowed each emirate to strike out on its own or abide by federal rules instead.

From a judicial standpoint, the UAE had much in common with the federalism of the United States. But no matter the emirate, court hearings were in Arabic and rooted in Islamic jurisprudence as well as civil law. This, the then-ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, and his advisers realized, was a problem: To put it crudely, Western lawyers did not want to deal with Muslim courts.

Although a free zone with low taxes and minimal red tape was all well and good, Dubai's rulers understood that foreign firms wanted a familiar legal system in which to settle things such as bankruptcy, data protection, intellectual property, and employment. Grafting on an identically British system would be too close to colonialism for comfort. So they sought another model: a composite jurisdiction, stitched together from regulations borrowed from elsewhere and with judges trained in the laws of the world.

To put it all together, the DIFC would need its own Dr. Frankenstein. He came to them by chance, in the form of a blue-eyed Englishman named Mark Beer.

I met Beer for breakfast in Manhattan on a spring day in 2022. He came off as game and unpretentious: a dad of five who looks like he could have been a rugby player if he hadn't ended up working as the registrar of an upstart court very far from home. His career had taken him around the world. After law school in the U.K., Beer trained as a mediator in Singapore and worked for brief stints in Dubai and Switzerland. In 2003, he returned to the Gulf to take a job in Internet City, as an in-house lawyer for Mastercard. For most of his life, he had operated under the conventional wisdom that ever since the world had been organized into a map of decolonized nation-states, laws and lands had been inextricable. The law was about codifying the values of a society and--in the best case--achieving justice. But he began to think of legal systems differently: "not just as a tool for fairness, but as a tool for economic development," he told me.

In 2006, Beer met Nasser Saidi, a Lebanese politician who was then the chief economist of the DIFC. The commercial zone he was pitching to companies wasn't just a group of high-end buildings; it was, as he put it, a "Vatican of international finance." Beer was in the business of law, not divinity, but the similarities were striking: What was the DIFC if not a micro-sovereignty devoted to the interests of a group of powerful men serving what they believed was a higher power--in this case, the market?

In 2008, Beer became the new court's first registrar. He understood that the role of the court was to "provide confidence" to businesses, he told me. "I don't think anyone was that fussed about principles of the rule of law. In order to have confidence, they needed to feel that their promises would be honored. And they wanted to do that in a familiar environment--hence the establishment of that court." He foresaw the possibility of an independent court not just for the free zone, or for the emirate, but perhaps for the entire world. 

Read: An ally held me as a spy-and the US is complicit

The first big cases the court handled, however, were not what anyone had anticipated. Just as the DIFC was finding its feet, the global financial crisis brought Dubai World, the city-state's equivalent of a sovereign wealth fund, to its knees. Before the crash, Dubai World employed 100,000 people working in real estate, shipping, and logistics spread over some 200 subsidiary companies. It was huge--and now it had almost $60 billion in debts that neither the parent company nor its offspring could repay on time. When the firm's creditors came knocking, Dubai did something novel: It assembled a team of outside advisers to establish a brand-new insolvency tribunal, to be run by three DIFC judges. In December 2009, the court opened its doors to any of Dubai World's creditors, regardless of where they conducted their business. The cases were complex, but the tribunal proved that it could be counted on to hear them fairly and impartially.

In the process, it broke the territorial seal. All kinds of parties showed up to file claims, including New York City hedge funds and local contractors. "The judges were clearly independent and agnostic as to who owed the money and were quite happy to award damages and costs and all sorts of things against the government," Beer told me. The DIFC's courts were now open to all. As of 2011, anyone could opt into the financial center's judges, laws, and procedures to resolve their disputes. The court was in Dubai--but it could have been anywhere.

On the surface, such a court might seem like a nice thing for Dubai to have--a little strange, sure, but befitting a city full of migrants and expatriates. There aren't any real losers in these trials, because to file a claim in the DIFC is to be, almost by definition, in a position of privilege to begin with. This is not a venue conceived for the overworked Filipina housekeepers, the trafficked Moldovan sex-workers, the injured Bangladeshi laborers on whose backs Dubai has been built.

At the same time, Dubai's legal entrepreneurship reveals something more troubling: that speaking only of a "law of the land" no longer makes much sense. The law itself is the commodity here. The DIFC court thus set a new standard in play. To accommodate the needs of foreign firms, multinationals, and expatriates, countries can go so far as to offer them a separate system of justice.

The DIFC has since exported its court-in-a-box to other jurisdictions. In 2008, Saidi proclaimed in a speech that "we have been approached by countries as far away as the Caribbean and Latin America and Korea and Africa to establish DIFC clones." By last year, independent commercial courts and DIFC-style tribunals, which are both part of and separate from the domestic system, had popped up in Abu Dhabi, Qatar, Benin, Kosovo, Iraq, the Netherlands, France, and Kazakhstan--where Mark Beer led the charge.

When it comes to seducing capitalists, Kazakhstan's defining features--its enduring autocracy, its dependence on oil exports, its tendency toward graft, that goddamn Borat movie--might seem like disadvantages. Who would want to open a company in such a place? It turns out that there are perks to doing business in a state with such a lousy reputation.

In 2016, Beer was appointed to an advisory body called the International Council of the Supreme Court of Kazakhstan, whose purpose was to modernize and internationalize the country's domestic courts. Two years later, the Astana International Financial Center was launched, combining an arbitration center (in which disputes are mostly privately resolved) and a DIFC-style tribunal.

Beer was bullish on the tribunal. He wrote celebratory columns for the local English-language newspaper and made cameos in press releases and videos. In June 2020, he wrote a report for the Council of Europe praising the success of Kazakhstan's judicial reforms. "Objectively, no other judiciary has endeavored to achieve so much reform at such an accelerated pace," he wrote.

All the while, Kazakhstan was battling a series of high-level corruption cases and experiencing unprecedented popular unrest over graft and inequality. Billions in profits from extracting uranium, titanium, gold, copper, and, of course, oil had been hoarded by oligarchs who stashed most of their wealth in foreign property holdings and offshore accounts.

From the January 1967 issue: The eagles of Kazakhstan

Beer has described his mission in Kazakhstan as an effort to increase the low levels of trust that foreigners would (understandably!) have in the country's judicial and political systems. But however well the new court works, it won't necessarily do ordinary citizens much good. At worst, it will end up helping an undemocratic regime make more money and launder its reputation by attracting fancy international businesses, without doing anything to improve economic inequality, social justice, or human rights.

When I confronted Beer with this objection, he invoked the response of Sir Anthony Evans--the chief justice of the DIFC--when he was fielding a controversy about Dubai's treatment of migrant workers. Beer said, "His answer, which I thought was brilliant, was: I must be doing what I do to improve the system. People have access to a system they didn't have access to before. If the court is credible and independent, it must be making a positive contribution." Beer pointed out that the idea of a female judge was for a long time sacrilegious in the UAE. But after the DIFC appointed one and "the sun continued to rise the next day," the "onshore" system decided to appoint female judges too.

In fact, Beer has been succeeded in his post at the DIFC by a woman: Amna Al Owais, a vivacious young Emirati lawyer from Dubai. Under Al Owais's leadership, the court has kept expanding, adding clients, cases, and divisions. It's also been conscious not to overshadow the original courts of Dubai. Even in Dubai, whose ruler invited the court in, replacing a homegrown legal system with borrowed law and rented judges on quasi-extraterritorial ground remains controversial. To help maintain the fragile balance between the national and the global, authorities have created yet another court, staffed with a mix of local and foreign judges, to decide which court has jurisdiction in contested scenarios.

But when I visited the DIFC in late 2021, I discovered a more literal display of power. Near the main entrance stood a glass case, and inside it, the clay handprint of Dubai's ruler, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, alongside those of his six children. The artifacts seemed a crude attempt at conveying an important point: that no matter where its laws and litigants and judges had come from, this cathedral of high finance was still very much a part of Rome.

In the years since leaving Dubai, Mark Beer has found an additional venue for his ideas and ambitions, one as far from the Gulf, the Steppe, and his home in Oxford as you can get.

Beer's latest preoccupation is with the laws of outer space: an arena with no nations, no territory, and no people. In a sense, space is the ultimate free zone--an extraterrestrial DIFC, offshore even from offshore. Of course it needs laws. And who better to serve as their keeper than Mark Beer?

Beer told me he got curious about space when he met the owner of a satellite company at the Davos World Economic Forum in 2017. Shortly thereafter, Beer nominated himself to become the justice minister of Asgardia: the world's first space-based nation, whose "landmass" was briefly a server on a satellite orbiting the Earth, whose "population" communicates predominantly on a blog platform, and whose "laws" are decided by the community.

Listen: Our strange new era of space travel

I had signed up to be a citizen of Asgardia too, long before I met Beer. Like him, I wanted to understand what it might mean to have a jurisdiction without a nation or a territory. But I let my membership lapse because the citizenship fees--$110 a year--began to add up. Beer, by contrast, persisted, as one of a handful of officials who is "not a Trekkie," as he puts it. (He's not in it for the money: The position is unpaid. In the meantime, he also mounted a run for Oxford City Council, in 2022, as a Conservative, but lost that race.)

"Like in Dubai, I want to do more, and perhaps I'm pushing harder than I ought to," he told me. "But we'll soon launch the formation of companies in Asgardia, and I think that gives a whole new dimension and platform to talk about economic zones outside any territorial jurisdiction."

For the time being, Asgardia is cosplay: a thought experiment for those of us who like to imagine a world beyond our own, whether it's for fun or out of despair, or even, perhaps, in the hopes of striking it rich (asteroid mining, anyone?). "It's a bit like the pioneers of the internet," Beer told me. "We thought they were crackpots too."

As we finished our breakfast, it occurred to me that Beer was either light-years ahead of most political thinkers when it came to predicting the silhouette of state sovereignty 10, 20, 50 years from now--or he was on a different planet. And just maybe, these things were not opposed, but one and the same.



The essay was adapted from the forthcoming book The Hidden Globe: How Wealth Hacks the World.
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Gaza's Suffering Is Unprecedented

The Palestinian people have never experienced this level of day-to-day horror.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




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


My brother, Mohammed, has survived nearly a year of war in Gaza while working to aid its people. He has scrambled out of the rubble of an air strike that destroyed our family home, and he has seen far too many of our relatives wounded or killed. Through it all, he has somehow remained unscathed. However, he recently fell severely ill battling a hepatitis infection.

Mohammed is a deputy director of programs for one of the larger international medical NGOs operating in Gaza. He has worked closely with the humanitarian community to address one disaster after another. But now diseases such as polio and hepatitis are starting to spread through an already battered, weak, sick, tired, malnourished, and desperate population. Raw sewage, trash, and unsanitary conditions are present throughout the Gaza Strip; Mohammed has no way to avoid them while working in the field.

The spread of disease, breakdown of law and order, proliferation of crime, rise of food insecurity and malnutrition, collapse of the health-care system, and continued cycles of displacement from one area to another have completely and utterly broken Gaza's population.

After enduring unimaginable suffering and loss, the people of Gaza are desperate for a future that does not include Hamas or Israel controlling their lives. They want the sacrifices that were forced upon them to produce a radically different future. And yet, as I write this, there is still no end in sight.

In my brother's story, you can get a small glimpse of what the most destructive war in Palestinian history has meant in human terms. In October, a week after Hamas's murderous attack killed 1,200 people in Israel and captured hundreds of hostages, an Israel Defense Forces air strike destroyed the four-story home where I grew up with my extended family. My brother, his wife, and their four children miraculously pushed their way out of the rubble, sustaining only minor injuries. Other members of my family weren't so lucky.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: What I've heard from Gaza

That same air strike killed my 12-year-old cousin, Farah, and it badly injured her twin sister, Marah, and both her parents. In addition, my dad's middle and youngest brothers, Ibrahim and Riyad, were badly wounded. A follow-on series of air strikes against the El-Yarmouk neighborhood in Gaza City, where the house used to be, destroyed the homes where some of the survivors had sought shelter with neighbors. Uncle Riyad was killed in that strike; his body wasn't retrieved until nine days later, reduced to mushy human tissue. Uncle Ibrahim's daughter, Israa, was thrown out of the building by the blast. She landed on the street and was crushed by a concrete slab that fully paralyzed her.

Over the weeks that followed, my brother sought shelter in different neighborhoods of Gaza City. He and his family endured bombardments that frequently came heart-stoppingly close to their places of refuge. In November, they made it to the southern part of the Gaza Strip, which at the time had been designated as a safe zone by the Israeli military.

Mohammed rendezvoused with his co-workers and together they orchestrated a plan to resume their work, providing medical support to the population. They began to receive truckloads of medical supplies and other crucial items, which they distributed across Gaza's network of hospitals and other medical facilities.

Within a few weeks of his arrival in southern Gaza, though, he faced another tragedy. An Israeli air strike on the home of my mother's family, my second home in Gaza, killed 29 family members and left others terribly injured. The house was packed with people who had fled northern Gaza and sought safety in the south. At the time, the Brazil neighborhood of Rafah was in a relatively quiet area, far from any active fighting. The New York Times' Liam Stack asked the IDF why my family's home was targeted and how such a strike could be justified, given the enormous loss of life among women and children. The IDF provided only a boilerplate reply about Hamas embedding itself among the population.

The strike killed all of my maternal aunts and uncles, and many of their children--my cousins. The oldest killed was my Aunt Zainab, a matriarch of the family who spent decades as an UNRWA teacher. She was known for being immensely generous, always offering her space, food, and resources to the less fortunate. If you ever entered Zainab's home, you were sure to leave with a full stomach; she would offer up one dish after another on a nonnegotiable basis, disregarding any pleas to stop the hospitable offerings.

Then there was my Uncle Abdullah, a doctor known for running Rafah's main hospital and for the care he provided during the Second Intifada. He treated thousands of patients who were hit by Israeli gunfire or maimed in air strikes or other forms of bombardment. Sometimes he would ride in ambulances along with the paramedics to collect the most seriously injured, hoping to stabilize patients long enough to make it to the operating room. Once, desperate to stop the bleeding of a teenager's heart pierced by an Israeli bullet, Uncle Abdullah stuck his thumb into the hole, saving the teenager's life. He was lauded for that effort by the Ministry of Health and the general public.

In addition to his other humanitarian work, Abdullah operated a clinic in his basement. That made the family house a neighborhood landmark, which people would reference when providing directions or taking taxis. When his children and I would play rough, he would reprimand us sternly. But when I needed support most, including when I required stitches in his clinic, he offered empathy instead. After my Uncle Yousef died, Abdullah assumed the role of family elder, regularly hosting my mother for family get-togethers and taking particular care of her as a widow.

My brother was at the house just two days before the air strike, having lunch with Zainab and Abdullah. He was in Khan Younis when he heard the news, where he had been sheltering with his family, and he frantically raced back to Rafah. He spent three days searching for remains, many of which were so charred, they were challenging to identify. My brother ultimately retrieved Zainab's remains--headless, her legs entirely crushed, recognizable only by the petite size of her torso. Too many identification processes play out like a gruesome and painful jigsaw puzzle with human pieces, in which memories of features, shapes, and sizes are matched to human remains.

The home in Rafah was extraordinarily special to me while I was growing up. We were there practically every weekend. It was my refuge from school and from life in the crowded streets of Gaza City. It was a place where we watched movies, played video games, and did projects in the massive backyard.

As a child in the 1990s, I met Yasser Arafat, Mohammed Dahlan, and other senior Palestinian political figures in the Rafah house. Abdullah's oldest brother, Uncle Yousef, worked for the Palestinian Authority, heading the Palestinian Special Olympics. He used a wheelchair himself, and was highly revered for his fairness and independence, frequently visited by other political and social figures.

The Rafah house was like a mini United Nations, a safe harbor of sorts in a sea of inflammatory rhetoric, incitement, and passionate differences about the path forward. Within its walls, people could talk. That's where I got my introduction to the complicated realities of the Palestinian cause. And that, too, was destroyed by the air strike.

These are my family's stories, but every family in Gaza has its own. The war has erased not only lives but generations' worth of history and memories. Monuments and historical landmarks have been reduced to rubble; family papers and mementos incinerated; elders killed before their knowledge could be passed on or recorded.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: Israel killed my family, but not my hope

The Palestinian people had never experienced this level of day-to-day suffering. Although periods of intense violence have occurred, especially at the height of the Second Intifada and during the 2014 war in Gaza, the norm has been low-intensity conflict. In a Palestinian context, the current war in Gaza is unprecedented.

This war must be Gaza's last. The territory's leaders should abandon any form of armed or violent resistance against Israel and focus instead on making Gaza the best possible version of itself. The Israelis, for their part, must truly relinquish both their military occupation and their control, allowing Palestinians to exercise real independence and sovereignty over their territorial waters, airspace, and border with neighboring Egypt, even as Israel's legitimate security needs are accounted for and addressed.

I still believe that this transformation is attainable. Gaza's small size and compact population make it relatively easy to implement pragmatic changes, which can quickly stabilize the territory and end the suffering. Despite its current straits, Gaza has a chance to become a model of effective Palestinian self-governance, demonstrating what an occupation-free West Bank would look like.

Gaza can, should, and will become the beating heart of a future Palestinian state.
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Iran's Russia Problem

Relations with Moscow can't fix an economy squeezed by the West.

by Arash Azizi




Iran's newish president and foreign minister could hardly be more different in demeanor. President Masoud Pezeshkian speaks informally, often goes off script, and loves to crack jokes. Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi, a career diplomat who earned his Ph.D. in Britain, chooses his words with painstaking precision. But the two men have been saying the same things about the direction they want to see foreign policy take in Iran.

The pitch goes something like this: We would like to make amends with the United States and Europe so that we can get the sanctions lifted from our economy. But we will not sacrifice our relations with Russia and China--the partners that have stood by us. Nor will we give up our support for the Axis of Resistance, the collection of Arab anti-Israel militias that plague the West and many regional Arab countries.

In his first press conference as president last Monday, Pezeshkian put it bluntly: "Those guys sanctioned us," he said, referring to the West. "These guys helped us," referring to Russia and China. But he also promised a peaceful approach to the West, even suggesting that the United States and Iran could be "brothers." A few days earlier, Araghchi said in a televised interview: "We approach relations with Europe from a new angle and a new perspective," but "our priority lies elsewhere."

This is a vision riven with contradictions. Pezeshkian has been clear (as has his boss, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei) that Tehran's priority is solving its dire economic problems. Doing so requires increasing foreign investment and getting Iran off the blacklist of the Financial Action Task Force, a Paris-based anti-money-laundering outfit. And these things will not happen unless Iran negotiates with Western powers over its nuclear program, its support for the Axis, and its arming of Russia in its war in Ukraine. In simpler words, if Iran wants to get to its domestic priorities, the West must become its foreign-policy priority.

Pezeshkian's ascent to the presidency likely sounded alarm bells in Moscow, because the diplomats around him are known to be skeptical of Iran's ties to Moscow and Beijing. Javad Zarif, the former foreign minister who now serves as vice president for strategic affairs, is openly critical of those who tie Iran too closely to Russia, saying that the relationship limits Tehran's options. His chief achievement as Iran's top diplomat was the 2015 nuclear deal with the United States and five other world powers, which President Donald Trump withdrew from three years later. Zarif's No. 2 in the talks that led to that agreement was Araghchi. Another member of that negotiating team is now Araghchi's No. 2. A fourth heads the parliamentary nuclear subcommittee.

In short, Iran's West-facing faction is back in the saddle. Of course, none of these people calls the shots; Khamenei does. But the fact that the supreme leader allowed Pezeshkian to run for and win the presidency in the first place suggests that he, too, sees the need to deal with the West.

Jonathan Rauch: The world is realigning 

What that means for Moscow is less certain. The new government has made some loud protestations of friendship with Russia, but these seem meant partly to reassure a jittery Vladimir Putin and partly to play hard to get with the West. Pezeshkian has also sought to mollify the Kremlin by appointing Mehdi Sanayi, a former ambassador to Russia, as a vice chief of staff. Sanayi is fluent in Russian and holds a Ph.D. from the country's prestigious Academy of Sciences--making him a rarity among Iranian officials, who far more commonly speak English and hold European or American degrees.

But within the power structure, critics of Iran's relationship with Russia seem to have found new courage since the new government took power. Some point to the fact that in recent years, parts of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps have propounded a Russia-facing policy called "Look East"--and then benefited mightily from military deals with China and Russia. "Russia toys with Iran as a playing card and supporting Russia doesn't serve national interests and only benefits Iranian Russophiles," Afshar Soleimani, a former ambassador to Baku, said in a recent interview. "I don't blame Russia. It's our fault that we are fooled by it."

Heshmatollah Falahatpisheh, a former head of Iran's parliamentary foreign-policy committee, is perhaps the chief Russia skeptic in Iran. Questioning the notion that Russia and China should be thanked for trading with Iran despite Western-imposed sanctions, he recently said: "They weren't 'our friend in the hard times' as some said. They abused us. If we have a rational foreign policy, we shouldn't put ourselves in a situation to permanently need countries like China and Russia." Zarif and Pezeshkian aired similar notions on the campaign trail, but Falahatpisheh went further, suggesting that those Iranians who advocate for ties with Beijing and Moscow have a personal interest in keeping Iran under sanctions so that they can benefit from the shadowy oil trade.

Russia is not, in fact, a natural partner for Iran. If anything, it's been a boogeyman to Iranians for hundreds of years, starting with Moscow's colonial designs on Persia in the 18th and 19th centuries. For a very long time, Iranians considered Russia the main threat to their country's sovereignty. And lately, Russia has given Iranians renewed cause for concern by stepping on basic security priorities that are matters of broad national consensus.

First, in joint statements with the Arab League and the Gulf Cooperation Council, Russia backed the position of the United Arab Emirates on three disputed islands in the Persian Gulf. Iran considers its sovereignty over these islands nonnegotiable; the UAE also claims them and wants a diplomatic process to adjudicate the matter. But more consequential was Putin's trip last month to the Republic of Azerbaijan, his first in six years.

Baku's relations with Tehran have been rocky. The gas-rich Turkic state has close ties with Israel and sometimes riles up separatist sentiments among Iranian Azeris, who make up more than 15 percent of the population and include both Khamenei and Pezeshkian. Alarmingly for Iran, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov backed Baku's demands for a transit corridor to connect mainland Azerbaijan with its autonomous exclave, Nakhchivan. This corridor would run along Iran's sole border with Armenia, effectively blocking it and cutting off an important access point to Europe.

Arash Azizi: Iran's supreme leader is worried

Following Lavrov's remarks, Iran's foreign ministry and several Iranian officials vehemently protested. A conservative outlet owned by the judiciary attacked the corridor as a "dream that will never be realized." Iran's foreign-policy council, an authoritative body appointed by Khamenei, has criticized the project in the past--suggesting in an article on its website that the corridor is the design of "the United States, Britain, and international Zionists."

Could these complaints help give the Pezeshkian administration the space to lessen Iran's reliance on Russia--and perhaps make a deal with the West? Maybe Iran could even make its ties with Russia a bargaining chip, as the United States and its allies are surely keen to weaken them.

Even if Pezeshkian wants to do this, he will have to contend with the influence of the IRGC and the military, says Nicole Grajewski, the author of a forthcoming book on Iran-Russia ties and a fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. The Russians know this, she told me: "They've observed how each time an Iranian president has come to power with the promise of better relations with the West, it's either been obstructed by internal factors, such as the hard-liners or the IRGC, or by external events, like during the Trump administration."

Meanwhile, she noted, despite the "real and deep tension, plus distrust" between Iran and Russia, the military and technical relationship between the two countries has grown extremely close. "Iran is now integrated into Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine," Grajewski pointed out, with real implications for European security.

During his televised interview, Araghchi acknowledged that the Ukraine war has "complicated" Iran's relations with Europe. But he called for "a new direction ... based on mutual respect and dignity." Iran was willing to listen to Europe's security concerns if Europe would listen to Iran's, he added.

Pezeshkian was, again, more forthright, promising on Monday that Iran wasn't after "exporting its revolution" and repeatedly pledging good-faith attempts at peace with the West and with neighboring countries. He even waxed philosophical. "Who knows how we've found the opportunity to live in this galaxy, on this little blue ball called Earth," he said. "We should enjoy this life instead of fighting all the time ... We can create an Earth on which everybody lives happily."

Michael Young: The Axis of Resistance has been gathering strength 

Such is likely to be the tone of Pezeshkian's rhetoric during his visit to New York this week--both in his address to the United Nations General Assembly and in the many meetings he plans to hold among American civil society. The talk of universal harmony doesn't sit comfortably with Iran's track record of repressing its own population, arming anti-Israel terror groups, and aiding Russia's invasion of Ukraine. But it does signal a shift from just a year ago, when the hard-liner Ebrahim Raisi fulminated at a UN podium. It might be narrow, but if you look hard enough, you'll see a new opening in Tehran.
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When a Government's Brutality Backfires

The brutality of Bangladesh's 15-year-old regime galvanized protesters--and sealed its own collapse.

by Ade Khan




Abu Sayed stood with his arms outstretched, holding nothing but a stick, when Bangladeshi police fired their shotguns. A video from July shows the 25-year-old student facing a wall of officers in riot gear. Tear gas has cleared out the other protesters, but Sayed stays, baring his chest as police shoot warning rounds at his feet. More shots ring out; he staggers, then falls to the hot cement. He died before reaching a hospital.

Sayed's killing galvanized the Bangladeshi people, marking the moment when "everything started to fall apart" for the government, Ali Riaz, a Bangladeshi political scientist at Illinois State University, told me. The protests multiplied, led by a group of students that came to be known as the Anti-Discrimination Movement. Within days, state authorities imposed a national curfew and cut off telecommunications in the country. Within two weeks, police and paramilitary forces had killed hundreds of demonstrators. Within a month, protesters marched on the capital, forcing the nation's leader, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, to resign and flee to India. In her stead, a makeshift government has emerged, run in part by the same students who toppled the old one.

The proximate cause of the protests was the reinstatement of a government-job quota that massively favored members of the ruling party, the Awami League. Like many working-class students in Bangladesh, Sayed went to college in hopes of finding work in the civil service. His parents and siblings scrounged money for his tuition, betting that his postgraduate employment would provide for them in return. But in June, the supreme court of Bangladesh reinstalled the quota, reversing a decision from 2018, and slashing his chances. Sayed was one of 400,000 graduates in his year competing for a mere 3,000 jobs. They weren't the only ones upset by the quota; the government's apparent favoritism inspired Bangladeshis of all professions, classes, and ages to protest.

Read: The angst behind China's 'lying flat' youth

For much of her 15-year reign, Hasina and the Awami League relied on the quota to stock the government with loyalists and shore up her rule. Bangladesh first instituted the system after its liberation from Pakistani forces in 1971, setting aside one-third of its civil-service jobs for the descendants of those who fought in the war for independence. (Hasina was the most obvious beneficiary; her father, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, led the independence movement. Challenging the quota meant, in one sense, challenging Hasina's right to rule.) Because the Awami League was associated with the war effort, the quota disproportionately benefited students affiliated with the party.

As protests intensified following the court's decision in June, the government's response grew more draconian. Hasina deployed the nation's Border Guard--a paramilitary group that typically patrols the country's frontiers with India and Myanmar--and implemented a shoot-on-sight order for anyone who violated the curfew. Demonstrations turned violent. Tanks roamed city streets. Authorities beat and killed scores of unarmed students. Aid groups have reported that dozens of children died, too, including a 6-year-old girl struck by a stray bullet while playing on the roof of her apartment building.

The government's brutality proved to be a strategic misstep. Instead of subduing the protesters, repression strengthened their numbers. "Ten thousand were suppressed, and 20,000 showed up," Mahfuz Anam, the editor of the leading national newspaper, The Daily Star, told me. "Twenty thousand dispersed, and 100,000 showed up." On August 3, student organizers demanded Hasina's resignation. Two days later, hundreds of thousands of Bangladeshis marched on her official residence as she escaped in a helicopter.

The students quickly installed an interim government and named Muhammad Yunus, a Nobel laureate and critic of Hasina, as its head. Backed by an advisory board that includes student leaders, he's indicated that he has much larger ambitions than simply stewarding Bangladesh through to a new election. Earlier this month, Yunus announced the creation of several commissions focused on reforming institutions including the judiciary, electoral system, and police.

"After 15 years of autocracy, the entire body of the country is rotten," Shafqat Munir, a Bangladeshi security expert, told me. "Limb by limb, the interim government will have to repair the country." How much Yunus will be able to accomplish remains unclear, but he appears determined to unwind Hasina's legacy. If he has any success, the students who ousted her will play a key part.



On a humid evening in late August, I stood with Ashrefa Khatun, a student leader in the Anti-Discrimination Movement, amid towers of water bottles and donated clothes. Days earlier, flash flooding had overrun a city in southeast Bangladesh, and Khatun--the daughter of a rickshaw puller and garment worker--was suddenly coordinating national relief efforts. She is one of many students who have taken on roles such as policing traffic, protecting sites of worship, cleaning streets, and, more recently, responding to natural disasters.

Read: Bangladesh really is a climate success story

Khatun attributes the success of the Anti-Discrimination Movement to savvy organizing. Students across multiple universities used social media to recruit one another and arrange demonstrations, including highway blockades. They circulated memes--many derived from Marvel movies--tallying each day's wins and losses. When the government shut down the internet in response to its Gen Z adversaries, the students switched to offline texting apps, such as Bridgefy, that allowed them to continue communicating during the blackout. Nazifa Hannat, an undergraduate who helped coordinate across the schools, told me that even students enrolled in private universities--like she is--felt compelled to join the movement, despite the fact that their superior job prospects insulated them from the effects of the quota. "For us, it wasn't about the quotas," she told me. "We started to protest injustice." When private-university students joined the movement en masse, street protests grew too large for the government to manage. More and more, it resorted to violence. Khatun quickly discovered the importance of recruiting female students: Police, she found, were less likely to use violence when enough women attended a demonstration.

In addition to social media, the movement embraced an older mode of protest--public art. Near the University of Dhaka, the largest public university in the country, I approached a group of students painting a work that read LIVE FREE in English, Bangla, and sign language. One of the artists was Quazi Islam, the president of a student club that promotes disability awareness. He told me that propaganda from the Awami League and its student wing, the Bangladesh Chhatra League, once dominated campus walls, whereas "we had to get permission from proctors or the BCL students to put something up." Now, he told me, he is "reclaiming the walls that belong to the students and the country."

The art began appearing as early as June and serves today as a record of the summer's events. A wall in the university's amphitheater displays a quote from a widely viewed video in which a police officer tells his commander, "When I shoot one, only one dies. The rest don't scatter." A spray-painted message on a pillar reads The Z in Gen Z stands for zero chance of defeat. Several murals show Abu Sayed facing a bullet.

Many of the student protesters already had firsthand experience with repression. In 2018, an unlicensed bus driver ran over two high-school students on their way home from school, sparking national outrage. Students campaigned for better road safety, but members of the BCL forced them back into their homes. That wasn't the end of the campaign, though; the students adapted, relying on digital organizing. Many of today's student leaders are those same schoolchildren from six years ago--including Khatun. The road-safety movement is what inspired her to apply to a university in the first place.

Hasina and the Awami League tried every trick they could to subdue the protests. There is no easy way to explain how students persevered and overthrew a 15-year-old regime in less than 60 days. But their achievement offers a clear lesson: Despotism is often more brittle than it seems.
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The Timekeeper of Ukraine

The world's time, to which all clocks are set, comes from small national labs. Ukraine's is in Kharkiv, a city under fire.

by Nate Hopper


Vladimir Soldatov at the Institute of Metrology in Kharkiv earlier this month (Iva Sidash for The Atlantic)



For six years, Vladimir Soldatov has been the custodian of Ukraine's time. He oversees a laboratory in the city of Kharkiv that contains about a dozen clocks and several distributive devices: gray boxes, humming in gray racks and connected via looping cables, that together create, count, and communicate his country's seconds. The lab is located within the Institute of Metrology, a cluster of cream-colored buildings now scarred by Russian artillery.

Soldatov is Ukraine's representative in a small, international community of obsessives who keep their nation's time and, by doing so, help construct the world's time, to which all clocks are set. The timekeepers compare their labs' outputs once every five days; many then tweak their systems in increments of trillionths of a second. In the digital era, no such lab has operated in a war zone until now.

Kharkiv has endured waves of bombardment since Russia invaded Ukraine on February 24, 2022. During that first winter, an explosion about 50 meters from Soldatov's lab shattered all of its windows and spiked its herringbone wooden floors with shards of glass. Most of the lab's devices kept ticking. The windows are now filled with wood and insulation, and Soldatov and his colleagues have moved many of their instruments from second- and third-floor rooms to a basement space, Soldatov explained to me by email, "in case the building is directly hit again."


Windows at the Institute of Metrology have been covered with plywood. (Iva Sidash for The Atlantic)



Read: No time for funeral rites

Modern timekeeping is a science of nearly unfathomable precision, built on counting the perfectly steady, rapidly recurring undulations of energy waves. An energy wave rises, peaks, descends, bottoms out, ascends, and returns to its original altitude: tick. The wave repeats the same motion, at the same pace, taking the same interval of time to complete the cycle: tick. The trick for timekeepers is to ensure that they all use waves that oscillate at the same rate--the same frequency.

Since 1967, when timekeepers officially forsook astronomy for physics as the basis of the second, the time's definitional energy wave has been one that, when it hits a cesium-133 atom that is in one of two energy states, inspires the atom to switch to the other. This change is called a "clock transition." To find that frequency, a cesium clock embarks on a continuous search. It uses magnets or lasers to select only the atoms that are in one of those two states, beams them through a pair of energy fields, and notes how many atoms make the leap. The clock then adjusts the frequency of the fields' energy and sends another batch of atoms through--repeating this process over and over, nearing, then overshooting, then nearing, then overshooting the frequency. The clock determines the frequency of energy that seems to convert the most atoms, then counts its undulations.

For these measurements to be as accurate as possible, timekeepers have to sustain a stable environment around the atoms, both in the lab and within the clocks, which are also known as "standards." Some timekeeping labs keep their temperature constant within tenths of a degree Celsius. The clocks have their own internal temperature stabilizers, as well as vacuums that remove excess atoms and molecules, and shields to fend off energy waves that could distort their readings. The need to control for every variable can hardly be overstated, because the second is arguably civilization's most precisely defined unit of measurement. Ideally, each second should contain 9,192,631,770 ticks of the definitional frequency.


Instruments control the temperature in the basement, which has become part of the time lab. (Iva Sidash for The Atlantic)



Not all atomic clocks use cesium. In the Kharkiv lab, three clocks do; six use hydrogen, which can be more stable in the short term, and several use rubidium, though none of the latter contribute to Ukraine's time. Today, that is the job of two cesium and two hydrogen clocks. Another hydrogen clock operates in reserve. Soldatov previously kept four reserves running, but that would require more electricity than he can currently use. Of his work, Soldatov told me, "Mostly, I have to repair the old Soviet hydrogen standards." Sometimes, he has to disassemble devices to adjust their inner sanctum, often using spare parts. And, he added, "the cesium standard doesn't like it when a rocket explodes 50 meters away."

That early blast tore off the side walls of several hydrogen clocks, badly bending them, but they kept running. The cesium clock closest to the wall, though, stopped transmitting its time to the measuring system. Soldatov shut it down. When he started it back up, it lagged behind the other clocks. He restarted it again, under the manufacturer's advice, but then it rushed. He tried again. For a while, it seemed to operate normally, but then it began performing too poorly to keep running.

Under ordinary circumstances, all clocks accelerate or decelerate at their own rate. Even atomic ones made to the exact same specifications will deviate from one another. Partly for this reason, timekeeping labs generally use a weighted average of their clocks' readings, called a "timescale," as their time. (Another reason is that any clock can fail.)

Read: A brief history of (modern) time

The world's central timescale, called Coordinated Universal Time (UTC), is based on the weighted average of more than 400 clocks in about 70 labs across the world. A seven-person department within the International Bureau of Weights and Measures, in the Paris suburb of Sevres, calculates this average. (In the latest version, clocks from Russia's metrology lab contributed the highest percentage of the time.) One country's time is seldom in sync with another's; even when they do coincide, they don't remain that way for long. But the best timekeeping labs tend to steer their time to keep within a couple nanoseconds of UTC; others stay within hundreds or thousands. Soldatov has generally kept Ukraine's time within about 20 nanoseconds.

At the beginning of the war, around the time the blast shattered the institute's windows--causing the lab's temperature to sharply drop--Ukraine's time rose to more than 65 billionths of a second fast and stayed there for 10 days before recovering. "I had no time to monitor the scale," Soldatov said. In another period, when the city went without power for several days, the hydrogen standards had to be shut off to conserve energy, and so Ukraine's time jumped again to nearly 40 nanoseconds ahead. The lab's latest differences, for the five-day intervals between July 28 and August 27, have ranged from 3.8 billionths of a second fast to 2.1 slow, though for several stretches Soldatov was unable to submit his data in time.

Soldatov is 46 years old, grew up in Kharkiv, and graduated from its Air Force University with a degree in radio engineering. "I became the custodian somewhat by chance," he wrote to me. After serving in the army for 10 years, he worked as a programmer and built websites. "A friend invited me to set up computers and write a program for a frequency synthesizer for the system, and after some time, I became the head of the laboratory."


Lately, Soldatov comes to the lab mainly to repair devices and develop new ones. (Iva Sidash for The Atlantic)



When the Russians began bombing Kharkiv, Soldatov directed most of the laboratory's staff to stay home. One colleague remained with him to keep the time: Demian Mykolayovych Kravchenko, an engineer who moved with his family into the institute's subterranean bomb shelter within days of the Russian incursion to escape the relentless shelling of their neighborhood.

A time relies on having someone to look after it. If a lab's clocks do not operate continuously, the time will be lost. Many timekeepers swear that the devices wait until nights or weekends to malfunction. "It may sound funny, but I treat the system as a living organism," Soldatov joked. He thinks of his instruments as temperamental colleagues, some of whose components are not much younger than he is. They harbor a furtive mischief: "If a staff member leaves the laboratory, something breaks. I can't explain it, but it happens."

In the early days of the war, the Russians bombed the city mainly at night. Soldatov often stayed overnight at the institute to tend to the standards, and especially to keep an eye on the generator if the power went out. Kravchenko sometimes helped with the whole building's engineering needs; the institute's then-director later described him as "a true guardian angel of the Institute of Metrology."

But the Russians changed their patterns, according to Soldatov, first to random times within the city's curfew, but then to any time, including during the day and in crowded places, "due to the great efficiency and desire of the Russian Federation to kill as many people as possible." One Sunday morning, Kravchenko was in the institute's back area when a cluster bomb hit. "He was killed in front of his family," Soldatov told me. Soldatov had spoken with Kravchenko at the institute just hours before.

For many months afterward, Soldatov kept Ukraine's time alone. Now he has a staff again, and he works remotely except when the devices need to be reset or repaired, or when he comes in to develop devices for the future.

In recent weeks, Russia has redoubled its attacks on Kharkiv, raising a question that I put to Soldatov: What would happen if Ukraine's primary timekeeping lab were destroyed? What if a national time suddenly disappeared?

His first response was sobering. "We have not conducted experiments to determine what would happen if the single point of synchronization fails," he wrote, "but it is highly likely that achieving high-speed internet and stable communication will be impossible. Additionally, there will be issues with electricity and frequency stability in the network." But then he amended that, writing later: "I don't think there will be any catastrophic consequences from the destruction of the clocks."


About a dozen clocks and several distributive devices create, count, and communicate Ukraine's seconds. (Iva Sidash for The Atlantic)



Timekeeping may be delicate, but it is also resilient, because its burden is distributed and shared. Critical infrastructure all over the world relies on numerous clocks in far-flung places to remain synchronized within millionths of a second. Power grids, for instance, use temporal alignment to pinpoint failures. But a grid's clocks don't need to be synchronized to UTC or even a national lab. They simply need to be synchronized to one another. Ukrenergo, the Ukrainian grid's operator, synchronizes its substations using readings not from the lab in Kharkiv but beamed down from GPS.

Many telecommunications providers around the world operate similarly: Their networks need to stay synchronized to connect calls across towers, and they often do so using GPS receivers and clocks. Exactly how, and to what time, Ukrainian telecoms companies synchronize is so essential to their functioning that three of the country's providers declined to describe their timekeeping systems to me. A representative of Lifecell responded to my query, "The information you are requesting is quite sensitive and cannot be disclosed, especially during the war."

The Institute of Metrology is linked directly to the internet. Soldatov's lab houses two servers that distribute Ukrainian time to anyone who wants it. Together, they receive about a quarter million requests for the time a day, "sometimes many more," Soldatov said. Because these servers are connected to a primary time source, they are at the top of the internet's temporal hierarchy, on stratum one. Beneath them, on stratum two, are go-between servers that pass their understanding of the time along to other servers and machines. And so the time trickles through the web, often synchronous within tens of milliseconds, down to the innumerable devices that sustain the internet and, degrading as it goes, to the corners of the screens of the public's personal computers.

Read: A brief economic history of time

This system was designed in the earliest days of the internet, when network devices failed frequently. It's based on principles that are fundamental to timekeeping: redundancy and diversity. If the Institute of Metrology's servers cut out, any server looking to them should be programmed to also seek the time from at least two other sources. Whether system administrators have properly set up these processes would be revealed only if the worst happened.

Coders have often been surprised by how complex the time can be. Once in a while, a leap second must be added to UTC to keep the time mostly aligned with the Earth's erratic rotation. When this happens, websites and digital systems have been known to fail, because of a gap of a single second. Without sources of time like the lab in Ukraine, improperly programmed systems would swiftly drift at least a second out of sync. Encrypted systems would especially suffer, as they require a particularly large amount of synchronous data to operate. Websites could break, or at least slow.

In Ukraine, rolling blackouts already limit the hours that people can spend online communicating, working, or reading. Losing a primary, central time source could cause an additional disturbance to internet access across the nation. The country's handful of surviving stratum-one servers could be flooded with requests. Whether they would be overwhelmed or hold steady is not known.

Ukraine does have a lesser, backup timescale in Kyiv, and the Ukrainian military has its own standards. But if the Kharkiv lab were destroyed, Ukraine would almost certainly depend more than ever on GPS for the time. The country's stratum-one servers outside the lab use it as their time source, just as the power grid does. In a 2019 paper, Soldatov warned against Ukraine's reliance on GPS for the time. "According to some experts, our dependence on GPS is becoming very dangerous, given the extreme unreliability of this technology," he wrote. "The problem is that the signal from the satellite is very weak, and it is extremely easy to muffle it with generating noise at the same frequency." The war has made GPS even harder to access in Ukraine.

Soldatov does not believe that the war will destroy his lab's timescale. But he has suffered other losses since it began. A rocket badly damaged his family's home, and so he, his wife, and his teenage son now live with his mother in a small apartment, a few kilometers from the lab.

Watch: Where time comes from

"Recently, one of the hydrogen standards just went out," Soldatov wrote to me. "That same day, the daughter of a colleague called me and said that her father had died." This colleague had worked specifically on that device. He had been struggling with his health, but Soldatov believes the war accelerated his decline. "He died around the same time the hydrogen standard went out," Soldatov told me. He has since repaired the standard.

Soldatov once saw his work as being central to Ukraine's technological ascendence and an indicator of "technical potential." He wrote, "The better the clock in the country, the more developed it is, as a rule, the more data it can process." But he has come to believe that Ukraine's potential is withering. "Yes, sometimes it seems to me that all my work is meaningless and has few prospects, and I want to go somewhere far away and do my own thing, but for now I am where I am." During an earlier stretch of the war, Soldatov sent his wife and son elsewhere, but he stayed.

Soldatov learned in the military to value perseverance and responsibility over self-preservation, he told me, and he thinks that most Kharkiv residents share this mentality. "If the clocks are destroyed," he wrote, "I will go to serve on the front lines."
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I Survived Hamas Captivity, but I'm Not Yet Free

I'm singularly focused on getting my husband and the rest of the hostages out of Gaza, the only way I know how.

by Aviva Siegel




The last time I saw my husband, Keith, was on November 26. He was lying on a filthy mattress on the floor of a darkened room and could barely look at me. We had spent 51 days together as Hamas's hostages after being violently abducted from our home on October 7. I had been told earlier that day that my name was on the list; I was to be released and sent back home to Israel. Keith was to be left behind.

My long journey out of Gaza was filled with fear and sadness. I was sure our son had been murdered on October 7 in Kibbutz Kfar Aza, where we lived. The Hamas terrorists had been telling us throughout our captivity that Israel had been destroyed; I didn't know what I would find. When I finally arrived at the border, I was told that all four of my children were waiting for me in the hospital. The attack on Kfar Aza had killed 64 people, and another 19 had been taken hostage, but my son had miraculously survived. I looked up and saw the moon for the first time in 51 days and screamed with joy and relief that he was alive and I was free.

I spent my first night of freedom in the hospital with my three daughters. I slept for perhaps an hour--I was in shock, and adrenaline was coursing through my body. I had lost 20 pounds and was weak and sick. I could not get my head around the fact that I had been separated from Keith, my husband of 43 years and my constant companion. Every day since--for nearly 300 days--I have been fighting for his release with every ounce of my being.

Franklin Foer: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

I think about Keith all the time, but I feel a particular pang whenever I drink water, when I take a shower, when I eat something delicious. As a hostage in Gaza, these are not things I could do. The most frustrating part is that I don't know anything about Keith's condition: Is he alone? (I'd love for someone to tell me that he's not.) Is he sad, or crying? Is he in a tunnel with no oxygen? Is he sick or being tortured? Has he eaten any food at all today? Is he alive?

Keith is an American citizen. He was born and raised in Chapel Hill, North Carolina--also the hometown of James Taylor, his favorite singer. In his early 20s, he moved to Israel, where we met and started a life together. I was a nursery-school teacher, working with the children of the kibbutz, and Keith was an occupational therapist who was working for a pharmaceutical company. Our entire lives centered on supporting each other and our community, nourishing the next generation with family time and instilling the values of respect, integrity, and acceptance of the other in our four children and five grandchildren.

Keith is the kindest, most gentle man you could ever meet. He makes friends wherever he goes and is universally loved by people and animals. Thirty years ago, Keith learned Arabic so that he could talk with the Palestinian workers on the kibbutz, whom he swiftly befriended. A lifelong vegetarian, he held fast to his values in captivity. He wouldn't even eat a few tiny morsels of chicken when the terrorists gave us more than our standard daily rations of half a pita or a few bites of plain rice.

We are both lifelong peacemakers and activists. That's one reason what happened to us and to our community was so shocking.

On the morning of October 7, when the alarms sounded, we locked ourselves in our safe room. There were terrifying explosions and screams, and then suddenly 15 gun-wielding terrorists walked into our home, through a door we'd thought was locked. Keith put his head on his knees and covered his head with his arms; they fired a bullet through his hand and blood was everywhere. I screamed with a force I had never known before. Soon, the terrorists dragged us to Keith's car. All around us were scenes of fire, violence, and death. I couldn't stop thinking about my son, who lived just a few minutes away. How could he survive this?

We arrived in Gaza and found people celebrating everywhere. We were bleeding and in shock. I couldn't believe anyone could be happy to see two people in their 60s in such a state. The terrorists led us to a tunnel shaft, and we climbed down a rickety ladder into one of the scariest places I'd ever seen. It was damp and we could hardly breathe. There were electric lights on the path, which was a relief, because I'm scared of the dark. Keith's ribs were broken and his hand was still bleeding. Within a few hours, they moved us aboveground to a room in an apartment with three yoga mats on the floor. The window was covered and we were not allowed to move. It was absolutely filthy.

Keith and I were moved 13 times while I was in Gaza, from darkened rooms in private homes to terrifying tunnels without oxygen, light, or sanitation. We were treated with pure brutality, and knew we could die at any moment. We were not seen as human beings. We were starved while our captors ate. We were beaten, humiliated, and kept in disgusting conditions with no way to take care of our basic hygiene or survival needs. We depended on terrorists for every sip of water as they guarded us with their guns and threatened to kill us if we spoke or moved around. There were times I wanted to die.

And there were many times I thought I would die. The buildings shook and walls crumbled with the launch of every missile. It seemed like the terrorists were firing them from our building. Many times a day, we heard the bell of a mosque and then, a moment later, the launch of a missile from the same direction. And, of course, we heard the Israel Defense Forces bombing close by. Between the missiles, the bombs, and the constant threat of being shot or beaten, it's a miracle I survived.

Keith and I were always held along with at least one other hostage, and sometimes up to three others. All of them were young women. All of the girls we were held with are still stuck in Gaza today. Each of them was sexually abused. The terrorists forced them to undress, and gave them children's clothes to wear that were far too small. They watched them shower and touched them however and whenever they felt like it. I wanted to scream, but I had to stay quiet. I wasn't allowed to feel or cry. I was not allowed to console the girls. They could have been my kids. And each of these girls has a family who can't sleep at night, after almost a year, as they worry about bringing them home.

For those who deny that any sexual assaults have taken place: I wish you were right. But I've seen it myself. I'll never forget their faces. I will never stop fighting for these girls' freedom.

Since returning to Israel, I have worked to rebuild my physical strength. I could barely walk for the first few days. It took six weeks for me to be able to eat a normal meal. Nearly 300 days later, my body is still not the same as it was before I was kidnapped. As I'm getting stronger physically, I'm also working tirelessly to maintain some stability for my kids and grandchildren, who are exhausted and devastated from this endless struggle. We all need to keep it together as we engage in the most important fight of our lives.

I'm not ready to go back to my home in Kfar Aza. Instead, I've moved between my children's houses in different parts of the country. I haven't had time to grieve the 64 people from my community who were slaughtered. I'm singularly focused on getting Keith and the rest of the hostages out of Gaza, the only way I know how. I spend hours every day speaking with the media, delegations, politicians, heads of state, religious groups, and other organizations. Keeping the hostage issue at the top of people's minds is the only thing I can do. This week I'm in the U.S., and will speak before Congress and at the United Nations. I understand that I am one of the few people able to communicate the experience of being held hostage, and the urgency of bringing the remaining hostages home. I take this role very seriously.

I'm not alone in this fight. Many of the hostages who were released during the November deal left Gaza with loved ones still in captivity. We are all unable to heal fully until everyone is home safely.

The international community, with its promises of solidarity and support, does not fully grasp the personal tragedy of those who are left waiting. We are not just statistics or stories. We are real people with real families, struggling with the most intense sadness, exhaustion, and frustration. Keith's captivity is not just a political issue or a humanitarian tragedy. It is a deeply painful and personal wound.

Today, we know more than ever about the extreme conditions and violence that Keith and the other hostages are living in. A few weeks, ago six hostages--Ori Danino, Carmel Gat, Hersh Goldberg-Polin, Alex Lobanov, Almog Sarusi, and Eden Yerushalmi--were executed in the tunnels after surviving 332 days in hellish conditions. Those six families could have been reunited with the people they have been fighting to free for almost a year. Instead, they buried them.

We need a deal to bring Keith and the other hostages home, now. I was there. I know what they're going through. If your family or friends were there, you would do everything in your power to get them out.

Every moment since my release, I've been fully consumed with freeing Keith and the other hostages out of that hell. There isn't a head of state, member of parliament, news network, tech leader, or global organization that my family and I haven't reached out to over the past months with a simple message: Get them out now, or they'll be murdered.

But now, as I wait for news of Keith, I feel helpless. I am at the mercy of negotiations, of political strategies, and of decisions made far from the emotional core of this situation. I have learned that hope is a double-edged sword, at once a source of strength, pushing me through each day, and a terrifying reminder of what is at stake. My daughters tell me, whenever a deal is on the table, not to dare to hope, or my heart will shatter again.

David Brooks: How do the families of the Hamas hostages endure the agony?

In moments of quiet, I think of the other families who are caught in the crossfire of this awful war, at the mercy of decisions made by politicians. The price we all pay is immeasurable; the assurances of a future peace ring hollow when it is your family being torn apart.

My plea is simple: I don't want any more innocent people to die. I want this war to end so the hostages can return to their families and the good people in Gaza can rebuild their lives. I am asking the global community to help us bring the hostages home, to release them from Hamas's torture and allow people to heal.

The hostages kidnapped by Hamas on October 7 came from 24 different countries; they were Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and Buddhist. They were daughters, fathers, grandfathers, babies. I'm asking the United States government not to give up on them. I'm asking Israel's leaders to bring our hostages home. Don't abandon them. Don't let our loved ones be killed.

The last time I saw my husband was on November 26. I told our captors that I was not going to leave him. "Either he comes or I stay," I said. They pointed their guns at me and forced me through the door. Keith promised that he would stay strong, for me and our family, and that he would be home soon.

I cannot wait any longer.
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        Photos of the Week: Moon Boats, River Waves, Heavy Leek

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 20, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Destructive flooding throughout Europe, cliff diving in Austria, deadly wildfires in Portugal, a scene from Fashion Week in Milan, celebrations of Independence Day in Mexico, sparks at the Mid-Autumn Festival in China, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a two-month-old pygmy hippo, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a path past an animated model of a dinosaur.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An animated model of a dinosaur stands in Dino Park, outside the National Geologic Museum in Bucharest, Romania, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: An elephant swims in a pool, captured through an underwater window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An elephant swims in front of visitors at Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Thailand on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds his dog in a rubber boat during a flood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident carries his dog as they are rescued from his flooded house in Jesenik, Czech Republic, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: Three firefighters kneel down to pet and give water to a small dog in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters give water to a dog that was rescued from a wildfire at the village of Arrancada, Agueda in Aveiro, Portugal, on September 17, 2024. Thousands of firefighters battled wildfires in Portugal that have killed seven people and burned more land in a matter of days than the rest of the summer combined.
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                [image: Embers smolder inside a single tree trunk in a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tree trunk burns during wildfires in Brasilia National Park, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: A performer holds up a pole with two baskets on either end, engulfed in sparks and fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist performs a fire-kettle show during the Mid-Autumn Festival at a night market in Beijing, China, on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: A huge screen above a crowd displays an animation of a skull and butterflies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view inside the Sphere during a celebration of Mexican Independence Weekend, between fights, during UFC 306: Riyadh Season Noche in Las Vegas, Nevada, on September 14, 2024.
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                [image: A military cadet in dress uniform holds a bird of prey beside his face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A military cadet holds a bird of prey amid preparations for a military parade celebrating Independence Day hosted by Mexico's President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, his last before he finishes his term on October 1, in Mexico City, Mexico, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: A bird is silhouetted in a tree in front of a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets, appearing dark orange due to smoke from wildfires in Brasilia National Park, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: A distant view of people standing on a hill beside a tower, in front of a full moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather as a full harvest supermoon rises behind Glastonbury Tor on September 17, 2024, in Glastonbury, England.
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                [image: Water flows in a raging river, close to flood stage, in front of a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A torrent of water flows along the river Bela on September 14, 2024, in Mikulovice, Czech Republic. Heavy rainfall has been driving floods across the Czech Republic, Poland, Germany, Austria, and Slovakia.
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                [image: Dozens of surfers ride a series of waves traveling up a calm river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial picture shows surfers riding the Mascaret wave up the Dordogne river to the port of Saint Pardon, in southwestern France, on September 18, 2024. The Mascaret is a tidal phenomenon in which the leading edge of the incoming tide forms a wave of water that travels up a river or narrow bay.
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                [image: A person walks beside a large building designed to look almost like fabric, swooping and rounded.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Heydar Aliyev Center in Baku, Azerbaijan, on September 16, 2024
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                [image: A person races down a muddy and snowy mountain path on a mountain bike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raphaela Richter of Germany races in Stage 1, "Titans," of the UCI MTB E-Enduro World Championships on September 15, 2024, in Canazei, Italy.
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                [image: A close view of a racehorse running on a sandy beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse competes in the third race over the sand, on Laytown beach in County Meath, on the east coast of Ireland on September 16, 2024, during the Laytown Races.
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                [image: Soldiers wear camouflage uniforms, including ghillie suits, during a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security forces parade in front of Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador on the 214th anniversary of Independence Day at Zocalo Square in Mexico City on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: The silhouette of a stag with plants stuck in its antlers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Undergrowth is entangled on the antlers of a stag as the annual rutting season begins, during above-average seasonal temperatures, in Richmond Park, London, England, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands and poses, holding an enormous leak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stephen Purvis holds his 19-pound, 12-ounce (8.96 kg) leek, which won the "Heaviest Leek" category in the giant-vegetable competition on the first day of the Harrogate Autumn Flower Show, held at Newby Hall country house, near Ripon, England, on September 13, 2024.
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                [image: Training dummies in focus in the background as a blurred Florida Governor Ron DeSantis speaks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Training dummies are seen in the background as Florida Governor Ron DeSantis speaks during a press conference announcing that Florida law enforcement will launch a criminal investigation of the apparent assassination attempt on Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person looks up at a large sculpture that resembles a giant flower with two legs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person looks at Theresa Chromati's "steadfast, step into me (allow silence to create the sounds you desire most)," which is part of Frieze Sculpture, in Regent's Park, in London, England, on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears an oversize visor with cut-out widows to see through.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Prada collection show at Milan's Fashion Week Womenswear Spring / Summer 2025, on September 19, 2024, in Milan.
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                [image: A huge pile of plastic tubs and other garbage sits in front of a residential area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Piles of plastic waste are pictured at a recycling site next to a residential area on the outskirts of Hanoi on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of small illuminated boats on a lake at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of tourists visiting West Lake on moon boats with illuminated moon-shaped lanterns during the Mid-Autumn Festival holiday on September 17, 2024, in Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, China
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                [image: A car drives down a road at night, with flames from a large wildfire in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents leave the village of Almofrela by car, fleeing a wildfire, on September 17, 2024, in Baiao, Portugal.
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                [image: An orange and yellow sky over mountains]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights color the sky over the White Mountains just after midnight, on September 13, 2024, as viewed from a mountaintop in Chatham, New Hampshire.
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                [image: A man flies a kite as the sun sets at a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man flies a kite as the sun sets at Olympic Park in Munich, Germany, at the end of a late-summer day on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A diver in mid-air, during a dive, with a snow-covered mountainside in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Bull Cliff Diving athlete Catalin Preda, of Romania, dives from the 27-meter platform during a training session on September 14, 2024, in Tyrol, Austria.
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                [image: A woman and child play in a field, surrounded by tall grass and flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman with a child enjoys an afternoon at a kans-grass-flower field, in the Sarighat area of Dhaka, Bangladesh, on September 13, 2024.
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                [image: People dance and run from a person who holds sparking fireworks above them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance with fireworks as they take part in a "Correfoc," or "run with fire," party in Barcelona, Spain, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a floating raft beside an idol of the elephant-headed Hindu deity Ganesha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees prepare to immerse an idol of the elephant-headed Hindu deity, Ganesha, in the Arabian Sea near Mumbai, on September 17, 2024, on the last day of the Ganesh Chaturthi festival.
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                [image: A distant view of a plume of smoke rising above a wildfire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows smoke billowing from a forest fire affecting Brasilia National Park, in Brazil, on September 16, 2024. The blaze is the biggest Brasilia has seen this year, as the city recorded 145 days without rain.
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                [image: An aerial photograph of floodwater rushing down a street between buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph taken on September 15, 2024, shows a view of the flooded streets in Glucholazy, southern Poland.
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                [image: Three women rescue a cat in knee-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women save a cat from flooding in Szentendre, near Budapest, Hungary, as the Danube River flooded its banks on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two monorail trains approach each other, passing through a tunnel that is built into a tall residential building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two monorail trains approach Liziba Station from opposite directions, showcasing a unique design that has trains pass through a residential building, on September 17, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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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 is 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/israels-strategic-win/679918/?utm_source=feed
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High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes

AI-generated child-sexual-abuse images are flooding the web.

by Matteo Wong




For years now, generative AI has been used to conjure all sorts of realities--dazzling paintings and startling animations of worlds and people, both real and imagined. This power has brought with it a tremendous dark side that many experts are only now beginning to contend with: AI is being used to create nonconsensual, sexually explicit images and videos of children. And not just in a handful of cases--perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this technology, either directly victimized themselves or made aware of other students who have been.



This morning, the Center for Democracy and Technology, a nonprofit that advocates for digital rights and privacy, released a report on the alarming prevalence of nonconsensual intimate imagery (or NCII) in American schools. In the past school year, the center's polling found, 15 percent of high schoolers reported hearing about a "deepfake"--or AI-generated image--that depicted someone associated with their school in a sexually explicit or intimate manner. Generative-AI tools have "increased the surface area for students to become victims and for students to become perpetrators," Elizabeth Laird, a co-author of the report and the director of equity in civic technology at CDT, told me. In other words, whatever else generative AI is good for--streamlining rote tasks, discovering new drugs, supplanting human art, attracting hundreds of billions of dollars in investments--the technology has made violating children much easier.



Today's report joins several others documenting the alarming prevalence of AI-generated NCII. In August, Thorn, a nonprofit that monitors and combats the spread of child-sexual-abuse material (CSAM), released a report finding that 11 percent of American children ages 9 to 17 know of a peer who has used AI to generate nude images of other kids. A United Nations institute for international crime recently co-authored a report noting the use of AI-generated CSAM to groom minors and finding that, in a recent global survey of law enforcement, more than 50 percent had encountered AI-generated CSAM.



Although the number of official reports related to AI-generated CSAM are relatively small--roughly 5,000 tips in 2023 to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, compared with tens of millions of reports about other abusive images involving children that same year--those figures were possibly underestimated and have been growing. It's now likely that "there are thousands of new [CSAM] images being generated a day," David Thiel, who studies AI-generated CSAM at Stanford, told me. This summer, the U.K.-based Internet Watch Foundation found that in a one-month span in the spring, more than 3,500 examples of AI-generated CSAM were uploaded to a single dark-web forum--an increase from the 2,978 uploaded during the previous September.



Overall reports involving or suspecting CSAM have been rising for years. AI tools have arrived amid a "perfect storm," Sophie Maddocks, who studies image-based sexual abuse and is the director of research and outreach at the Center for Media at Risk at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. The rise of social-media platforms, encrypted-messaging apps, and accessible AI image and video generators have made it easier to create and circulate explicit, nonconsensual material on an internet that is permissive, and even encouraging, of such behavior. The result is a "general kind of extreme, exponential explosion" of AI-generated sexual-abuse imagery, Maddocks said.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of school now

Policing all of this is a major challenge. Most people use social- and encrypted-messaging apps--which include iMessage on the iPhone, and WhatsApp--for completely unremarkable reasons. Similarly, AI tools such as face-swapping apps may have legitimate entertainment and creative value, even if they can also be abused. Meanwhile, open-source generative-AI programs, some of which may have sexually explicit images and even CSAM in their training data, are easy to download and use. Generating a fake, sexually explicit image of almost anybody is "cheaper and easier than ever before," Alexandra Givens, the president and CEO of CDT, told me. Among U.S. schoolchildren, at least, the victims tend to be female, according to CDT's survey.



Tech companies do have ways of detecting and stopping the spread of conventional CSAM, but they are easily circumvented by AI. One of the main ways that law enforcement and tech companies such as Meta are able to detect and remove CSAM is by using a database of digital codes, a sort of visual fingerprint, that correspond to every image of abuse that researchers are aware of on the web, Rebecca Portnoff, the head of data science at Thorn, told me. These codes, known as "hashes," are automatically created and cross-referenced so that humans don't have to review every potentially abusive image. This has worked so far because much conventional CSAM consists of recirculated images, Thiel said. But the ease with which people can now generate slightly altered, or wholly fabricated, abusive images could quickly outpace this approach: Even if law-enforcement agencies could add 5,000 instances of AI-generated CSAM to the list each day, Thiel said, 5,000 new ones would exist the next.



In theory, AI could offer its own kind of solution to this problem. Models could be trained to detect explicit or abusive imagery, for example. Thorn has developed machine-learning models that can detect unknown CSAM. But designing such programs is difficult because of the sensitive training data required. "In the case of intimate images, it's complicated," Givens said. "For images involving children, it is illegal." Training an image to classify CSAM involves acquiring CSAM, which is a crime, or working with an organization that is legally authorized to store and handle such images.



"There are no silver bullets in this space," Portnoff said, "and to be effective, you are really going to need to have layered interventions across the entire life cycle of AI." That will likely require significant, coordinated action from AI companies, cloud-computing platforms, social-media giants, researchers, law-enforcement officials, schools, and more, which could be slow to come about. Even then, somebody who has already downloaded an open-source AI model could theoretically generate endless CSAM, and use those synthetic images to train new, abusive AI programs.



Still, the experts I spoke with weren't fatalistic. "I do still see that window of opportunity" to stop the worst from happening, Portnoff said. "But we have to grab it before we miss it." There is a growing awareness of and commitment to preventing the spread of synthetic CSAM. After Thiel found CSAM in one of the largest publicly available image data sets used to train AI models, the data set was taken down; it was recently reuploaded without any abusive content. In May, the White House issued a call to action for combatting CSAM to tech companies and civil society, and this summer, major AI companies including OpenAI, Google, Meta, and Microsoft agreed to a set of voluntary design principles that Thorn developed to prevent their products from generating CSAM. Two weeks ago, the White House announced another set of voluntary commitments to fight synthetic CSAM from several major tech companies. Portnoff told me that, while she always thinks "we can be moving faster," these sorts of commitments are "encouraging for progress."

Read: AI is about to make social media (much) more toxic

Tech companies, of course, are only one part of the equation. Schools also have a responsibility as the frequent sites of harm, although Laird told me that, according to CDT's survey results, they are woefully underprepared for this crisis. In CDT's survey, less than 20 percent of high-school students said their school had explained what deepfake NCII is, and even fewer said the school had explained how sharing such images is harmful or where to report them. A majority of parents surveyed said that their child's school had provided no guidance relating to authentic or AI-generated NCII. Among teachers who had heard of a sexually abusive deepfake incident, less than 40 percent reported that their school had updated its sexual-harassment policies to include synthetic images. What procedures do exist tend to focus on punishing students without necessarily accounting for the fact that many adolescents may not fully understand that they are harming someone when they create or share such material. "This cuts to the core of what schools are intended to do," Laird said, "which is to create a safe place for all students to learn and thrive."



Synthetic sexually abusive images are a new problem, but one that governments, media outlets, companies, and civil-society groups should have begun considering, and working to prevent, years ago, when the deepfake panic began in the late 2010s. Back then, many pundits were focused on something else entirely: AI-generated political disinformation, the fear of which bred government warnings and hearings and bills and entire industries that churn to this day.



All the while, the technology had the potential to transform the creation and nature of sexually abusive images. As early as 2019, online monitoring found that 96 percent of deepfake videos were nonconsensual pornography. Advocates pointed this out, but were drowned out by fears of nationally and geopolitically devastating AI-disinformation campaigns that have yet to materialize. Political deepfakes threatened to make it impossible to believe what you see, Maddocks told me. But for victims of sexual assault and harassment, "people don't believe what they see, anyway," she said. "How many rape victims does it take to come forward before people believe what the rapist did?" This deepfake crisis has always been real and tangible, and is now impossible to ignore. Hopefully, it's not too late to do something about it.
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OpenAI Takes Its Mask Off

Another restructure, and the clearest signal yet of what the company really is

by Karen Hao




There's a story about Sam Altman that has been repeated often enough to become Silicon Valley lore. In 2012, Paul Graham, a co-founder of the famed start-up accelerator Y Combinator and one of Altman's biggest mentors, sat Altman down and asked if he wanted to take over the organization.



The decision was a peculiar one: Altman was only in his late 20s, and at least on paper, his qualifications were middling. He had dropped out of Stanford to found a company that ultimately hadn't panned out. After seven years, he'd sold it for roughly the same amount that his investors had put in. The experience had left Altman feeling so professionally adrift that he'd retreated to an ashram. But Graham had always had intense convictions about Altman. "Within about three minutes of meeting him, I remember thinking, 'Ah, so this is what Bill Gates must have been like when he was 19,'" Graham once wrote. Altman, too, excelled at making Graham and other powerful people in his orbit happy--a trait that one observer called Altman's "greatest gift." As Jessica Livingston, another YC co-founder, would tell The New Yorker in 2016, "There wasn't a list of who should run YC and Sam at the top. It was just: Sam." Altman would smile uncontrollably, in a way that Graham had never seen before. "Sam is extremely good at becoming powerful," Graham said in that same article.



The elements of this story--Altman's uncanny ability to ascend and persuade people to cede power to him--have shown up throughout his career. After co-chairing OpenAI with Elon Musk, Altman sparred with him for the title of CEO; Altman won. And in the span of just a few hours yesterday, the public learned that Mira Murati, OpenAI's chief technology officer and the most important leader at the company besides Altman, is departing along with two other crucial executives: Bob McGrew, the chief research officer, and Barret Zoph, a vice president of research who was instrumental in launching ChatGPT and GPT-4o, the "omni" model that, during its reveal, sounded uncannily like Scarlett Johansson. To top it off, Reuters, The Wall Street Journal, and Bloomberg reported that OpenAI is planning to turn away from its nonprofit roots and become a for-profit enterprise that could be valued at $150 billion. Altman reportedly could receive 7 percent equity in the new arrangement--or the equivalent of $10.5 billion if the valuation pans out. (The Atlantic recently entered a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



In a post on X yesterday, Altman said that the leadership departures were each independent of one another and amicable, but that they were happening "all at once, so that we can work together for a smooth handover to the next generation of leadership." In regards to OpenAI's restructuring, a company spokesperson gave me a statement it has given before: "We remain focused on building AI that benefits everyone, and as we've previously shared, we're working with our board to ensure that we're best positioned to succeed in our mission." The company will continue to run a nonprofit, although it is unclear what function it will serve.



I started reporting on OpenAI in 2019, roughly around when it first began producing noteworthy research. The company was founded as a nonprofit with a mission to ensure that AGI--a theoretical artificial general intelligence, or an AI that meets or exceeds human potential--would benefit "all of humanity." At the time, OpenAI had just released GPT-2, the language model that would set OpenAI on a trajectory toward building ever larger models and lead to its release of ChatGPT. In the six months following the release of GPT-2, OpenAI would make many more announcements, including Altman stepping into the CEO position, its addition of a for-profit arm technically overseen and governed by the nonprofit, and a new multiyear partnership with, and $1 billion investment from, Microsoft. In August of that year, I embedded in OpenAI's office for three days to profile the company. That was when I first noticed a growing divergence between OpenAI's public facade, carefully built around a narrative of transparency, altruism, and collaboration, and how the company was run behind closed doors: obsessed with secrecy, profit-seeking, and competition.



I've continued to follow OpenAI closely ever since, and that rift has only grown--leading to repeated clashes within the company between groups who have vehemently sought to preserve their interpretation of OpenAI's original nonprofit ethos and those who have aggressively pushed the company toward something that, in their view, better serves the mission (namely, launching products that get its technologies into the hands of more people). I am now writing a book about OpenAI, and in the process have spoken with dozens of people within and connected to the company.



In a way, all of the changes announced yesterday simply demonstrate to the public what has long been happening within the company. The nonprofit has continued to exist until now. But all of the outside investment--billions of dollars from a range of tech companies and venture-capital firms--goes directly into the for-profit, which also hires the company's employees. The board crisis at the end of last year, in which Altman was temporarily fired, was a major test of the balance of power between the two. Of course, the money won, and Altman ended up on top.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

Murati and the other executives' departures follow several leadership shake-ups since that crisis. Greg Brockman, a co-founder and OpenAI's president, went on leave in August, and Ilya Sutskever, another co-founder and the company's chief scientist, departed along with John Schulman, a founding research scientist, and many others. Notably, Sutskever and Murati had both approached the board with concerns about Altman's behavior, which fed into the board's decision to exercise its ousting power, according to The New York Times. Both executives reportedly described a pattern of Altman manipulating the people around him to get what he wanted. And Altman, many people have told me, pretty consistently gets what he wants. (Through her lawyer, Murati denied this characterization of her actions to the Times.)



The departure of executives who were present at the time of the crisis suggests that Altman's consolidation of power is nearing completion. Will this dramatically change what OpenAI is or how it operates? I don't think so. For the first time, OpenAI's public structure and leadership are simply honest reflections of what the company has been--in effect, the will of a single person. "Just: Sam."
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AI Could Still Wreck the Presidential Election

Regulators have largely taken a hands-off approach to the use of AI in political ads--and the consequences may be severe.

by Nathan E. Sanders, Bruce Schneier




For years now, AI has undermined the public's ability to trust what it sees, hears, and reads. The Republican National Committee released a provocative ad offering an "AI-generated look into the country's possible future if Joe Biden is re-elected," showing apocalyptic, machine-made images of ruined cityscapes and chaos at the border. Fake robocalls purporting to be from Biden urged New Hampshire residents not to vote in the 2024 primary election. This summer, the Department of Justice cracked down on a Russian bot farm that was using AI to impersonate Americans on social media, and OpenAI disrupted an Iranian group using ChatGPT to generate fake social-media comments.



It's not altogether clear what damage AI itself may cause, though the reasons for concern are obvious--the technology makes it easier for bad actors to construct highly persuasive and misleading content. With that risk in mind, there has been some movement toward constraining the use of AI, yet progress has been painstakingly slow in the area where it may count most: the 2024 election.



Two years ago, the Biden administration issued a blueprint for an AI Bill of Rights aiming to address "unsafe or ineffective systems," "algorithmic discrimination," and "abusive data practices," among other things. Then, last year, Biden built on that document when he issued his executive order on AI. Also in 2023, Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer held an AI summit in Washington that included the centibillionaires Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and Elon Musk. Several weeks later, the United Kingdom hosted an international AI Safety Summit that led to the serious-sounding "Bletchley Declaration," which urged international cooperation on AI regulation. The risks of AI fakery in elections have not sneaked up on anybody.



Yet none of this has resulted in changes that would resolve the use of AI in U.S. political campaigns. Even worse, the two federal agencies with a chance to do something about it have punted the ball, very likely until after the election.

Read: Chatbots are primed to warp reality

On July 25, the Federal Communications Commission issued a proposal that would require political advertisements on TV and radio to disclose if they used AI. (The FCC has no jurisdiction over streaming, social media, or web ads.) That seems like a step forward, but there are two big problems. First, the proposed rules, even if enacted, are unlikely to take effect before early voting starts in this year's election. Second, the proposal immediately devolved into a partisan slugfest. A Republican FCC commissioner alleged that the Democratic National Committee was orchestrating the rule change because Democrats are falling behind the GOP in using AI in elections. Plus, he argued, this was the Federal Election Commission's job to do.



Yet last month, the FEC announced that it won't even try making new rules against using AI to impersonate candidates in campaign ads through deepfaked audio or video. The FEC also said that it lacks the statutory authority to make rules about misrepresentations using deepfaked audio or video. And it lamented that it lacks the technical expertise to do so, anyway. Then, last week, the FEC compromised, announcing that it intends to enforce its existing rules against fraudulent misrepresentation regardless of what technology it is conducted with. Advocates for stronger rules on AI in campaign ads, such as Public Citizen, did not find this nearly sufficient, characterizing it as a "wait-and-see approach" to handling "electoral chaos."



Perhaps this is to be expected: The freedom of speech guaranteed by the First Amendment generally permits lying in political ads. But the American public has signaled that it would like some rules governing AI's use in campaigns. In 2023, more than half of Americans polled responded that the federal government should outlaw all uses of AI-generated content in political ads. Going further, in 2024, about half of surveyed Americans said they thought that political candidates who intentionally manipulated audio, images, or video should be prevented from holding office or removed if they had won an election. Only 4 percent thought there should be no penalty at all.



The underlying problem is that Congress has not clearly given any agency the responsibility to keep political advertisements grounded in reality, whether in response to AI or old-fashioned forms of disinformation. The Federal Trade Commission has jurisdiction over truth in advertising, but political ads are largely exempt--again, part of our First Amendment tradition. The FEC's remit is campaign finance, but the Supreme Court has progressively stripped its authorities. Even where it could act, the commission is often stymied by political deadlock. The FCC has more evident responsibility for regulating political advertising, but only in certain media: broadcast, robocalls, text messages. Worse yet, the FCC's rules are not exactly robust. It has actually loosened rules on political spam over time, leading to the barrage of messages many receive today. (That said, in February, the FCC did unanimously rule that robocalls using AI voice-cloning technology, like the Biden ad in New Hampshire, are already illegal under a 30-year-old law.)



It's a fragmented system, with many important activities falling victim to gaps in statutory authority and a turf war between federal agencies. And as political campaigning has gone digital, it has entered an online space with even fewer disclosure requirements or other regulations. No one seems to agree where, or whether, AI is under any of these agencies' jurisdictions. In the absence of broad regulation, some states have made their own decisions. In 2019, California was the first state in the nation to prohibit the use of deceptively manipulated media in elections, and has strengthened these protections with a raft of newly passed laws this fall. Nineteen states have now passed laws regulating the use of deepfakes in elections.



One problem that regulators have to contend with is the wide applicability of AI: The technology can simply be used for many different things, each one demanding its own intervention. People might accept a candidate digitally airbrushing their photo to look better, but not doing the same thing to make their opponent look worse. We're used to getting personalized campaign messages and letters signed by the candidate; is it okay to get a robocall with a voice clone of the same politician speaking our name? And what should we make of the AI-generated campaign memes now shared by figures such as Musk and Donald Trump?

Read: The worst cat memes you've ever seen

Despite the gridlock in Congress, these are issues with bipartisan interest. This makes it conceivable that something might be done, but probably not until after the 2024 election and only if legislators overcome major roadblocks. One bill under consideration, the AI Transparency in Elections Act, would instruct the FEC to require disclosure when political advertising uses media generated substantially by AI. Critics say, implausibly, that the disclosure is onerous and would increase the cost of political advertising. The Honest Ads Act would modernize campaign-finance law, extending FEC authority to definitively encompass digital advertising. However, it has languished for years because of reported opposition from the tech industry. The Protect Elections From Deceptive AI Act would ban materially deceptive AI-generated content from federal elections, as in California and other states. These are promising proposals, but libertarian and civil-liberties groups are already signaling challenges to all of these on First Amendment grounds. And, vexingly, at least one FEC commissioner has directly cited congressional consideration of some of these bills as a reason for his agency not to act on AI in the meantime.



One group that benefits from all this confusion: tech platforms. When few or no evident rules govern political expenditures online and uses of new technologies like AI, tech companies have maximum latitude to sell ads, services, and personal data to campaigns. This is reflected in their lobbying efforts, as well as the voluntary policy restraints they occasionally trumpet to convince the public they don't need greater regulation.



Big Tech has demonstrated that it will uphold these voluntary pledges only if they benefit the industry. Facebook once, briefly, banned political advertising on its platform. No longer; now it even allows ads that baselessly deny the outcome of the 2020 presidential election. OpenAI's policies have long prohibited political campaigns from using ChatGPT, but those restrictions are trivial to evade. Several companies have volunteered to add watermarks to AI-generated content, but they are easily circumvented. Watermarks might even make disinformation worse by giving the false impression that non-watermarked images are legitimate.



This important public policy should not be left to corporations, yet Congress seems resigned not to act before the election. Schumer hinted to NBC News in August that Congress may try to attach deepfake regulations to must-pass funding or defense bills this month to ensure that they become law before the election. More recently, he has pointed to the need for action "beyond the 2024 election."

Read: A new front in the meme wars

The three bills listed above are worthwhile, but they are just a start. The FEC and FCC should not be left to snipe with each other about what territory belongs to which agency. And the FEC needs more significant, structural reform to reduce partisan gridlock and enable it to get more done. We also need transparency into and governance of the algorithmic amplification of misinformation on social-media platforms. That requires that the pervasive influence of tech companies and their billionaire investors should be limited through stronger lobbying and campaign-finance protections.



Our regulation of electioneering never caught up to AOL, let alone social media and AI. And deceiving videos harm our democratic process, whether they are created by AI or actors on a soundstage. But the urgent concern over AI should be harnessed to advance legislative reform. Congress needs to do more than stick a few fingers in the dike to control the coming tide of election disinformation. It needs to act more boldly to reshape the landscape of regulation for political campaigning.
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The Trump Posts You Probably Aren't Seeing

His Truth Social posts are even worse than you think.

by Charlie Warzel




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


Do you remember what it was like when Donald Trump couldn't stop tweeting? When it felt like, no matter the time of day or what you were doing, his caps-lock emeses were going to find you, like a heat-seeking, plain-text missile? Enjoying a nice little morning at the farmer's market? Hold on, here's a push alert about Trump calling Kim Jong Un "rocket man" on Twitter. Turn on the radio, and you'd hear somebody recapping his digital burbles. You could probably make the case that a large portion of the words spoken on cable-news panels from 2015 to early 2021 were at least tangentially about things that Trump pecked onto his smartphone from a reclining position.



Then January 6 happened. Twitter, worried about "the risk of further incitement of violence," permanently suspended his account, and Trump later launched his own social-media site, Truth Social. It has far fewer users than its rivals do, and Trump now mostly bleats into the void. Occasionally, news outlets will surface one of his posts--or "Truths," as they're called--such as a September 12 post declaring that he would not debate Kamala Harris again. But although Elon Musk has reinstated Trump's X account, the former president still mostly posts on Truth Social, which has had the effect of containing his wildest content. Unless you're a die-hard Trump supporter, a journalist, or an obsessive political hobbyist, you're likely not getting that regular glimpse into the Republican candidate's brain. But ... maybe you should be?



Last Friday, I received an email with a link to a website created by a Washington, D.C.-based web developer named Chris Herbert. The site, Trump's Truth, is a searchable database collecting all of Trump's Truth Social posts, even those that have been deleted. Herbert has also helpfully transcribed every speech and video Trump has posted on the platform, in part so that they can be indexed more easily by search engines such as Google. Thus, Trump's ravings are more visible.

Read: The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop

Like many reporters, I'd been aware that the former president's social-media posts had, like his rally speeches, grown progressively angrier, more erratic, and more bizarre in recent years. Having consumed enough Trump rhetoric over the past decade to melt my frontal cortex, I've grown accustomed to his addled style of communication. And yet, I still wasn't adequately prepared for the immersive experience of scrolling through hundreds of his Truths and ReTruths. Even for Trump, this feed manages to shock. In the span of just a few days, you can witness the former president sharing flagrantly racist memes about Middle Easterners invading America, falsely edited videos showing Harris urging migrants to cross the border, an all-caps screed about how much better off women would be under his presidency, a diatribe about Oprah's recent interview with Harris. It's a lot to take in at once: Trump calling an MSNBC anchor a "bimbo," a declaration of hatred for Taylor Swift, a claim that he "saved Flavored Vaping in 2019."



On their own, each of these posts is concerning and more than a little sad. But consumed in the aggregate, they take on a different meaning, offering a portrait of a man who appears frequently incoherent, internet-addicted, and emotionally volatile--even by the extreme standard that Trump has already set. Trump seems unable to stop reposting pixelated memes from anonymous accounts with handles such as @1776WeThePeople1776 and @akaPR0B0SS, some of which contain unsettling messages such as a desire to indict sitting members of Congress for sedition. Trump appears to go on posting jags, sometimes well after midnight, rattling off Truths multiple times a minute. On Sunday night, from 6:20 p.m. to 6:26 p.m., Trump shared 20 different posts from conservative news sites, almost all without commentary. For a man currently engaged in the homestretch of campaigning for the presidency of the United States, he is prolific on social media, and seemingly unable to stop posting--from Friday to Monday, Trump posted or reposted 82 times.



Back in January, my colleague McKay Coppins argued that politically engaged Americans should go to a Trump rally and "listen to every word of the Republican front-runner's speech" as "an act of civic hygiene." Granted, Coppins wrote his article during a different time in the election cycle, at a moment when Trump was less visible, but his point still stands. Many Americans and the institutions that cover him have grown so used to Trump--to his tirades, lies, and buffoonery--that his behavior can fade into the background of our cultural discourse, his shamelessness and unfitness for office taken almost for granted. When Coppins attended a rally early this year, he recalled the "darker undercurrent" that infused Trump's rhetoric and lurked behind many of the comments coming from supporters in the crowd. Just as important, Coppins wrote, the rally was also a reminder that "Trump is no longer the cultural phenomenon he was in 2016. Yes, the novelty has worn off. But he also seems to have lost the instinct for entertainment that once made him so interesting to audiences."



Read: You should go to a Trump rally



Trump's Truth Social posts offer a similar vibe. His feed is bleak, full of posts about America in decline. Aesthetically, it is ugly, full of doctored images and screenshots of screenshots of Facebook-style memes. Consuming a few weeks' worth of his posts at once was enough to make me feel awful about the state of the world, not unlike how it feels to visit seedy message boards such as 4chan.



And then there's the prose. As in his rallies, Trump rambles, his writing hard to follow. His stylistic choice to use caps lock for many of his longer posts gives the appearance that he is shouting. Unlike on Twitter, where he was constrained by character limits, Trump's missives are too long and too convoluted to be easily digestible by aggregating media organizations. In previous iterations, Trump's tweets were sometimes so bizarre as to be funny (or at least weird enough to be compelling); now his posts appear too fueled by grievance to be casually amusing.

Read: Donald Trump can't stop posting

I realize that I'm not exactly selling the experience of taking a spin through Trump's digital archive of incoherence. But I think it's an instructive exercise. If you, like me, have had the experience of seeing friends or loved ones radicalized online or lost to a sea of Facebook memes and propaganda, then scrolling through Trump's Truth Social posts will provoke a familiar feeling. On his own website, Trump doesn't just appear unfit for the highest office in the land; he seems small, embittered, and under the influence of the kind of online outrage that usually consumes those who have been or feel alienated by broad swaths of society. It's not (just) that Trump seems unpresidential--it's that he seems like an unwell elderly man posting AI slop for an audience of bots on Facebook. Imagine that, instead of Donald Trump's, you were looking at the feed of a relative. What would you say or do? Whom would you call?



A few months ago, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, wrote about the media's "bias toward coherence" when it comes to Trump's rhetoric, where, in an attempt to make sense of Trump's nonsense, journalists sand down the candidate's rough edges. Perusing Trump's Truth Social feed, though, it is nearly impossible to find any coherence to latch on to. Since Trump came down his golden escalator in 2015, I've thought that the best way to understand the candidate is via plain text. There, unlike on television, his fragmented attention, peculiar thinking, and dangerous words cannot hide or be explained away. The election is 41 days away, and Trump appears as unstable as ever. But don't take my word for it: Go see for yourself.
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For Now, There's Only One Good Way to Power AI

Chatbots are saving America's nuclear industry.

by Matteo Wong




When the Three Mile Island power plant in Pennsylvania was decommissioned in 2019, it heralded the symbolic end of America's nuclear industry. In 1979, the facility was the site of the worst nuclear disaster in the nation's history: a partial reactor meltdown that  didn't release enough radiation to cause detectable harm to people nearby, but still turned Americans against nuclear power and prompted a host of regulations that functionally killed most nuclear build-out for decades. Many existing plants stayed online, but 40 years later, Three Mile Island joined a wave of facilities that shut down because of financial hurdles and competition from cheap natural gas, closures that cast doubt over the future of nuclear power in the United States.



Now Three Mile Island is coming back, this time as part of efforts to meet the enormous electricity demands of generative AI. The plant's owner, Constellation Energy, announced yesterday that it is reopening the facility. Microsoft, which is seeking clean energy to power its data centers, has agreed to buy power from the reopened plant for 20 years. "This was the site of the industry's greatest failure, and now it can be a place of rebirth," Joseph Dominguez, the CEO of Constellation, told The New York Times. Three Mile Island plans to officially reopen in 2028, after some $1.6 billion worth of refurbishing and under a new name, the Crane Clean Energy Center.



Nuclear power and chatbots might be a perfect match. The technology underlying ChatGPT, Google's AI Overviews, and Microsoft Copilot is extraordinarily power-hungry. These programs feed on more data, are more complex, and use more electricity-intensive hardware than traditional web algorithms. An AI-powered web search, for instance, could require five to 10 times more electricity than a traditional query.



The world is already struggling to generate enough electricity to meet the internet's growing power demand, which AI is rapidly accelerating. Large grids and electric utilities across the U.S. are warning that AI is straining their capacity, and some of the world's biggest data-center hubs--including Sweden, Singapore, Amsterdam, and exurban Washington, D.C.--are struggling to find power to run new constructions. The exact amount of power that AI will demand within a few years' time is hard to predict, but it will likely be enormous: Estimates range from the equivalent of Argentina's annual power usage to that of India.



That's a big problem for the tech companies building these data centers, many of which have made substantial commitments to cut their emissions. Microsoft, for instance, has pledged to be "carbon negative," or to remove more carbon from the atmosphere than it emits, by 2030. The Three Mile Island deal is part of that accounting. Instead of directly drawing power from the reopened plant, Microsoft will buy enough carbon-free nuclear energy from the facility to match the power that several of its data centers draw from the grid, a company spokesperson told me over email.



Such electricity-matching schemes, known as "power purchase agreements," are necessary because the construction of solar, wind, and geothermal plants is not keeping pace with the demands of AI. Even if it was, these clean electricity sources might pose a more fundamental problem for tech companies: Data centers' new, massive power demands need to be met at all hours of the day, not just when the sun shines or the wind blows.



To fill the gap, many tech companies are turning to a readily available source of abundant, reliable electricity: burning fossil fuels. In the U.S., plans to wind down coal-fired power plants are being delayed in West Virginia, Maryland, Missouri, and elsewhere to power data centers. That Microsoft will use the refurbished Three Mile Island to offset, rather than supply, its data centers' electricity consumption suggests that the facilities will likely continue to rely on fossil fuels for some time, too. Burning fossil fuels to power AI means the new tech boom might even threaten to delay the green-energy transition.



Still, investing in nuclear energy to match data centers' power usage also brings new sources of clean, reliable electricity to the power grid. Splitting apart atoms provides a carbon-free way to generate tremendous amounts of electricity day and night. Bobby Hollis, Microsoft's vice president for energy, told Bloomberg that this is a key upside to the Three Mile Island revival: "We run around the clock. They run around the clock." Microsoft is working to build a carbon-free grid to power all of its operations, data centers included. Nuclear plants will be an important component that provides what the company has elsewhere called "firm electricity" to fill in the gaps for less steady sources of clean energy, including solar and wind.

It's not just Microsoft that is turning to nuclear. Earlier this year, Amazon purchased a Pennsylvania data center that is entirely nuclear-powered, and the company is reportedly in talks to secure nuclear power along the East Coast from another Constellation nuclear plant. Google, Microsoft, and several other companies have invested or agreed to buy electricity in start-ups promising nuclear fusion--an even more powerful and cleaner form of nuclear power that remains highly experimental--as have billionaires including Sam Altman, Bill Gates, and Jeff Bezos.



Nuclear energy might not just be a good option for powering the AI boom. It might be the only clean option able to meet demand until there is a substantial build-out of solar and wind energy. A handful of other, retired reactors could come back online, and new ones may be built as well. Only the day before the Three Mile Island announcement, Jennifer Granholm, the secretary of energy, told my colleague Vann R. Newkirk II that building small nuclear reactors could become an important way to supply nonstop clean energy to data centers. Whether such construction will be fast and plentiful enough to satisfy the growing power demand is unclear. But it must be, for the generative-AI revolution to really take off. Before chatbots can finish remaking the internet, they might need to first reshape America's physical infrastructure.
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Elon Musk Has Reached a New Low

Welcome to the darkest timeline.

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.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/09/hearing-aids-airpods-apple-loneliness/679932/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 reaching 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 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 Republicans' Candidate-Quality Problem

What Mark Robinson reveals about the GOP

by The Editors




Republican leaders are scrambling to avoid a government shutdown after the House failed to pass a funding bill this week. These events have led to renewed questions about Speaker Mike Johnson's leadership and his ability to keep his party members in line.

Facing pressure from the Freedom Caucus, Johnson put forward a bill to fund the government for the next six months alongside an additional bill that would require proof of citizenship to register to vote. Now his speakership may be under threat: Johnson's "political headaches aren't going away," Zolan Kanno-Youngs said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic.

Beyond Washington, Republicans are facing a candidate-quality issue. A CNN report this week said that North Carolina Lieutenant Governor Mark Robinson has referred to himself as "a Black Nazi" in addition to making a long history of other racist and anti-Semitic comments. Robinson, who is also the Republican candidate for governor, has denied the comments and insists he will continue his campaign.

Robinson's story is a microcosm of forces that have been at work in the Trump-era Republican Party, McKay Coppins said last night: Donald Trump "has had this mass desensitizing effect on the electorate ... People have a much higher tolerance for inflammatory and incendiary rhetoric."

And in the fallout of the former president's comments about immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, Trump continues to campaign using increasingly xenophobic rhetoric. "This isn't a spectrum of escalation about becoming harsher against immigration in an imaginative way," Caitlin Dickerson said. "When he points to people from the Congo, the Middle East, and Asia and then says they're destroying the fabric of our country, what is the fabric meant to refer to? It refers to whiteness."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the anchor of Washington Post Live; staff writers for The Atlantic McKay Coppins and Caitlin Dickerson; and Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent for The New York Times.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Anti-abortion Activists Who Want to Stop People From Having Kids

The fight over IVF is really about who can start a family.

by Kristen V. Brown




In the days after former President Donald Trump declared that he'd make in vitro fertilization more accessible for Americans, the anti-abortion movement went to work. The activist Lila Rose urged her social-media followers not to vote for Trump, equating his enthusiasm for IVF with support for abortion. The Pro-Life Action League asked Trump to walk back his remarks, citing the "hundreds of thousands" of embryos that would be destroyed. Meanwhile, Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Life of America, tagged Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, in a social-media post arguing a different point: that the policy would "be encouraging families to delay childbirth." Supporting IVF, in other words, would give women a free pass to put off child-rearing until they felt like it.

Anti-abortion groups have long had an uneasy relationship with IVF, because embryos are sometimes destroyed in the course of treatment, which is a problem if you believe that embryos are people. After Trump promised that he would make the government or insurers cover the cost of the procedure, though, a different anti-IVF argument has gained ground among some anti-abortion activists. IVF isn't just destroying life, they say--it's destroying the sanctity of the American nuclear-family unit.

The technological marvel of growing embryos in a petri dish has opened up biological parenthood to new groups of people, and not just those dealing with more traditional reproductive challenges. It's helped enable a large cohort of women to have their first child in their late 30s and beyond. That change, alongside growing numbers of single women and LGBTQ couples seeking to have genetically related kids of their own, has helped fuel a veritable IVF boom. And IVF, in turn, has radically expanded the American notion of family beyond the default of mom, dad, and children.

Some of the most vocal opponents of IVF also oppose that changing definition of family. After Trump's endorsement of IVF for all, Katy Faust, an anti-abortion activist, posted on X that "when you vote to 'protect' or subsidize #IVF, you are endorsing the manufacture of intentionally fatherless and motherless children"--that is, she suggests, children whose parents are single or queer. Hawkins told me in an interview that waiting to have a child until it becomes biologically challenging is a choice women aren't entitled to make, and going through IVF asserts the same problematic bodily autonomy that abortion does. "We're commodifying children," she said.

Read: An unexpected window into the Trump campaign

But the movement to limit IVF has far less support than the anti-abortion movement. In a Pew Research Center poll published in May, 63 percent of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents said they support IVF, as did 60 percent of those who said abortion should be illegal. "As the reproductive-justice movement has become more mainstream, so has the idea that, not just that you have the right to abortion, but also that you also have the right to have children," Lisa Campo-Engelstein, the chair of bioethics at the University of Texas Medical Branch, told me. "For the conservatives, that makes them very worried." (Hawkins told me exactly that: "Children are not a right. They are a privilege.") So now some activists are telling a different story about IVF: that it's expanded the ability to have a family to specific groups of people who, in their view, shouldn't.

The roots of this tactic go back more than half a century. Even before the birth of the first test-tube baby, conservative thinkers were distinctly preoccupied with what IVF might do to the structure of the American family. IVF was originally conceived to serve a very narrow medical purpose: allowing women with blocked fallopian tubes to get pregnant. Writing in 1972, the physician and bioethicist Leon Kass surmised that once IVF was achieved, nothing would limit it to infertile married couples. "Why stop at couples?" he wrote. "What about single women, widows, or lesbians?" As the fertility historian Margaret Marsh and the gynecologist Wanda Ronner wrote in their IVF history, The Pursuit of Parenthood, "Conservatives were almost universally opposed to in vitro fertilization as a threat to the moral order." After IVF arrived in the United States in 1981, Kass's predictions proved true: IVF became just one of the many tools that has removed barriers to parenthood for more diverse groups of people, alongside changes to adoption laws and less invasive technologies such as intrauterine insemination.

Anti-abortion activists maintained an uneasy peace with these new reproductive technologies until earlier this year, when the Alabama Supreme Court ruled that frozen embryos should be considered children. In the aftermath of the ruling, clinics in the state stopped providing the treatment for fear of legal liability. Defense of IVF on both sides of the aisle came swiftly. In Alabama, lawmakers passed legislation protecting clinics. Republican lawmakers tripped over themselves to pledge their support, even as those in the Senate blocked Democrats' IVF-protection bill twice.

Read: Christian parents have a blueprint for IVF

The anti-abortion movement has long claimed to be defenders of American families, and in recent weeks, some members have called on Trump to reduce the costs associated with childbirth instead of IVF. Since the Alabama ruling, they've also had to defend their objections to technology that has helped many people build families. Some have argued that fertility treatment harms women and families, because it can be sold as a miracle cure rather than the crapshoot that it is. Behind the scenes, the anti-abortion movement has been circulating talking points and policy recommendations designed to curb the practice of IVF. They've already had one major win, when the Southern Baptist Convention condemned IVF at its annual meeting this June.

These advocates are right about what's at stake: Making IVF more affordable would expand even further the ranks of American parents. Most Americans who give birth through IVF are white. And rich, married, and heterosexual people tend to have the easiest access. The majority of people do not have benefits that cover fertility treatments, which average close to $50,000 per patient. Only about half of large employers offered fertility coverage in 2022, and fewer than half of states mandate coverage. And many fertility benefits that do exist exclude access to treatment for LGBTQ and single people. In Arkansas, a state mandate requires that eggs be fertilized with a spouse's sperm to get coverage. Even deep-blue New York City's health-insurance plan, which covers IVF for all employees, doesn't cover costs associated with egg or sperm donation or with surrogacy, which LGBTQ couples or single people might require to start a family. Just this past March, the Department of Defense extended its own benefits policy after a lawsuit charged that the policy was discriminatory because it offered benefits only to married, heterosexual people.

Read: More people should be talking about IVF the way Tim Walz is

Trump's vision of fertility care for all could upend this status quo, making IVF benefits universal, rather than a perk of whom you work for or what state you live in. It could make parenthood more accessible to people who aren't married and white and wealthy and heterosexual. And for anti-abortion activists, that might be the biggest threat of all.
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The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

The "baby Botox" boom was inevitable.

by Yasmin Tayag




Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."



Like normal Botox, baby Botox involves injections of a muscle paralytic. The difference is that baby Botox is proactive versus reactive: If first administered in youth and repeated every few months for the rest of your life, baby Botox can prevent wrinkles from ever forming. It's referred to as "baby" because the process uses smaller doses than normal, resulting in a relatively natural-looking effect versus the "frozen" look associated with Botox, and usually the people who get it are young--not literally babies, but sometimes still teenagers.



Baby botox is hardly a new procedure: As a college student in 2008, I worked part-time as an assistant to a doctor who specialized in cosmetic injectables. Occasionally, middle-aged patients brought in their daughters, who were around my age, for baby Botox. But recently, the procedure has become more mainstream. The number of 20-somethings who got Botox and similar injectables jumped 71 percent from 2019 to 2022, according to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons. The procedure is especially popular among Millennial and Gen Z women who live in major cities and have some extra cash; each session runs hundreds of dollars. (Though you can find medical spas that offer baby Botox in Scottsboro, Alabama; Fishers, Indiana; and Lincoln, Nebraska.) I know enough people who have gotten the procedure that I'm starting to wonder if my own skincare routine--cleansing regularly, moisturizing, and slathering on sunscreen--hasn't been enough. At 37, I've noticed a few creases on my face: laugh lines that never disappear, a fold in my under-eye bags that, tragically, makes me look twice as tired.



The goal of baby Botox is the same as everything else in skincare: to slow the signs of aging. Ancient Egyptians used fenugreek and ladanum to treat wrinkles. In 500 B.C.E., Chinese women used tea oil and rice powder to hide their fine lines. These days, a staggering range of creams, serums, masks, and peels exist for the same purpose. People are obsessed with skincare, and they're starting it earlier than ever before: This is the era of the Sephora tweens, Gen Alpha children obsessed with anti-aging products meant for their mothers. Baby Botox is the culmination of all of these impulses, taken to their logical extreme. It isn't just an attempt to slow the signs of aging; it's meant to stop them altogether.



Any face that moves will form wrinkles eventually. So-called dynamic wrinkles appear only when the face is in motion, but with enough repetition and time, they eventually form static ones, which persist even when the face is at rest, Helen He, a dermatologist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Since Botox was first approved as a treatment, in 1989, it has largely been used to soften the appearance of dynamic wrinkles. (It can't do much about the static ones.)



Baby Botox, by contrast, endeavors to prevent static wrinkles from ever appearing. Though good long-term studies of its effects on appearance over many decades are lacking, by and large, the procedure seems to work. "If you start doing Botox a little earlier in life, you're going to prevent the wrinkles from coming out in the first place," Raman Madan, a dermatologist with Northwell Health, in New York, told me. After a decade of treatment, their skin may look as tight and bouncy as it was at the start. Foreheads and cheeks are mobile but serene, like calm waters.



There is, of course, a catch. Just like the conventional version, the effects of baby Botox usually wear off after three to four months, He said. Without a new round of injections, the effects fade; as muscles regain more movement, expressions ripple across the face, with all their wrinkle-forming force. To get the intended result, you have to commit. "It is something that you have to continue throughout your lifetime," Madan said.



Not that sticking with baby Botox allows someone to never age. It can't prevent sun damage, preserve the skin's elasticity, or stem skin sagging because of declining collagen. Although it has proved to be quite safe, a potential hazard is that, over many decades of use, facial muscles may atrophy, which could lead to a more aged appearance, He said. Occasionally, the face, determined to emote, recruits other muscles to compensate for immobilized ones, which could lead to wrinkles in unexpected areas, such as "bunny lines" around the nose. The skill of whoever is injecting the Botox makes all the difference; experienced technicians should be able to anticipate future movement. But again, patients stop treatment at their own peril: Faces begin to wrinkle as soon as the effects fade.



Injecting your face with a muscle paralytic three times a year from your early 20s (or even late teens) onward seems like an enormous undertaking, financially and otherwise. Botox averages $435 a treatment; even with smaller doses, the costs add up. Yet many justify the expense; it is, after all, far cheaper than more invasive cosmetic procedures, such as surgery and laser treatments. And an injection is a better bet than an $80 anti-aging cream that may not work.



The rise of baby Botox has been driven by the usual suspects, He said: selfies, social media, and celebrities, which not only advertise the effects of Botox (baby or otherwise) but also lessen the stigma. Several baby-Botox patients I spoke with--women in their mid-30s who began treatment in their late 20s--said that The Real Housewives and Vanderpump Rules, which star reality-TV personalities whose Botox journeys could be tracked by the episode, influenced their decision to start.



But people are getting Botox even earlier in life. The number of Americans ages 19 and under who got injections of Botox or similar products rose 75 percent from 2019 and 2022--and then rose again in 2023. "There's no age that's too early," Madan said; he clarified, however, that treating a teenager wouldn't be appropriate. According to He, teens and people in their early 20s simply won't benefit from Botox: Their skin is still so collagen-rich that it won't form wrinkles no matter how much it moves. That doesn't stop some people from administering it. In England, anyone under 18 can't legally get Botox, so teens travel to Wales, where the laws are less strict.





Despite the treatment's drawbacks, a person who starts baby Botox at 25 and keeps it up could still look that age a decade later. In another 10 years, they may look noticeably young for their age. Even if they stop at that point, they age on a 20-year delay. "Will you look 20 when you're 60? No," but you will definitely look younger, Madan said.



Baby botox is the pinnacle--or nadir--of anti-aging. The obsession with staying young consumes adults and youth alike, and never before have such effective anti-aging tools been so appealing or accessible. "Personal care's creep into younger demographics" is fueled by enterprising companies, skincare-obsessed Millennial parents, and TikTok beauty influencers, Elise Hu wrote in The Atlantic. That baby Botox is only getting more popular among younger people is to be expected. When I asked Dana Berkowitz, a sociologist at Louisiana State University and the author of Botox Nation: Changing the Face of America, whether baby Botox would ever become the norm, she told me, "There's no if--it's when."



Nearly all of the baby-Botox patients I spoke with said they planned to continue indefinitely, marveling at its ability to make them look "hot," "tight," and "snatched," internet-speak for a certain lifted, foxlike aesthetic. Yet they also acknowledged feeling coerced into the pursuit of agelessness. For many people, especially women, taking steps against aging feels like a duty. "Women are stuck between a rock and hard place: If you don't, you're chastised for letting yourself go, if you do, you're vain and frivolous," Berkowitz said.



As baby Botox takes the ability to slow aging to new heights, it changes what it means to get old. Looking "good for your age" has already shifted with improvements in skincare and lifestyle--people no doubt aged faster before indoor jobs and sunscreen. Before learning of my friends' Botox regimes, I thought I looked good for my late 30s. Now I'm not so sure. It used to be enough to have a youthful appearance, but the norm is moving toward looking like you have not aged at all.



Baby Botox may prolong the semblance of youth, but perhaps looking young forever won't be as great as it seems. No matter how the norms shift, looking young can only take you so far. When I was 21, a much older person told me that I could have a career as a news anchor--but only once my naive face had "gained some gravitas." Looking in the mirror now, a part of me thinks I'm finally getting there.
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How to Save Outdoor Recess

Build more shade.

by Hana Kiros






This year, just like last year, the nearly 200,000 kids in Chicago's public elementary schools spent recess indoors during the first week of school, when the heat index hit 114 degrees. In the past few weeks, outdoor activities were canceled at schools in and around Washington, D.C., where temperatures exceeded 100 degrees last month, and in Southern California too. These schools have good reason to exercise caution: Kids are particularly susceptible to extreme heat, and in a tragic incident last year, a 12-year-old in California collapsed during P.E. and died on day two of an excessive-heat warning. A bill named after him--Yahushua's Law--is currently on the governor's desk and would require the state to set temperature standards for outdoor school activities, including recess.



As the first and last weeks of school keep getting hotter in some places, recess might be moved indoors day after day. But kids also need to be outside: Recess can improve grades and is where kids learn how to problem-solve and cooperate. The quickest way to keep playgrounds open through extreme heat is to get them out of direct sunlight; shade can make a person feel up to 72 degrees Fahrenheit cooler, researchers at UCLA have found. In the next few years, schools' ability to install structures that provide artificial shade could determine whether recess survives June, August, and September.



To the extent that researchers have measured shade in schoolyards, they've found that most have next to none. In St. Louis, for instance, researchers found that, on average, the city's elementary-school playgrounds were almost entirely exposed to direct sunlight. Some schools had no shade at all. In California, 91 percent of the average schoolyard has zero tree cover.



Playgrounds aren't shadeless by accident: Many public playgrounds were designed to be treeless. In the 1980s, lawsuits over playground injuries made city planners start to see trees not as shade providers but as temptation for tree climbers who could end up with broken arms. Clearing trees in play areas was encouraged, as was replacing concrete and even grass with bouncier and less trip-inducing surfaces such as ground-rubber mulch and artificial turf, which trap heat. Metal and plastic equipment, which in many places are overtaking wooden playsets because they're considered safer, add to the problem: They can get hot enough to cause serious burns.



Planting trees can help address heat, but generations of kids will graduate elementary school by the time trees planted now grow enough to make a difference. Shade structures--such as canopies of UV-resistant tarp--can take just days to put up. But installing shade can cost thousands, even tens of thousands, of dollars; the parent-teacher association at one Florida school fundraised to install a $17,000 structure, for instance. In Prosper, Texas--a Dallas suburb where students stay inside when the "feels like" temperature passes 100 degrees--installing a single UV-resistant tarp over an elementary-school playground cost more than $95,000.



Public schools and nonprofits can apply to the American Academy of Dermatology for up to $8,000 in funding for shade structures--which the group acknowledges won't cover the full cost of many projects. Still, these grants are one of the only outside sources of funding for these projects. Dermatologists are invested in limiting lifetime sun exposure, much of which occurs in childhood, but in 2024 the group was able to give funding to just four schools.

Susan Godfrey applied three years in a row for the AAD's grant when she was teaching in Robinson, Texas; her principal told her, she says, that the school just didn't have the money to add shade to the playground. The kids in her class "wanted to go outside so badly," she told me. But "after five minutes, their little faces were just beet red," and they'd huddle, lethargic, under the one tree on the edge of the schoolyard. Winning the grant ultimately involved ginning up community engagement--in this case, handing out little bottles of sunscreen donated by local dermatologists at the town's fall festival to raise awareness about sun exposure--but purchasing a shade structure still required money from the school district. Godfrey had originally hoped that the grant would help provide shade for the entire playground; in the end, the school had enough funding to cover the slide.



Some school playgrounds more severely lack shade than others. Jolee Potts, the dermatologist who led the St. Louis study, noticed that shade disappeared progressively from schoolyards as she drove from the suburbs to her hospital in the heart of St. Louis. In the study, she and her colleagues also found that, as the share of a school's student population on subsidized lunch (a common proxy for child poverty) increased, shade cover on the playground decreased, on average. A similar 2024 study looked at tree shade more generally on the campuses of elementary, middle, and high schools in Austin and found that they lost roughly two basketball courts' worth of shade for every 10 percent increase in school lunch-program enrollment. When schools are looking to make improvements, often by raising funds through bonds, "it's very difficult to get heat-related issues covered" at all, Paul Chinowsky, the director of the environmental-design program at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me--but "the wealthier a district, the easier it is."



What federal programs do exist to help schools adapt to climate change right now focus on energy efficiency, or cover the cost of planning, but not executing, building modifications. Unless more resources emerge to underwrite shade, particularly those that don't require winning a contest, "in many parts of the country, you are going to see school districts that are spending the first two weeks--even up to a month--with indoor recess. I don't think we're far away from that at all," Chinowsky said. Extreme heat will keep bleeding into the school year. This month, Phoenix had its 100th straight day of 100-degree heat. The city started thinking about shade more than a decade ago. It's falling behind on its goal to have 25 percent of the city shaded by 2030, but that it has a plan at all puts it ahead of many cities that are about as hot.



If kids do spend August and September recesses indoors, they'll probably stay in the classroom. In warm areas, plenty of elementary schools haven't invested in gyms because playing outside has been the default. "We'll see more and more children in these communities having recess inside, in venues not appropriate for physical recreation," Kelly Turner, a heat researcher at UCLA, told me. "They do things like watch movies" during indoor recess at her daughter's school. Some teachers are using the extra classroom time to cram in more instruction; others put on dance videos that promise to "get the wiggles out." But they can't replicate the type of unstructured play that kids need as they grow. I remember a day in second grade when I felt for the first time like I had friends--we were playing tag, and they really chased after me. I'm sure I spent recess indoors some days that year, but I don't remember them.
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Public-Health Officials Should Have Been Talking About Their Sex Parties the Whole Time

An absurd lesson in transparency and hypocrisy

by Kristen V. Brown




In conversations caught on hidden camera, New York City's former COVID czar said that he'd organized a pair of sex parties in the second half of 2020, as New Yorkers coped with peak pandemic social isolation. "The only way I could do this job for the city was if I had some way to blow off steam every now and then," Jay Varma told an undercover reporter with whom he thought he was on a date. In a video compiled from several recordings taken this summer, the onetime senior public-health adviser to city hall describes the two events that took place in August and November of 2020. He also talked about his work promoting vaccination in the city by making it "very uncomfortable" for those who wanted to avoid the shots.

"I stand by my efforts to get New Yorkers vaccinated against COVID-19, and I reject dangerous extremist efforts to undermine the public's confidence in the need for and effectiveness of vaccines," Varma said in a statement to The Atlantic. He acknowledged having participated in "two private gatherings" during his time in government, and said he takes responsibility "for not using the best judgment at the time." The statement also notes that the taped conversations were "secretly recorded, spliced, diced, and taken out of context."

It's not clear whether Varma personally violated any COVID rules. The sex parties involved, by the account he gave to the podcaster Steven Crowder in a companion video, "like, 10 people." At the time, New York's guidelines--which Varma was promoting far and wide--limited gatherings to 10 people or fewer in an effort to curb the spread of the virus. Separate city guidance on "Safer Sex and COVID-19" discouraged--but did not forbid--group sex. ("Limit the size of your guest list. Keep it intimate," the guidance said.) Varma explained that he'd sex-partied responsibly, noting, "Everybody got tests and things like that." He also said that he'd attended a dance party with hundreds of others in June 2021, after he'd left government (but while he was still consulting for the city on COVID policies).

Still, you might think that a public-health official would do better to skip out on all of these events while other city residents were encouraged to minimize their social interactions. Even if Varma did not personally buck official guidance, others in his family may have crossed the line. He says in the videos that his family traveled to Seattle for Christmas in 2020, and that he didn't join because the mayor was concerned about the optics: Public-health officials were actively encouraging people to avoid traveling for the holidays to avoid a winter surge. The following January, the U.S. reported a then-record number of COVID deaths.

In June 2021, around the time that he attended the dance party with hundreds of others, Varma wrote an article for The Atlantic about the tricky calculus behind vaccine mandates and related COVID policies. "Many academic public-health experts favor more stringent restrictions than public-sector practitioners, including me, believe are realistic," he wrote. He argued instead for what he called "a more targeted approach--one that neither requires universal sacrifice nor relieves everyone of all inconvenience."

Perhaps it would have helped if he'd shared his own struggles with that tension at the time. Social-science research tells us that public-health messaging wins trust most effectively when it leads with empathy--when leaders show that they understand how people feel and what they want, rather than barraging them with rules and facts. Clearly Varma struggled in the way that many others did as he tried to navigate the crushing isolation of the pandemic. In preparation for the holidays, his family was faced with tough, familiar choices, which resulted in his being separated from his loved ones.

The end result may seem hypocritical, but it's also relatable. (Well, maybe not entirely relatable, but in principle.) "We know that transparency can increase public trust in public health and medical experts," Matt Motta, who studies vaccine hesitancy at the Boston University School of Public Health, told me. What if Varma had been forthright with the public from the start, even on the subject of his sex parties? Perhaps he could have shown that he understood the need to get together with your friends as safely as you can, in whatever ways make you happy. Even now, his description of that moment strikes a chord. "It wasn't so much sex," he told the woman who was trying to embarrass him. "It was just like, I need to get this energy out of me." So did the rest of us.
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Doctors Said These Women's Mutated Genes Wouldn't Harm Them

But they were always at risk of developing diseases with potentially severe effects.

by Roxanne Khamsi




Deb Jenssen never wanted her children to suffer from the disease that killed her brother at 28. The illness, Duchenne muscular dystrophy, initially manifests in childhood as trouble with strength and walking, then worsens until the heart or the muscles controlling the lungs stop working. She decided to get pregnant using IVF so that she could select embryos without the mutation for the disorder. But when she ended up with just two viable embryos--one with the mutation--the clinic urged her to transfer both.



The embryos were female, and Jenssen remembers the doctors assuring her that, because the Duchenne mutation is linked to the X chromosome, a girl who carried it would have a backup chromosome, with a working copy of the affected gene, and would be as healthy as Jenssen was. "I had 10 minutes to decide," Jenssen told me; less than a year later, she had three babies. Both embryos had successfully implanted, then one split into two. Jenssen had a clue which embryo had divided when one of her toddlers stood up by spreading her feet out wide and walking her hands up her legs: She'd seen her brother do that same move, a hallmark of muscular dystrophy, as a child.



Jenssen guessed then that two of her daughters, the twins, had a Duchenne mutation, and she knew in her heart that, for at least one of them, that genetic legacy was already developing into disease. But persuading doctors to test for it took about a year and a half. She said they kept telling her, "Girls don't get Duchenne."



Of the hundreds of genetic diseases linked to the X chromosome, Duchenne is among the more common, along with certain forms of hemophilia. Other so-called X-linked disorders include Fabry disease, which can cause life-shortening kidney and heart problems, and types of Alport syndrome, another kidney-destroying disease. In the past, many doctors believed that these diseases affected only men and boys. But what seemed at first like isolated cases kept cropping up, in which women and girls showed symptoms, too. Parts of the medical community and many patients now argue that more women might be affected with symptoms of X-linked disorders than previously appreciated.
 
 Data about what these diseases look like in women and girls, or even how many women are affected, are scarce, in part because researchers are only now taking this problem seriously. For some women, the symptoms appear less severely than in men, but for others they are similarly devastating: Jenssen told me that, at 15, one of her two daughters with the mutation so far has only mild symptoms of Duchenne, but the one who first showed signs of the disease now uses a wheelchair. That they are affected at all, though, goes against what many women were told for years.







Shellye Horowitz, now 51, told me that, throughout her childhood, her wounds never healed well or quickly, and her joints hurt so much that she limped. No one believed what she said about her constant pain. "The doctors told my parents that I was lazy and that I was faking it to get out of PE," she said. Horowitz's dad had hemophilia, a blood-clotting disorder that, in severe forms, can cause fatal bleeds if left untreated, but her doctors never took seriously the possibility that she did too.



Still, long after she was done with PE, Horowitz suffered from swelling joints and other tissues, and wounds that wouldn't heal. As an adult, she had a small mole removed, and bled through an entire roll of paper towels. Finally, the doctors gave her replacement clotting factor, a classic treatment for hemophilia, and the bleeding stopped. Only as she entered her 40s, after a series of medical procedures and follow-ups, did Horowitz learn that she makes just 10 to 20 percent of the amount of clotting factor the body needs. And she finally found a specialist who put her on preventive therapy for hemophilia.



For years, many practicing doctors' thinking about X-linked diseases has been simple. In their view, men and boys have one X chromosome in their cells and one Y, which carries only a paltry set of genes. So if a genetic error on the X chromosome disrupts production of important proteins in the body, male patients suffer the consequence. According to this traditional logic, women and girls have another copy of the genes in question on their second X chromosome--working genes that can make up for mutated ones. (Women might have two mutated X chromosomes, but that is statistically ultrarare.)



The idea that those backup genes would always shield someone from an X-linked disease, however, has proved untrue, in part because of a special thing that happens with X chromosomes.



In other pairs of chromosomes, those alternative genes can protect against some dangerous mutations. But beginning in the 1960s, scientists began to appreciate that, as female embryos develop, their cells undergo a process known as X-chromosome inactivation. The thinking goes roughly like this: Because cells do not need two of these particular chromosomes to function, they chemically silence one at random. If the X chromosome carrying a mutation for a disease is silenced as the embryo grows, then a woman carrying the disorder will be symptom-free. But if the healthy X chromosome is silenced early in development, then the mutated X chromosome can prevail in many of the body's cells from that point on, and dominate as the girl grows.



Still, "it is a rather common misconception that women are not affected by X-linked disorders," Caroline Bergner, a neurologist in the Leukodystrophy Outpatient Clinic at the University Hospital Leipzig, told me. Many doctors still learn that X-linked diseases are essentially restricted to boys and men, but "genetics is a lot more complicated than what we are taught in medical school," Angela Weyand, a hematologist and professor at the University of Michigan Medical School, told me. The science of X inactivation might not be new, but in her experience, "most of it isn't well known within the medical community outside of geneticists." Even if a doctor does understand that a woman could be affected by X-linked disorders, they might think these scenarios are too rare to be applicable to their patients. But, Weyand said, "I don't believe that people who truly understand the science can say that risks to carriers are negligible."







The variability of X inactivation likely helps explain why an X-linked disease's effects on women who do have symptoms can vary widely. With Duchenne, a girl whose cells skew toward the mutated copy of the X chromosome "can develop symptoms that look very much like classical Duchenne muscular dystrophy in boys," Sharon Hesterlee, the chief research officer at the Muscular Dystrophy Association, told me. But because X inactivation is random and exceedingly difficult to test for, women cannot readily know the pattern of chromosome inactivation in their body or predict the degree to which they will experience symptoms. For example, even though Horowitz's body produces only 10 to 20 percent of the normal amount of clotting factor, she says her aunt with the same X mutation makes 80 percent of the normal amount, and does not need medication.



When researchers have looked at how women are affected by certain X-linked diseases, they've found that symptoms are surprisingly common, though. For instance, a study of women with Duchenne mutations--in which Jenssen participated--found that half of them had evidence of tissue scarring in their heart. Jenssen was among those with signs of this cardiac damage. A study of adrenoleukodystrophy, an X-linked disease that can cause deadly hormonal and cerebral complications in boys and men, indicated that upwards of 80 percent of women with mutations for adrenoleukodystrophy show neurological dysfunction by age 60 or older. These women might not be at risk of death, but they can experience life-altering symptoms, including bowel and bladder issues and mobility issues that cause some to need a wheelchair.



Taylor Kane has the mutation for adrenoleukodystrophy, which claimed the life of her father and his twin brother when she was a child. She has not yet had any clear signs of the disease, but her mutation inspired her to start Remember the Girls, an organization that pushes against the dogma that X-linked diseases rarely affect women. About 1,500 women who collectively represent 50 X-linked disorders have joined, including Jenssen and Horowitz. But many women with X-linked disorders are unaware that they even have an affected gene, Kane said. They might suffer symptoms and discover the cause only when they have a son born with the condition.



Knowing that they're a carrier of the disease doesn't necessarily help women get treatment. Data might not exist to prove that a particular treatment works in symptomatic girls; if a treatment is sex-limited, then prescribing it for female patients is considered off-label and not always covered by insurance, says Eric Hoffman, a pharmaceutical-sciences professor at Binghamton University and the CEO of a company that has an approved Duchenne therapy and another that facilitates research on treatments for the disease. A doctor might also prescribe a treatment for a female patient's symptoms without diagnosing the disease as the root cause, which could also cause an insurance company to balk. A company might also deny coverage because a patient's record is missing the diagnostic code for an X-linked disease--which some hospital medical systems simply don't have for girls and women.



Jenssen has struggled to get her daughter treated for Duchenne even after a muscle biopsy confirmed the diagnosis. Being a girl disqualified her daughter from drug trials, even though a respected researcher who was enrolling boys in a gene-therapy trial once allowed that "gene therapy would be perfect for her," Jenssen told me.



One gene-therapy trial eventually produced the medication Elevidys, which received approval from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration in June. Jenssen's family cheered when they saw that the agency hadn't limited the drug to boys. Her daughter's doctor prescribed the medication, with the hope that it would preserve the autonomy her daughter still has--lifting herself into bed from her wheelchair; dressing herself. The family's insurance provider initially denied coverage of the treatment, a onetime infusion with a list price of $3.2 million. They appealed, and yesterday the company called Jenssen to tell her that the original decision had been overturned. "I feel like it's unreal," Jenssen told me. The data on the treatment have been promising but not definitive (and is lacking for girls in particular). Still, Jenssen had hope in her voice when she talked about getting her daughter's identical twin--the one with more mild symptoms--the medication as well, before her prognosis has a chance to get worse: "She could maybe be cured."
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An Unexpected Window Into the Trump Campaign

The former president's embrace of IVF is a signal to swing voters.

by Lucy Tu




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


For the past couple of months, Donald Trump has been working hard to prove that, as he said during his debate with Vice President Kamala Harris, he is "a leader on IVF, which is fertilization." And despite the jokes that ensued about Trump's follow-up claim--"I have been a leader on fertilization"--Trump really has been trying. In August, he pledged to make IVF free to all Americans by requiring insurance companies or the federal government to cover it.

Trump's debate statement puts him at odds with most of his party on IVF. Only two Republicans--Susan Collins and Lisa Murkowski--voted in favor of the Right to IVF Act, which came before the Senate for the second time this week and included provisions similar to Trump's promise, requiring employer-sponsored insurance and certain public plans to cover the treatment. The former president's emphatic interest in IVF also marks a striking pivot for a campaign that has remained mostly muted on reproductive health care, including on the issue of abortion rights. And his focus offers a window into his political calculus as he attempts to retake the presidency. If his party won't budge on abortion, IVF allows him to signal to swing voters--particularly women--that his populist instincts are still in play.

Infertility is an issue that resonates with a large and growing number of American families, and the treatment has high and consistent support across partisan and demographic groups. One out of every 40 babies born in the U.S. in 2022 was conceived through IVF, compared with about one out of 65 a decade earlier. As awareness and use of fertility treatments rise, demand has begun to far outstrip supply. Roughly one out of every eight Americans experiences some form of infertility, and many LGBTQ couples and single people also turn to IVF to become pregnant. Yet few poor and rural areas in the U.S. have fertility clinics; in fact, 80 percent are in New York City. Even in areas where treatment is available, it can be prohibitively expensive. IVF costs an estimated $15,000 to more than $30,000 per cycle, and the average patient needs 2.5 cycles to become pregnant.

Trump's campaign has provided few specifics on his IVF plan; his vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, told NPR that "details get worked out in the legislative process." But legislators in their own party don't seem keen to make it happen: Several prominent Republican lawmakers expressed opposition to (or at least confusion about) Trump's proposal, and even some of Trump's most loyal congressional allies have stopped short of endorsing government-mandated coverage for the procedure.

However half-baked Trump's free-IVF plan may be, his embrace of fertility rights stands in contrast with his more distant approach to abortion. Since 2022, when the Supreme Court's Dobbs ruling paved the way for tighter abortion restrictions in 22 states and counting, Trump has faced intense backlash from women's-rights advocates and health-care groups. In response, he has wavered on supporting a national abortion ban. In March, he voiced support for federal restrictions on the procedure, but during the recent presidential debate, he argued that abortion access should be left to the states. At the same time, he deflected questions about whether he would veto a ban if it came across his desk. But voters haven't forgotten that "his fingerprints are stuck all over the Roe v. Wade reversal," Susan Crockin, an adjunct professor specializing in reproductive-technology law at Georgetown Law, told me. Abortion will likely remain a losing issue for his campaign, she said: This spring, about two years after Dobbs, nearly two-thirds of Americans polled by Pew said abortion should be legal in all or most cases.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

With IVF, unlike abortion, Trump is taking a clear stance that contradicts core conservative principles. Leaving abortion to the states at least aligns with the traditional Republican position to limit the federal government's involvement in health care: Senator Mitt Romney similarly highlighted the importance of states' rights in abortion during his 2012 campaign for the presidency. Trump's free-IVF pitch flouts those principles, as well as the push among some conservatives to restrict IVF on moral grounds. To many anti-abortion and abortion-rights advocates alike, Trump's proposal most resembles the Affordable Care Act mandate for employers to cover birth control and emergency contraception, a policy that Trump's 2016 campaign derided. "This IVF plan is pure populism. It shows he's not someone with a conservative worldview," says Cole Muzio, the president of Frontline Policy Action, a conservative Christian group that has lobbied for anti-abortion measures in Georgia. (The Trump campaign did not respond to a request for comment.)

Whereas Trump's evasiveness on abortion comes across as an attempt to please moderates and conservatives alike, his IVF stance strongly suggests which voters he's most desperate to court. This year, the Trump campaign has been pointedly targeting white and suburban women, a crucial voting bloc in his previous presidential bids. College-educated white women, in particular, exhibit strong support for Kamala Harris, and they are also more likely to use fertility services than Black and Hispanic women or those without a bachelor's degree. Although Trump's promises are unlikely to sway staunch supporters of abortion rights, they might win back some swing-state voters who feel lukewarm about abortion and firmly support fertility care. Some early signs suggest that this strategy could pay off: In a September poll in Michigan, the battleground state where Trump announced his free-IVF plan, 29 percent of independent voters said they were more likely to support his 2024 campaign because of it.

This advantage might come at the expense of a different, but still key, Trump voting bloc: strong opponents of abortion. Although IVF access has broad support from Christian and self-identified pro-life voters, the former president's recent statements have angered some anti-abortion advocates, who argue that life begins at conception and that discarding embryos during IVF is therefore akin to murder. His promises could dampen enthusiasm somewhat among white evangelicals, from whom Trump is projected to need overwhelming support in order to win the election. But Trump seems to have decided that he can afford to offend these Americans without losing their votes. As Peter Wehner argued in The Atlantic last month, many anti-abortion voters will likely continue to support Trump, even if begrudgingly. Muzio agreed. "This will be the difference between quietly going into the ballot box and casting your vote for him versus going to Sunday-school class and encouraging your friends to do the same thing," he told me.

Peter Wehner: Trump's evangelical supporters just lost their best excuse

Although Harris has linked IVF and abortion access as part of a unified reproductive-rights platform, Trump has attempted to separate the two. He frames his free-IVF plan as its own pro-family issue, even tying it to a proposal for child tax credits. What remains unclear is whether this distinction is meaningful to voters. Last December, less than 1 percent of registered voters ranked abortion as the most pressing problem facing the country. But in an August poll of voters in three key swing states, a plurality of women said it was the single most important issue determining their vote for the presidency. In September, 14 percent of all voters said abortion was their No. 1 issue. Sidestepping it in favor of IVF is a gamble--one whose payout could well determine who moves into the White House next year.
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The Cost of Avoiding Microplastics

Even half measures are so expensive, they're luxury goods.

by Zoe Schlanger




A placenta is, by definition, new tissue: It grows from scratch over nine months of pregnancy. So when a team of researchers found microplastics in every human placenta they sampled, they were a little bit shocked, Matthew Campen, a professor at the University of New Mexico and a researcher on the team, told me. But in hindsight, he thinks perhaps they shouldn't have been. Microplastics are in the air we breathe, the water we drink, the rain and snow falling from the sky, the food we eat. They are in the dust in our house, the paint on our walls, the cosmetics in our medicine cabinets. They slough off from dental aligners, the toothpaste on our toothbrush, the toothbrush itself. Since his placenta study, Campen has found that microplastic is in human testicles and, detailed in a paper that has yet to be published, in human brains.



Scientists have now been studying microplastic for 20 years, since a paper in 2004 first used the term, and have started on nanoplastics, the vanishingly small versions that build up in organs. In that time, human exposure to microplastic has been increasing exponentially; by 2040, the amount of plastic in the environment could double. A robust body of research now links chemical compounds (such as phthalates and bisphenols) that are shed from plastic to a wide array of human health impacts, including hormone disruption, developmental abnormalities, and cancer. But scientists know far less about what the health impacts of the plastic fragments embedded in our organs and coursing through our blood might be.



They are, however, wary. Sheela Sathyanarayana, a physician at Seattle Children's Research Institute who studies the effects of plastic on pregnancy outcomes and children's health, told me that what we stand to learn about microplastic is unlikely to be good--it's probably at least an irritant that, like the small particles in wildfire smoke, can cause inflammation. A new paper reviewing emerging evidence about microplastics, published today in Science, anticipates that researchers will know more in five to 10 years about microplastics' health effects. However, that doesn't mean the world should wait for more damning evidence to emerge, the paper's lead author, Richard Thompson, a marine-biology professor at the University of Plymouth, told me. Animal models are clearly pointing toward the potential for harm, he said, and we are not, biologically speaking, that different from those animals. "We could spend billions on experiments trying to understand that harm in humans," he said. "But when we've done that, we're still arguably going to need to fix the problem."



As it stands, though, individuals are left to mediate their own relationship to plastic, in a world where plastic is the default. Even reducing one's exposure can take scrupulous research and, often, money. Avoiding plastic in daily life has become essentially a luxury.



I recently went through the painstaking process of finding a couch that wasn't covered in some kind of polymer "performance" material, eventually settling on a leather option. It was already far more expensive than standard microfiber or polyester-twill options, and I only later realized that the foam cushions within the leather were, like most couches, made of polyurethane foam that, for all I knew, was releasing plumes of microplastic dust each time I plopped down. Couches are available with plastic-free wool cushions, but those were out of my price range. Okay, I thought, I've done the best I could. Still, I think about it every so often when I sit down.



You can repeat this type of reasoning with any manner of home good. Purity is impossible, and half measures feel better than nothing but also like failure. And it's all expensive. If a family is expecting a baby and wants, reasonably, to buy plastic-free baby products--given everything humanity is learning about the possible impact of plastic on fetal and child development--they would have to be relatively rich. You can get an organic, plastic-free crib mattress for $1,379; one made of polyester fiber and wrapped in vinyl costs $35. Or consider your floor. Some 95 percent of modern carpets are made from synthetic fibers--in other words, plastics--which flake off microplastic throughout their life. Vinyl flooring is better than carpeting, because it can more easily be kept clean. But vinyl is also a plastic and can emit harmful compounds including phthalates, which may interfere with children's development and reproductive health and are associated with allergic conditions such as asthma, Sathyanarayana told me. In recent years, several large retailers have offered phalate-free vinyl flooring options, in which the problematic phthalate was swapped for a different compound which appears to be less concerning. But the least concerning option is either buying natural-fiber carpets, which are more expensive, or installing hardwood floors.
 
 When Sathyanarayana talks with the families she sees as a pediatrician, she tells them to avoid the big things: Don't use plastic in your kitchen, if you can help it, because ingestion is a major route for microplastics into the body. She suggests that they not eat food out of plastic containers. (Babies can use stainless-steel plates and cups, for instance.) And especially don't heat food in plastic, to avoid ingesting plasticizers--chemicals added to plastic to make them soft and flexible. But another big one to avoid is heavily processed food, which may be contaminated with more microplastic simply by undergoing more manufacturing steps in modern, plastic-heavy factories. It's good advice, but it also requires money and time: Wooden utensils are more expensive than plastic utensils, glass containers are more expensive than plastic containers, and so on. Avoiding processed food means making food, which also takes time, a luxury that some families simply don't have.



Sathyanarayana acknowledged that following her advice is tough. "It puts the burden on the consumer, because our regulatory system has not accounted for these types of chemicals," she said. "That kind of burden is really tough. When you're pregnant and trying to think of so many different things, it's a heavy burden to carry."



Rather than panic, Campen advised, people should not stress so much about microplastics. Stress, he reminded me, is also a health hazard. And given that we move in a wall-to-wall-plastic world, we know too little to worry, as individuals, over what might be uncontrollable. "Knowing what I know, if I freaked out about it, I would quickly lose my mind," he said.



Still, despite this breezy advice, Campen admitted that he does stress about the systemic side of the plastics problem. "I worry about the global problem more than my personal health," he said. "We are in no position to make a change to this exponentially growing problem. That's what causes me the most stress." At this point, only major government intervention to limit plastic production could stem the tide, he and both other researchers I spoke with said. Crib mattresses that cost nearly $1,400 are not going to solve it, although they could, in theory, lower the concentration of some of these compounds in your child's blood. Eventually, Sathyanarayana thinks, companies will catch on, and cheaper plastic-free options will come to market--but that's a slow process, and few materials stand any chance against the basement-floor pricing of plastic polymers, driven by the profusion of cheap oil and gas used to make it. And if, in a decade, scientists do find that these tiny particles have posed a threat all along, many people will wonder why no one did anything about them sooner. By then, a whole additional generation will have been born into a polymer world, wrapped in plastic since the womb.
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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.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/09/hearing-aids-airpods-apple-loneliness/679932/?utm_source=feed
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Lighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids

Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.

by Russell Shaw




Updated on September 25, 2024, at 5:12 p.m. ET

When my son was a toddler, he liked to run in our driveway until he fell. He would then turn to me to see if he was hurt. If my face betrayed worry or if I audibly gasped, he would wail. If I maintained equanimity, he would brush himself off and get back to running. Learning that I could so powerfully influence his mental state was a revelation. Here was this human being who was counting on me to make sense of the world--not just how to tie his shoes or recite the ABCs, but how to feel.

Years later, when he was in middle school, this lesson came back to me. One night while doing homework, my son told me about a classmate who had been unkind to him. My first instinct was to rush to fix it--email the parents, call the school, demand action. (Calling his teachers would have been complicated, given my role as the head of the school.) But instead of reacting, I paused. "That sounds hard. What did you do?"

"I decided not to hang out with him for a while," my son replied. "I'm going to try playing soccer at lunch instead."

"That's a great solution," I said, and he went back to his homework.

These otherwise ordinary parenting moments crystallized for me an important truth: Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.

Parents of any age can conjure up the feeling they had when they first held their child and thought, Oh. Here you are, this person whom I'm in charge of. And they can tell you that no single piece of parenting wisdom can prepare you for this new, magical, terrifying endeavor. Parenting is joyous and challenging and sometimes stressful. In fact, a recent advisory from the surgeon general argues that parenting is hazardous to people's mental health. The report cites a range of factors that are contributing to a perilous parental landscape--from the complexities of social media to worries about children's safety. It goes on to propose an array of solutions, including investments in child care and federal paid family leave.

There's no question that many American parents desperately need more support. Yet the surgeon general is missing one important strategy that is within the control of every parent: a look in the mirror. What if the ways in which we are parenting are making life harder on our kids and harder on us? What if by doing less, parents would foster better outcomes for children and parents alike?

I've spent the past 30 years working in schools, and I've watched thousands of parents engage with educators and with their children. Too often, I watch parents overfunctioning--depriving their kids of the confidence that comes from struggling and persevering, and exhausting themselves in the process. Although this has been true throughout my career, it's growing more acute. Most Americans now believe that young people will not be better off than their parents. They see greater competition for fewer resources--be it college admissions, jobs, or housing. Parents are scrambling to ensure that their kids are the ones who will be able to get ahead.

We're biologically wired to prevent our children's suffering, and it can be excruciating to watch them struggle. A parent's first instinct is often to remove obstacles from their child's path, obstacles that feel overwhelming to them but are easily navigable by us. This urge has led to pop-culture mythology around pushy parenting styles, including the "Helicopter Parent," who flies in to rescue a child in crisis, and the "Snowplow Parent," who flattens any obstacle in their child's way. A young person who grows accustomed to having a parent intervene on his behalf begins to believe that he's not capable of acting on his own, feeding both anxiety and dependence.

I want to make a case for the Lighthouse Parent, a term that the pediatrician Kenneth Ginsburg and others have used. A Lighthouse Parent stands as a steady, reliable guide, providing safety and clarity without controlling every aspect of their child's journey. Here's an example: A child comes home feeling overwhelmed by school and frustrated that she is doing "all of the work" for a big group project that is due next week. The overfunctioning parent is ready with an array of next steps: "Why don't you assign the other group members what they each have to do?" "You should put your name next to all of the parts that you did so the teacher gives you credit." "I'm going to email the teacher so she knows that you're doing all of the work." These tactics may address symptoms, but they fail to get at the underlying issue. They also inadvertently communicate to a child that what's needed is parental involvement. Sometimes what a child needs is simply to be acknowledged: "Wow, that sounds like a lot." "I can tell you are working really hard." "Do you have ideas about what you want to do?"

Like a lighthouse that helps sailors avoid crashing into rocks, Lighthouse Parents provide firm boundaries and emotional support while allowing their children the freedom to navigate their own challenges. They demonstrate that they trust their kids to handle difficult situations independently. The key is learning when to step back and let them find their own way.

One of the most important shifts that parents can make is learning to substitute our impulse to fix problems with the patience to listen. A fix-it mindset is focused on quick solutions, at quelling or containing emotions or discomfort; listening is about allowing emotions to exist without rushing to solve a problem. Listening teaches resilience; it communicates confidence in your child's ability to cope with challenges, however messy they might be.

As children grow, parents must move from the role of boss to that of consultant. When our children are young, we make nearly every decision for them, from what they eat to when (in theory) they sleep. Little by little, we remove the scaffolding, creating freestanding adults who have internalized our values and have the capacity to embody them in the world. At least, that's the idea.

If children never have the opportunity to stand on their own, we risk setting them up for a collapse later on. They must experience struggle, make mistakes, and learn from them in order to grow. In fact, learning any skill--whether it's coding, painting, playing a sport--requires repeated missteps before mastery. And yet, in an educational landscape fueled by perceptions of scarcity, students can absorb an unconscious and unintended message that mistakes are permanent and have no value. Too many kids think that their parents want unblemished transcripts, and in pursuit of that unattainable goal, they sacrifice opportunities for growth.

An aversion to owning mistakes can be most visible when it comes to student discipline. Adolescents cross boundaries--this is part of growing up. When they do, they receive feedback on their transgression and ideally internalize that feedback, ultimately making the desired values their own. When a teenager plagiarizes a paper or arrives at a school dance under the influence, one part of a school's response is disciplinary--it's a way of providing feedback. In the moment, students don't thank us for administering a consequence. I have yet to hear a student who has been suspended say "Thank you for helping me learn a lesson that will serve me well in college and beyond." Instead they say "This is unfair" or "Other kids were doing it too." This is when parents need to stand shoulder to shoulder with the school, communicating a clear and aligned message to support their child's growth. But parents are often more worried about their child's future college applications than they are about having their child internalize valuable lessons. When parents seek to control outcomes for their kids, they are trading short-term wins for long-term thriving--they're trading the promise of a college bumper sticker for a happy, well-adjusted 35-year-old.

In the 1960s, the psychologist Diana Baumrind described three parenting styles, which researchers building on her work eventually expanded to four: authoritarian, permissive, uninvolved, and authoritative. Authoritarian parents make all decisions for their children with little room for negotiation. Permissive parents avoid conflict by setting few boundaries, often leading their children to struggle with discipline and focus. Uninvolved parents are disconnected, providing minimal support or structure. Authoritative parents allow for some flexibility, combining clear expectations with the willingness to listen. Authoritative parents are Lighthouse Parents. They are clear on values, but open to a range of ways in which those values can be put into practice; they balance structure and autonomy. The research shows that authoritative parenting yields the best outcomes for kids, and tends to produce happy and competent adults. Although this framework may seem simple or even intuitive, too many parents struggle to adopt it.

All parents show up as authoritarian, permissive, uninvolved, or authoritative at different times, depending on the situation and on what's unfolding in their own lives. But remembering to put parenting in perspective, focusing on long-term outcomes over short-term saves, can reduce some of the stress of parenting while also yielding better outcomes for children.

Yes, parenting can be stressful. But when we trust our children to navigate their own course--with us as steady and supportive guides--we lighten our own load and empower them to thrive.
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A Harmless Volcanic Eruption Has Its Charms

Kilauea's eruption last week was a chance to appreciate Earth's most powerful forces.

by Robin George Andrews






Earth is an endlessly convulsing world. So much of it is in disequilibrium, riddled by heat, pressure, and chemicals trying to get from their current location to somewhere else. And these forces are powerful enough that they manifest in ways that inadvertently make us feel small: tremendous hurricanes barreling across the sea, thundering earthquakes that can tear apart mountains, tsunamis that wash over and subjugate the land with a preternatural ease. Put us surface dwellers in their path, and we are existentially vulnerable. Natural wonders become disasters.



The same is true for plenty of erupting volcanoes, whether they're exploding with cataclysmic force or oozing incandescent molten rock. But not always. In fact, most volcanic eruptions are harmless--and the latest outburst on the island of Hawaii was one of the loveliest displays of volcanism in quite some time.



Earlier this month, a fissure--a thin schism in the crust--opened in a remote, crater-filled area of the Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, on the slopes of the Kilauea volcano. The outrush of lava began on a Sunday night, but the embers were obscured by heavy rainfall; the only reason scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey's Hawaiian Volcano Observatory knew anything was happening was because their instruments detected a spike in telltale tremors and muffled thuds, hinting at rapidly moving magma and venting vapors. During a helicopter flight the next day, volcanologists spotted that new fissure's scar tissue between Makaopuhi Crater and Napau Crater, but no freshly extruded lava. Almost as soon as the volcano had started acting up, it took a little break.



The pause was one of several diminuendos during this recent, multiday eruption. But each time the volcano started up again, new fissures would score blazing lines across the national park. At one point, a magnificent waterfall-like torrent of lava was seen gushing over the walls of Napau Crater. Then, on September 20, as suddenly as they had begun, the volcanic theatrics ended: No new lava was erupting from the site. And a few days later, the eruption was officially declared to be over.



Unlike eruptions from a volcano's clearly identifiable vent, volcanic fissures can pop up anywhere that migrating magma deems fit, which makes them somewhat stealthy and decidedly treacherous to the towns or cities built around them. In this instance, magma found its skylight in a secluded spot. And so it became one of those eruptions that are harmless to us--just the planet letting off a bit of steam. Watching molten rock twist and turn, dance and meander, can inspire a sense of awe. In a world rife with disaster, a little eruption like last week's fireworks in Hawaii can be almost soul-soothing. Look at that! Earth's just doing its wondrous, beautiful thing.



The better that scientists understand these primeval forces, the more likely they can help everyone else maintain some of this appreciation, even when eruptions become dangerous. In Iceland, for instance, the lava that emerged from the middle of the Reykjanes Peninsula in March 2021, for the first time in eight centuries, began as a dramatic spectacle. Lava quickly fountained from a series of fissures into the sky, before pouring into several uninhabited valleys next to a mountain named Fagradalsfjall. Thousands of revelers sat atop the surrounding hills, watching the eruption as if they were audience members in a volcanic amphitheater. This eruption was followed by two additional outbursts in the same general location before the magmatic forge beneath Reykjanes decided to set up shop elsewhere on the peninsula--this time, near a crucial geothermal power plant and the town of Grindavik.



That town has now been besieged by multiple incursions of lava. Lava-deflecting walls--barriers of volcanic rock, which are extended or shifted to combat new fissures--have kept it from being destroyed. But should lava overrun one of these walls, or a fissure unzip the crust in a populated area, people's lives would be directly imperiled. For Grindavik, this has been a slow-moving disaster of sorts: The repeatedly evacuated site has been essentially a ghost town for almost a year now. Still, to date, not a single person has died as a direct result of the Reykjanes Peninsula's new volcanism. If the last salvo of eruptions is anything to go by, this flurry of fiery rivers will keep emerging for several decades to come--a testament to both Earth's power and our capacity to coexist with it.



Volcanic eruptions are certainly complicated, but if they happen often enough and are comprehensively monitored, scientists can get rather good at tracking them. And when volcanic activity is a part of people's daily lives, it might be feared, or marveled at, or respected, but it can also be better understood. Iceland's volcanologists, for example, have managed to decode the seismic rumblings of the peninsula's underworld, and track the changing shape of the ground itself, to know precisely when and where the next eruption will begin. They are, in effect, having an ongoing conversation with the volcanic creature under their feet.



Kilauea, too, can be a troublesome volcano. Lava appearing in its summit, or sneaking out of fissures on its flanks, can light up the night sky with a striking vermilion glow, threatening nobody. But in 2018, for example, a Kilauea eruption destroyed more than 700 homes, displaced about 3,000 people, and caused hundreds of millions of dollars in damages. That molten rock deleted entire neighborhoods. And volcanologists, who have studied Kilauea for more than a century, are still trying to working out exactly what its magmatic circulatory system looks like. But they can also use the volcano's seismic symphonies and swelling rooftop to track the subterranean movement of magma. If it's heading toward a populated area, or somewhere upslope from one, they can sound the alarm. If it's merely putting on a show, as in the case of this latest conflagration, scientists can chronicle the eruption, take samples of its lava, and get some good practice for a genuine emergency--while us lucky passersby get to gleefully witness it.
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Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking

As his career wraps up, a man of big ideas takes on ever smaller targets.

by Ross Andersen


Richard Dawkins in 1989 (Stephen Hyde / National Portrait Gallery)



For nearly five decades, Richard Dawkins has enjoyed a global fame rarely achieved by scientists. He has adapted his swaggering Oxbridge eloquence to a variety of media ecosystems. He began as an explainer of nature, a David Attenborough in print. His 1976 mega-best seller, The Selfish Gene, incepted readers with the generation-to-generation mechanics of natural selection; it also coined the word meme. In 2006's The God Delusion, another mega-best seller, Dawkins antagonized the world's religions. He became a leading voice of the New Atheist movement. His talks and debates did serious numbers on YouTube. Refusing to be left behind by the social-media age, he also learned to get his message across on Twitter (and then X), although sometimes as a bully or troll.

Now, at age 83, Dawkins is saying goodbye to the lecture circuit with a five-country tour that he's marketing as his "Final Bow." Earlier this month, I went to see him at the Warner Theatre in Washington, D.C. Dawkins has said that when he visits the U.S., he has the most fun in the Bible Belt, but most of his farewell-tour appearances will take place in godless coastal cities. After all, Dawkins has a new book to sell--The Genetic Book of the Dead--and at the Warner, it was selling well. I saw several people holding two or three copies, and one man walking around awkwardly with nine, steadying the whole stack beneath his chin. The line to buy books snaked away from the theater entrance and ran all the way up the stairs. It was longer than the line for the bar.

I ordered a whiskey and went to find my seat. The packed theater looked like a subreddit come to life. Bald white heads poked above the seat backs, as did a few ponytails and fedoras. This being an assembly of freethinkers, there was no standard uniform, but I did spot lots of goatees and black T-shirts. The faded silk-screen graphics on the tees varied. One was covered in equations. Another featured a taxonomy of jellyfish extending onto its sleeves. These people had not come here merely to see a performer; Dawkins had changed many of their lives. A man in the row behind me said that he had attended Dawkins's show in Newark, New Jersey, the previous night. As a Christian teen, he had sought out videos of Dawkins, hoping that they would prepare him to rebut arguments for evolution. He ultimately found himself defeated by the zoologist's logic, and gave up his faith.

Jake Klein, the director of the Virginia Chapter of Atheists for Liberty, told a similar conversion story onstage, before introducing Dawkins. Klein said The God Delusion had radicalized him against the Orthodox Judaism of his youth. Millions of other creationists had similar experiences, Klein said. He credited Dawkins with catalyzing an important triumph of reason over blind superstition. Klein's opening remarks, to that point, could have described Dawkins of 20-odd years ago, when he was first going on the attack against religion's "profligate wastefulness, its extravagant display of baroque uselessness." But then things took a turn. Klein told the crowd that they couldn't afford to be complacent. Human ignorance was not yet wholly vanquished. "Wokeness and conspiratorial thinking" had arisen to take the place of religious faith. Klein began ranting about cultural Marxists. He said that Western civilization needed to defend itself against "people who divide the world between the oppressors and the oppressed." He sounded a lot like J. D. Vance.

The day before, on a video call, Dawkins told me that he was puzzled--and disquieted--by the support he has received from the political right. He tends to support the Labour Party. He loathes Donald Trump. The New Atheist movement arose partly in response to the ascent of George W. Bush and other evangelicals in Republican politics. Its leaders--Dawkins, along with Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett--worried that public-school students would soon be learning creationism in biology class. But there has since been a realignment in America's culture wars. Americans still fight over the separation of church and state, but arguments about evolution have almost completely vanished from electoral politics and the broader zeitgeist. With no great crusade against creationism to occupy him, Dawkins's most visible moments over the past 15 years have been not as a scientist but as a crusader against "wokeness"--even before that was the preferred term.

Dawkins the culture warrior could be snide, off-the-cuff, and downright toxic. In 2011, the atheist blogger Rebecca Watson spoke about the discomfort she felt when a man followed her into an elevator early in the morning at a Global Atheist Conference in Ireland. Dawkins--the most famous atheist of all--responded by posting a sarcastic letter to a hypothetical woman in the Muslim world, asking her to "think of the suffering your poor American sisters have to put up with." A few years later, a Muslim teen in Texas was handcuffed and detained by authorities after showing his teacher a clock that he'd made, which she mistook for a bomb. Dawkins weighed in to argue that the boy had only pretended to make the clock, and that he might have wanted to get arrested. In 2021, he tweeted a just-asking-questions request for discussion of the differences between trans people and Rachel Dolezal, once the president of a local NAACP chapter who deceptively identified as Black.

When Klein kicked off the event at the Warner Theatre with a warning about the spread of cultural Marxism, Dawkins's fans cheered him on, loudly. The only time I heard a bigger response was when Dawkins himself finally took the stage, wearing a gray suit, blue shirt, and white tie covered in "crocoducks," imaginary creatures that figure prominently in a creationist argument against evolution. He looked 10 or 15 years younger than President Biden, our current standard candle for octogenarian fitness. His gin-dry wit is largely intact, and in the U.S., he can still coast on his English accent and habits of speech--his "quite" and his "lovely," his tendency to end sentences with a lilting "isn't it?," his occasional offer to "have a go." But he stops more frequently to collect his thoughts; it's not as easy for him to purr along in the same pleasingly nasal cadence for long stretches at a time.

The format for the evening was a fireside chat between Dawkins and the economist and Freakonomics author Steven Levitt. They began with a discussion of natural selection, and stayed in that general register for quite a while. There were flashes of Dawkins in his prime. At one point, he slipped into a fluid five-minute riff on the "extended phenotype." The basic idea--original to him--is that an organism's genome will determine more than just its body makeup and behavior. It may also shape inanimate objects, as in the case of a bird and its nest, or other organisms, as with a parasite and its host. Considered in a certain light, a human's phenotype could include not just the layer of technology that we have wrapped around our planet, but also the space probes that we have flung beyond the solar system's borders. It's a grand thought.

For nearly an hour, Dawkins stuck largely to science, and it served him well. The latter half of the evening was heavier on culture-war material. To whoops and hollers, Dawkins expressed astonishment that anyone could believe that sex is a continuum, instead of a straightforward binary. He described safety-craving college students as "pathetic wimps." It all seemed small, compared with the majesty of the ideas he'd been discussing just minutes before.

Near the night's end, Dawkins told the old story of Trofim Lysenko, Stalin's chief agronomist. Lysenko did not believe in Mendelian genetics. He thought that after sprouting, crops could acquire new traits and pass them down to their seedlings, and he did not care to hear counterevidence. To the contrary, he brutally persecuted the scientists who disagreed with him. More than 3,000 biologists were fired, arrested, or executed, and yet, they were not the most numerous victims of Lysenko's close-mindedness, not by a long shot. Under his influence, agricultural production in the Soviet Union--and China--suffered grievously. Historians estimate that his policies may have led to millions of famine deaths.

The tale of Lysenko is almost fable-like in its moral purity, and Dawkins told it well, but only as a setup for a contemporary controversy that he wished to discuss--an ongoing dispute over school curricula in New Zealand. According to one proposal, students there would learn traditional creation stories and myths alongside standard science lessons, out of deference to the Maori, whose language and culture British settlers had tried earnestly to erase. Dawkins noted that some eminent New Zealand scientists had "stuck their heads above the parapet" to object to this idea with an open letter in 2021, and were "unpleasantly punished" for doing so. He called this mob rule, and expressed concern for the young students. They could end up confused, he said, forced as they would be to reconcile lessons about the "sky father" and "earth mother" with those that concern the Big Bang and evolution.

I suspect that kids can hold those two things in mind. I suspect also that the project of science--no innocent bystander in the treatment of Indigenous people--will be best served if its most prominent voices address themselves to the Maori, and other such groups, in an imaginative spirit of synthesis and reconciliation. But even if I am wrong about all that, the specter of Lysenko would seem to have little bearing on a case in which no scientist has been officially punished. Complaints about the open letter did produce an initial investigation by the Royal Society Te Aparangi, as a matter of process, but nothing more.

Dawkins seems to have lost his sense of proportion. Now that mainstream culture has moved on from big debates about evolution and theism, he no longer has a prominent foe that so perfectly suits his singular talent for explaining the creative power of biology. And so he's playing whack-a-mole, swinging full strength, and without much discernment, at anything that strikes him as even vaguely irrational. His fans at the Warner Theatre didn't seem to mind. For all I know, some of them had come with the sole intent of hearing Dawkins weigh in on the latest campus disputes and cancellations. After he took his last bow, the lights went out, and I tried to understand what I was feeling. I didn't leave the show offended. I wasn't upset. It was something milder than that. I was bored.
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A Simple Lab Ingredient Derailed Science Experiments

A scientist in Arkansas couldn't get her experiments to work. Then others started saying the same thing.

by Sarah Zhang




Last year, in July, Reine Protacio's experiments suddenly stopped working. Every scientist encounters baffling results from time to time; you chalk it up to error, repeat the experiment, and hope for the best. But in this case, the problem didn't resolve and in fact spread to other members of the lab: Their yeast, which normally multiples with such intense fecundity that 500 colonies might bloom across a single laboratory dish, had become stunted. Now they were getting just two colonies, maybe three--lonely white dots in a sea of nothing. It was as if something was poisoning the yeast.

After two straight months of failed experiments, Protacio went looking for a culprit. Her lab once had a faulty water purifier, so she switched the water source. No difference. She systematically replaced the sugar and other nutrients for growing yeast. No difference. The mystery, she eventually learned, ran deeper and wider than she thought. And when she and her colleagues at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences started sharing her findings, several scientists around the world reported similar stories of ruined experiments. The cases all pointed to the same suspect: agar.

Agar is and has been a staple of microbiology labs for a century. "We buy it in bulk. We buy kilograms at a time," Protacio told me. Mixed with water, the seaweed-derived white powder forms a sturdy, transparent gel perfect for growing microbes. In my own brief foray into the laboratory as an undergrad, I poured agar into probably hundreds of petri dishes, a tedious but necessary first step for many experiments. The lab where Protacio works uses agar to grow model organisms called fission yeast, whose chromosomes have striking similarities with ours. The bad agar derailed their experiments for two months. Although the lab could recoup the cost of the agar, she said, "they can't reimburse us for the lost time and the lost productivity." So the lab started raising the alarm.

In February, Wayne Wahls, who co-leads the lab where Protacio works, wrote to an email list of fission-yeast scientists asking if anyone else had encountered similar problems. One researcher replied yes, and then another. A biologist in Massachusetts even had this agar problem way back in 2006. The more that Wahls, Protacio, and a growing group of other scientists spoke publicly about the problem--in a preprint paper, then an article in Science--the more stories they started to hear. A few of the  scientists joined a study of the agar as collaborators, and the preprint has since been submitted to a journal.

The full pattern of agar failure that emerged is confusing, though. The problems in agar seem to have come and gone not just once but several times, sporadically, over the years--suggesting surprising variability in a standard lab product. They also seem to fade under certain conditions: when petri dishes are kept in the dark, according to one lab, or when yeast are fed a nutrient-rich diet, according to Protacio's own work. Sunrise Science Products, the company that supplied the seemingly toxic batch to her lab, told me it's been able to successfully grow fission yeast on the same batch of agar. "Please understand that we are NOT disputing their findings in their experimental situation," the CEO, Liz Kylin, wrote in an email. Perhaps the problem shows up only in certain batches and under certain conditions, which Sunrise is still trying to understand. "Whatever this issue turns out to be, it is certainly elusive, probably extremely specific," Kylin wrote.

Scientists have started to wonder if the potential toxicity originated in the seaweed used to make the agar. That could explain the variability from batch to batch: Perhaps certain factors--ecological, meteorological--alter the biochemical makeup of seaweed, the same way a wheat harvest differs from season to season and wine grapes vary from year to year.

Agar is also used in food, particularly in desserts in Asia. (Protacio is from the Philippines, and she originally knew agar as an ingredient in sago at gulaman, a cool, sweet drink that often contains bits of agar jelly.) And laboratory agar actually has its origins in food too: In the 1880s, Fanny Hesse suggested that her microbiologist husband use agar in his work, because she had used it to set fruit and vegetable jellies; her mother had heard about it from friends who had lived in Java. Today, however, culinary and laboratory agar are typically made from different types of seaweed. Agar in food is usually extracted from Gracilaria, which grows readily in large artificial ponds and tanks.

Laboratory agar is a more rarefied product. It comes from Gelidium, a slowly growing wild seaweed that yields a higher-quality agar whose lower gelling temperature is more suitable for lab work. These days, Gelidium is harvested primarily off the coast of Morocco, according to Dennis Seisun and Nesha Zalesny, who run the industry-analysis firm IMR International. The red, frilly seaweed can be collected when it washes ashore, but the finest-quality agar comes from Gelidium gathered from the seabed by professional divers in the summer. "If you can reproduce the waters of Morocco in a pond, the company would do it," Zalesny told me, but Gelidium has so far resisted attempts at mass cultivation.

The reliance on wild seaweed has caused headaches for labs before. In 2015, a Gelidium shortage caused the wholesale price to nearly triple. But scientists have not, up to this point, been particularly keen to find a replacement for their agar. Seisun and Zalesny used to work for a company that makes gellan gum, an agar alternative that can be manufactured entirely in a factory--no divers needed, no finicky wild seaweed. Yet the product never took off. "Agar still is the king and queen and the gold standard," Seisun told me. Protacio's lab ended up switching to a different agar supplier--a cheaper one, actually--and since then everything has been just fine.
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Europe's Heat Pumps Put America's to Shame

If switching one home to a heat pump improves energy efficiency, why not whole cities?

by Bryn Stole





 
 In the United States, home heat pumps have been gaining traction (and government subsidies) as highly energy-efficient replacements for gas-fired boilers and furnaces. They vary in size, but most of the units being hyped by environmentalists and installed nationwide measure just a few square feet. In Stockholm's Hammarbyverket plant, which is by some measures the world's largest heat-pump plant, each of the seven electric-powered heat pumps is the size of a two-story house.

On the day I visited last fall, the motors and massive compressors hissed at a nearly deafening pitch. Pumps drew treated wastewater from an underground tunnel. As the water rushed through the pipes and cascaded down exposed panels, coolants in the machines sucked away degrees of warmth, until the water was so cold that it left small ice crystals behind as it poured into the Baltic Sea. Industrial-sized compressors, meanwhile, used that extracted heat to create a separate flow of 195-degree water that runs into a network of insulated pipes, supplying heat across the city.

The argument for heat pumps centers on their efficiency: Because they move warmth around, instead of generating heat directly, heat pumps can be many times more energy efficient than other heaters. In the U.S., heating alone accounts for more than half of the energy used in homes. Heat pumps sized for individual households can slash those emissions dramatically, and since President Biden signed the Inflation Reduction Act into law, more than 250,000 families have used one of the bill's tax credits to invest in heat pumps, according to the Treasury Department. The larger heat pumps I saw at the Hammarbyverket plant are similar to the popular air-source household units, but a single heat pump there pushes out enough heat to warm thousands of apartments. And in recent years other European cities, too, have started switching large heating systems, that serve tens of thousands, over to heat pumps.

The efficiency advantage of small heat pumps holds for giant heat pumps. And giant heat pumps can also tap into heat sources--freshwater lakes, treated wastewater, heat exhaust from industrial plants--that wouldn't be practical for smaller home units.

The first heat pumps in Stockholm's system pulled waste heat from IBM mainframe computers, says Fabian Levihn, who heads research and development for Stockholm Exergi, the local utility that runs the citywide, interconnected heating system, a setup typically referred to as district heating. Modern data centers, which use huge amounts of energy to run and cool their servers, remain a major source of otherwise wasted heat. So are factories that produce excess heat in energy-intensive industrial processes.

My guide at Hammarbyverket was Bo Berndtsson, who oversees operations there. He began working in the control room just months after the giant heat pumps were installed in 1986. At the time, Sweden was more focused on weaning itself off volatile supplies of imported fossil fuels than reducing the carbon footprint of home heating. Similar district-heating systems elsewhere in Europe long relied on siphoning the extra heat from power plants that run on fossil fuels.

Stockholm decommissioned its last coal-fired plant in 2020, and its giant heat pumps are a major supplier of heat to the city, along with power plants that burn waste and scrap wood from Sweden's forestry industry that would otherwise be left to rot. Levihn contends that generating heat and electricity from incinerated waste is more efficient than dumping it in a landfill, although these plants still emit carbon dioxide. Stockholm Exergi is working to install carbon-capture technology in the plants in hopes of making the system net carbon negative, he told me.

In Europe, interest in giant heat pumps like those at Hammarbyverket has been growing. The technology "has never really gotten traction because gas prices were always too cheap," Thomas Nowak, a former secretary general of the European Heat Pump Association, told me last fall. In Europe, only a handful of massive heat pumps, such as those in Stockholm, are in operation, but more have been coming online as district-heating systems move to shut down coal-fired power plants and hit climate targets.

When we met, Berndtsson had been occasionally checking in on the progress of workers in Mannheim, Germany, who were building a massive new heat pump; it started heating thousands of homes right around the time we met. The Danish port city of Esbjerg is in the final stages of installing two giant heat pumps to use water from the North Sea to provide heat for about 25,000 households. Helsinki, meanwhile, is building a new plant that uses heat pulled from the Baltic Sea to cover the needs of as much as 40 percent of the Finnish capital (whose population exceeds 600,000).

And in Vienna, a series of heat pumps that can warm about 56,000 households opened in December. The city plans to double the capacity of the plant in the coming years. The Austrian capital's district-heating system also uses heat pumps to recycle waste heat on a smaller scale from, for example, a local spa and a commercial bakery producing Manner wafer cookies, an beloved Viennese treat, Linda Kirchberger, the head of decarbonization and new technologies at the local utility Wien Energie, told me.

What Stockholm, Vienna, Helsinki, and other European cities installing giant heat pumps have in common is that they already have sizable district-heating systems. Many of those systems use hot water running in special insulated pipes to move heat from generation plants to buildings across the city. Shutting down the coal-fired plants that powered those systems, and instead installing giant heat pumps running on renewable electricity, can decarbonize tens of thousands of households with a single (albeit expensive) project.

In the United States, district-heating infrastructure is much less common and, where it does exist, is often far harder to convert to electric-powered heat pumps. Many of the systems in the U.S.--including Con Edison's massive Manhattan system, among the largest in the world--run on high-pressure steam instead of hot water. For technical reasons, heat pumps are not designed to make steam. Switching over steam-based systems to water would be expensive and complicated, as would installing the network of pipes for a brand-new district-heating system. Density is a key factor in whether a district-heating system can be efficient and cost-competitive, so sprawl--or decisions by building owners to opt out of a newly launched system--poses major challenges to making one feasible.

Plus, the economic case for replacing furnaces and boilers with massive heat pumps is harder to make when natural gas remains relatively cheap and abundant in the United States. Higher gas prices in Europe, combined with carbon taxes, means the efficiency savings of large heat pumps will pay off far sooner.

Few places in the U.S. have tackled such projects, but several universities with campus-wide steam-heating systems have converted to hot water and installed giant heat pumps, in some cases to replace aging boilers. And for places with the right infrastructure--or for new campuses or other developments that provide their own heat--heat pumps can work.

And they have the bonus of solving two problems at once. Heat pumps can also work as cooling systems, an advantage in places that might not previously have needed air-conditioning. In Stockholm, only a few days before I visited the Hammarbyverket plant, workers were swapping out compressors and other parts from pumps that had been cooling buildings in the city center. The Swedish summer is still relatively mild compared with the rest of the world's, but average temperatures have been slowly, steadily rising for decades.
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How to Cool the World Without Blocking the Sun

Microbes may help determine our climate future.

by Marina Koren




In the fall of 1993, a ship sailed into the Pacific Ocean carrying nearly 1,000 pounds of iron crystals packed into barrels, then dumped it all into the waves. The next morning, the water was tinged a subtle green from newly sprouted phytoplankton. The microorganisms, which need iron to grow, draw carbon dioxide out of the air as they metabolize. Scientists already knew that Earth's atmosphere was swelling with the gas, and that the planet would soon be in desperate need of cooling down. So why not grow more of the tiny beings that could help? John Martin, the oceanographer who pioneered the idea, put it this way: "Give me a half tanker of iron, and I will give you an ice age." (He was joking, but not entirely.)

Fertilizing the ocean with iron is a form of geoengineering, a set of technologies that are compelling for their potential to meaningfully alter Earth's systems, and controversial for the same reason. These days, some geoengineering techniques, such as spraying chemicals into the sky to encourage clouds to produce more rain and ease drought, are already in use. Scientists have begun real-world demonstrations of "cloud brightening," misting the skies with sea salt to dial up how much sunlight clouds reflect. And even the more controversial approaches--such as injecting the stratosphere with shiny sulfur compounds to block the sun's rays--are becoming part of mainstream climate discussions. All of these methods are of undetermined efficacy, involve unknown risk, and may entail unintended consequences.

As the planet heats, geoengineering is poised to manipulate it in unprecedented ways, whether researchers invent machines to suck greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere or nudge microorganisms to do it for them. Tinkering with home-grown plankton sounds like a less dramatic approach than, say, putting a massive parasol in outer space to shade the planet from the light of its star. But the field is so new that scientists don't yet know whether geoengineering with microorganisms would really be a gentler form of climate intervention. Microbes, after all, play enormously consequential roles in the world around us and within us--I should credit the trillions in my body as co-authors of this story. For the best chance of keeping Earth livable, scientists need to understand exactly how the microscopic creatures around us might be useful, and perhaps even preferable to the more sci-fi approaches to cooling off the world.

Microbes, the most abundant organisms on Earth, have been cleaning up human messes since time immemorial, and more recently in ways that help sustain modern life. They decompose the contents of landfills, clean contaminants from bodies of water, break down pollutants in sewage-treatment plants, and eat away at oil spills. In large-scale climate solutions, though, microbes "are horribly underutilized and completely overlooked," Lisa Stein, a biological-sciences professor at the University of Alberta, told me. Microbes barely factor into the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's reports on future climate scenarios, Stein said. But she and others say they could have a major role to play in combatting human-caused climate change.

One favored approach centers on methane, an extremely potent greenhouse gas that accounts for 30 percent of the rise in global temperature. Mary Lidstrom, a professor emeritus of chemical engineering and microbiology at the University of Washington, is working on genetically modifying bacteria that naturally consume methane as a food source, so that the microbes pull even more gas from the air. The bacteria, known as methanotrophs, would live inside facilities known as bioreactors, which resemble shipping containers. Such bioreactors could be positioned near known methane sources--landfills, coal mines, oil and gas wells, and wetlands--to minimize the amount of methane that makes it into the air. And they could scrub gas that is already circulating in the atmosphere, said Stein, who also serves as Canada's research chair in climate-change microbiology. The science is still in the early stages, but someday, "it could make a difference in the rate of how fast our thermometer is going up," she said. Researchers might also exploit carbon-eating microorganisms residing in soils, which hold more carbon than the atmosphere, by modifying soil composition to boost the bacteria's metabolic capacity.

Read: Playing God with the atmosphere

Bacteria that metabolize carbon could also be of use in the ocean. Matthew Sullivan, a microbiology professor at the Ohio State University, is studying marine viruses that infect such microbes, and influence the way they process carbon. "I'm a fan of leveraging the billions of years of work nature has already done," Sullivan told me. Perhaps, he said, certain viruses can nudge these bacteria to convert carbon into its heaviest forms. The bacteria would ideally cluster together and sink to the ocean floor, taking the carbon with them so it can't raise the global temperature.

Scaling up any kind of climate engineering is tricky. Significantly slowing warming caused by methane, for example, would require about 50,000 to 300,000 of Lidstrom's bioreactors to be active for 20 years. And the downstream effects are difficult to predict, let alone contain. A substance deposited in one plot of land to alter its soil could spread to an entirely different ecosystem, through runoff or some other method, and potentially spoil its happy equilibrium. Similarly, an influx of iron in the South Pacific Ocean could have ramifications for other regions of the world's seas. Jay Lennon, a biology professor at Indiana University Bloomington, told me that meddling with viruses, too, could have unintended consequences: "Is there going to be a corresponding bloom of viruses that kill off all those phytoplankton and release the carbon dioxide back to the atmosphere?" Such questions are important to consider, but human interventions influence Earth's microbes all the time, Ruth Varner, a biogeochemistry professor at the University of New Hampshire, told me. For example, every use of fertilizer in agriculture counts as microbial modification. "These are places that we've manipulated already," Varner said.

Much attention is paid to the possibility of geoengineering's unintended consequences, but there's nearly as much uncertainty about intended effects. Scientists don't know for sure how potent many of these concepts will prove to be, including those that have already been tested outside a laboratory. The ship expeditions of the 1990s, for example, didn't stick around very long; the journeys were expensive, and scientists couldn't remain at sea to determine what exactly was happening in the depths, David Kirchman, a marine biologist at the University of Delaware, told me. Carbon stolen out of the atmosphere should remain buried for at least a century for maximum impact, he said. Yet it's entirely possible that if the phytoplankton doesn't sink to deep enough waters, "it just gets eaten back up by the organisms in the surface ocean, and that CO2 just returns to the atmosphere."

Read: We're gambling with the only good oceans in the universe

Scientists haven't attempted large-scale ocean iron-fertilization experiments since 2012, but the research may soon make a comeback. A pair of researchers are using new funding from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration to model the effectiveness of the technique. There are no sailing trips on the horizon, and yet, microbe research may quickly arrive at the same precipice as other kinds of geoengineering efforts. Real stewardship of Earth's future lies beyond climate hacks, in making a meaningful shift away from fossil fuels. But the hotter the planet gets, the more attractive geoengineering will likely seem. "Short of large-scale behavioral changes across the planet, we do seem to be committing ourselves to an engineered solution on our current trajectories," Sullivan said. We might have to decide, sooner than we think, which godlike levers we need to pull, large or small.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/geoengineering-microbe-bacteria-climate/679961/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

      News | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

      Press Releases | The Atlantic

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our communi...

      

      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 Report on Diversity and Inclusion






The Atlantic has released its 2024 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2024. We have committed to run and release this report annually.

In addition to these data, the report details The Atlantic's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion through our daily work and in our workplace. It outlines actions we have taken and will be taking within our community as part of this ongoing commitment.

We are mindful that the data in this report do not include every measure of identity (e.g., sexual orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, military service, faith). Because collection of data about race and gender is mandated federally, this data set provides the best measure of our progress in diversifying our staff to date.

Find the PDF here.
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331 Days of Failure

A conversation with Franklin Foer about why diplomacy in the U.S. and the Middle East has so far ended in chaos

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.

For a new feature article, my colleague Franklin Foer interviewed two dozen participants at the highest levels of governments in both the U.S. and the Middle East to recount how "11 months of earnest, energetic diplomacy" have so far ended in chaos. Since Hamas's October 7 attack on Israel, the U.S. administration has managed to forestall a regional expansion of the war, but it has not yet found a way to release all the hostages, bring a stop to the fighting, or salvage a broader peace deal in the region. "That makes this history an anatomy of a failure," Frank writes: "the story of an overextended superpower and its aging president, unable to exert themselves decisively in a moment of crisis."

I spoke with Frank about how the core instincts of both President Joe Biden and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have come into play over these past 11 months, what most surprised him in his reporting, and what some Americans misunderstand about their country's priorities in the Middle East.





331 Days

Isabel Fattal: Tell me a little about how you started working on this story.

Frank Foer: In February and March, I heard about certain instances in which the region had come to the brink of all-out war before things de-escalated. I heard about how, on October 11, Israel almost mistook a flock of birds for paragliders drifting in from Lebanon. It was just this narrowest escape, and I started asking about that story and whether there were other similar incidents over the past 11 months.

Isabel: Something that struck me reading your reporting is how the ingrained instincts and worldviews of both Netanyahu and Biden have influenced policy outcomes at every turn. In what ways did you see Netanyahu's particular instincts show up?

Frank: Netanyahu would love nothing more than to have Israel normalize relations with Saudi Arabia, and I think he would like to get the hostages home at the end of the day. But not only is his own political situation somewhat tenuous--he has this almost characterological aversion to making the most difficult decisions. When it comes time for him to make hard choices, he reverts to negotiating and negotiating and negotiating and never really settling on an actual policy or solution. He ends up dragging things out.

There's some ways in which this places him to the left of a lot of the other people in the room on questions about confronting Hezbollah or Iran. He's oftentimes the voice pleading for restraint or saying, We need to make sure that we have our American allies with us. I think he was to the left of other people in his cabinet about letting humanitarian aid into Gaza. But he was unwilling to have a massive confrontation with his coalition partners over that. And so he became a source of incredible frustration to Joe Biden. Biden wasn't naive about Netanyahu, but I think he expected reciprocity--that at some point Netanyahu would take a political hit on his behalf in the same sort of way that Biden was taking political hits on Netanyahu's behalf. Biden has a code of morality that's all about generosity and reciprocity, and he expects that in return.

Isabel: You write about Biden being able to remember the dawn of the atomic age, and how fear of escalation has animated his decision making. Of course, that's nothing new for an American president. But does Biden operate from that place of fear in a way that's distinct from other American leaders?

Frank: I think he's got this very singular combination of a willingness to do bold things, and then this other side that is filled with excessive prudence. This was obvious in Ukraine, where he sent them lots of arms and stood with them in a way that I don't think many other American presidents would have. But for a long time, he also put hard brakes on Ukraine when they wanted to strike within Russia. He's done a little bit of the same thing here. There were moments where it seemed inevitable that Israel was going to have a military confrontation with Hezbollah. And he asked them to pull back because he was afraid that everything could go up in flames in the Middle East. That's a very reasonable position for a president of the United States to take, because the consequences of a regional war are so extreme.

Isabel: It seems like when Americans talk about America's interests and priorities in this war, they can sometimes forget the major role that the threat of all-out regional conflict plays.

Frank: Absolutely. One of the things that I learned reporting this story was the extent to which Saudi Arabia's place within the Middle East and within the global economy was one of the things that drives a lot of America's Middle East policy. We've been worried that Saudi Arabia could drift into China's economic sphere, and we've been trying to build a regional coalition of allies to contain Iran. Plus, we wanted to have a tight economic relationship with Saudi Arabia. That became a pillar of Biden-administration policy, even though Biden came to office after the Khashoggi assassination and intended to punish Saudi Arabia. He's walked a long way from that.

Isabel: What most surprised you in reporting this story?

Frank: The fact that Biden was against the Israeli invasion of Gaza at the beginning, just after October 7, in the form that it took place--that he had a different vision for what the war would look like. It was really far removed from the Israeli vision. That was a suppressed source of friction; both sides were worried about how Israel's enemies would exploit any perceived disagreements between the U.S. and Israel. But that was the first real source of tension between the Biden administration and the Israelis.

Read Frank's full exploration here.





Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Trump's Mob-boss warning to American Jews
 	Republicans are finally tired of shutting down the government.
 	Why Trump is trying to to erase his presidency




Today's News

	Israel is considering a ground invasion of Lebanon, according to the Israeli military's chief of staff. U.S. officials said that they are working to avoid an all-out war between Israel and Hezbollah.
 	The House passed a short-term funding bill, which the Senate will also need to pass to avert a government shutdown next week.
 	In a speech to the United Nations, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said that Russia is planning on carrying out strikes on Ukraine's nuclear-power plants.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Logical Extreme of Anti-aging

By Yasmin Tayag

Something weird is happening on my Instagram feed. Between posts of celebrities with perfect skin are pictures of regular people--my own friends!--looking just as good. They're in their mid-30s, yet their faces look so smooth, so taut and placid, that they look a full decade younger. Is it makeup? Serums? Supplements? Sleep? When I finally inquired as to how they'd pulled it off, they gladly offered an explanation: "baby Botox."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A simple lab ingredient derailed science experiments.
 	Oren Cass: Trump's most misunderstood policy proposal




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Momodu Mansaray / Getty; Jason Davis / Getty; PjrStudio / Alamy.



Debate. Is Katy Perry stuck in a musical rut? Though she's never been known as a bold and forward-thinking artist, her latest album, 143, sounds like the light has gone out, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Reimagine celebrations. Many Latina women hitting 50 aren't just throwing a big party--they're determined to redefine what it means to age, Valerie Trapp writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump and His Allies Are Still Trying to Change Election Rules

In the final stretch of the race, Republicans are attempting to tilt election law to benefit Donald Trump.

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.


This month, a small group of Nebraska state senators found themselves in a position to potentially shape the outcome of the 2024 election.

In one of multiple last-ditch efforts to shore up a Trump victory, leaders in the national GOP attempted to change the way that Nebraska allocates its Electoral College votes. Currently, the state is a rare example of a "hybrid" system, where different parts of the state can award electoral votes to a candidate based on how locals vote. The state reliably votes Republican, but the Omaha area represents a "blue dot" that sometimes gives an electoral vote to Democrats--a vote that may prove decisive for Kamala Harris in a close race.

Trump's allies tried to foreclose this option. In Nebraska last week, Senator Lindsey Graham spoke with lawmakers and advocated changing the process so the state would give all of its electoral votes to a single candidate--most likely Trump, considering the makeup of the state. Yesterday, Republican State Senator Mike McDonnell, on whom the future of the change hinged, announced that he would not support the measure: "After deep consideration, it is clear to me that right now, 43 days from Election Day, is not the moment to make this change," he said in a statement. McDonnell's decision, which he suggested was final, effectively halts the initiative. Had it not been for this lawmaker breaking with the wishes of fellow Republicans both in and out of state, Trump and his allies could have succeeded in rolling out a substantive change at this late point in the race.

Such Republican machinations in this cycle are not isolated to Nebraska--and Trump's allies are finding more traction altering election rules in other states. The "sheer volume of litigation we're seeing just two months before Election Day ... is far from the norm," Megan Bellamy, the vice president of law and policy for Voting Rights Lab, a nonpartisan voting organization, told me via email, citing examples of Republican-led litigation related to voting lists in Arizona and North Carolina and mail ballots in Pennsylvania (all swing states). Last Friday, a controversial rule was passed in Georgia--the state in which Trump is facing an indictment for alleged attempts to overturn the 2020 election--that would require election workers to hand-count ballots after the polls close, a process usually reserved for a recount. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey explained last week, Donald Trump sees the "new far-right majority" on Georgia's state board as an extension of his own campaign, referring to them as his "pitbulls" for victory.

States generally have the authority to administer federal elections as they wish, and officials tinkering with state election law for a variety of reasons is nothing new. In the months leading up to the 2020 election, many states made quick-turn changes to voting rules in an attempt to adapt to pandemic restrictions. The current election season has seen a series of changes from both parties: States whose legislatures are led by Democrats have, by and large, altered rules to make registering and voting easier, and those led by Republicans in various states have added restrictions, including ID laws.

Some of the GOP's latest attempts to change rules in swing states may face legal action. But even for those lawmakers whose efforts prove legal, the reasons not to make last-minute changes to the voting process are both obvious and persuasive: Such moves can make a political party look cynical, confuse voters, and undermine trust. Even rules intended to make the process of voting easier can create uncertainty for voters unfamiliar with the new steps, Jacob Neiheisel, a political-science professor at the University at Buffalo, told me. But "winning" has become more important for Trump's "core constituency than any kind of appearance of fairness," Neiheisel said. And much of Trump's base is already primed to distrust elections: Polling from 2023 showed that nearly 70 percent of surveyed Republicans believed that Joe Biden's 2020 win was fraudulent. If there's a chance that changing the rules leads to victory, then the way MAGA Republicans see it, these gambits are worthwhile, Neiheisel suggested.

Last-minute changes could also introduce errors or confusion that give pretext to Republicans already setting the stage to cast doubt on the legitimacy of the race if it doesn't go their way. The new hand-counting policy in Georgia, for example, is "absolutely inducing more potential failure points," Neiheisel told me. If, say, overtired election workers make minor errors in their hand-counts on Election Night, this could give ammunition to those who seek to deny the results of the election (even if such errors had no bearing on the final outcome).

Some election workers and local politicians have attempted to serve as a guardrail against late-stage alterations to the law. But their efforts are not always enough. Trump and his motivated allies are trying to squeeze in changes even as, for many Americans, the election has already begun. Voters abroad and in the military were sent ballots last week, and early in-person voting started in certain states this month. The weeks ahead are a crucial time for candidates to make their most persuasive appeals to voters--but also, it seems, for those determined to bend the outcome to their will.

Related:

	How the election-denial mindset works
 	"Stop the Steal" is a metaphor. (From 2022)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	Mitt Romney braces for Trump's retribution. 
 	The Trump posts you probably aren't seeing.
 	The Trump campaign wants everyone talking about race.




Today's News

	President Joe Biden gave his fourth and final address to the United Nations General Assembly and said that the world is at a historical "inflection point."
 	The Israeli military said that it had conducted "extensive strikes" on Hezbollah targets across southern Lebanon and killed a Hezbollah commander in Beirut.
 	Tropical Storm Helene threatens to become a hurricane and make landfall in Florida. The storm is set to be the strongest one to reach the United States in more than a year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Europe's heat pumps put America's to shame, Bryn Stole argues.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Thalassa Raasch / The New York Times / Redux



Carlson and Vance--Two Smart Guys Who Play Dumb for Power

By Helen Lewis

One of my favorite things about America is its limitless tolerance for personal reinvention. In Britain, where I live, lingering, unspoken remnants of the class system define you from birth to death. But you can make a brand-new start of it in old New York. There is no better place to live unburdened by what has been.
 However, this same tendency also makes Americans easy prey for hucksters, mercenaries, and narcissists who cycle through identities to find the best version for their current situation. Which brings me to Tucker Carlson's interview this past weekend with his friend J. D. Vance, the Republican candidate for vice president.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": I hate my post-college life.
 	The woo-woo caucus meets.
 	The problem with moral purity




Culture Break


Chuck Zlotnick / Marvel



Watch. Agatha All Along, streaming on Disney+, is great fun--and fits almost too neatly with 2024's key plotlines, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Stare. Spend time with this collection of winners of the Bird Photographer of the Year competition.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Caroline Ellison, Sam Bankman-Fried's close colleague and on-and-off girlfriend, and the star witness in the government's case against him, was sentenced today to two years in prison. While attending Bankman-Fried's trial in Manhattan federal court last fall, I watched parts of Ellison's testimony, which she delivered as part of a plea deal.

As I wrote then in The Daily, on the stand, Ellison calmly described harebrained schemes, shoddy recordkeeping, and fraught power dynamics as typical parts of the FTX workplace. The judge, sentencing her today for her role in the $8 billion fraud, reportedly said that, although he recognized that she was remorseful and that Bankman-Fried--himself at the start of a 25-year prison sentence--was her "kryptonite," he could not give her a "'get out of jail free' card."

-- Lora

Isabel Fattal 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/trump-and-his-allies-are-still-trying-to-change-election-rules/680016/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The MAGA Scramble to Defend Mark Robinson

Those still on the North Carolina gubernatorial nominee's side are pulling from a grab bag of weak tactics.

by Charles Sykes




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


Mark Robinson is pointing a finger at artificial intelligence amid the recent revelations about disturbing comments he allegedly made on a porn site. Robinson, the lieutenant governor of North Carolina who is now the GOP's gubernatorial nominee, suggested that the comments in which he apparently called himself a "black NAZI," yearned for the restoration of slavery, and enjoyed reading Mein Kampf could have been artificially generated.

"Look, I'm not going to get into the minutiae about how somebody manufactured these salacious tabloid lies," Robinson told CNN's Andrew Kaczynski, who broke the original story. "But I can tell you this: There's been over $1 million spent on me through AI by a billionaire's son who's bound and determined to destroy me. The things that people can do with the internet now is incredible," Robinson insisted. "But what I can tell you is this: Again, these are not my words."

Robinson's claims of fakery--AI or otherwise--are extremely unlikely. As The Washington Post's Philip Bump notes, the CNN report linking Robinson to the porn site known as "Nude Africa" was "robust," exposing "a digital trail that would be all but impossible to create artificially." And not everyone in the GOP is buying Robinson's excuse. Much of his senior staff has resigned, and the Trump campaign is reportedly distancing itself from Robinson, although Donald Trump's endorsement of Robinson still stands.

But the existence of AI aids Robinson in his shoddy defense: Not only can the technology make fake stories believable, but its existence helps those who want to make true stories seem unbelievable. In this election, invoking AI is yet another tool for some Americans to alter facts so that they align with their desired reality. Trump, for example, falsely accused Kamala Harris of using AI to generate an image showing a large crowd at a rally. (Meanwhile, he himself has spread illusions online: He recently reposted a doctored photo of Harris with the accused sex offender Sean "Diddy" Combs--whose face is actually superimposed on the body of Montel Williams; Trump also shared a fake endorsement from Taylor Swift last month.) To be sure, many fake images of politicians--including Donald Trump--proliferate online, some of which use AI, but because this technology sows doubt about reality, it can also provide a convenient dodge for politicians confronted by uncomfortable facts.

Insinuating that AI played a role is just one of the tactics that Robinson and his defenders are using. Others have argued that the allegations are a targeted political attack without identifying exactly how such supposed lies were created. The GOP's candidate for North Carolina attorney general, Dan Bishop, called the CNN report "a meticulously timed and coordinated character assassination." The North Carolina Republican Party released a statement hours after the report was published, citing Robinson's denial and accused "the Left" of "trying to demonize him via personal attacks."

Others are using vague language to avoid taking a stand. Consider, for example, this tangled double negative from J. D. Vance when he was asked about Robinson's denial: "I don't not believe him; I don't believe him--I just think you have to let these things play out sometimes in the court of public opinion." Lindsey Graham also toed a careful line, although with clearer language. "The charges are beyond unnerving. If they're true, he's unfit to serve for office," Graham said. But he seemed to leave the door open to the possibility that the story was false. "If they're not true," Graham said, "he has the best lawsuit in the history of the country, for libel."

Then there are those who simply don't care about the allegations. At a Trump rally in North Carolina over the weekend, The New York Times found that while few in attendance believed the story--many blamed the untrustworthiness of the media, according to the Times--some would support Robinson even if the reports of his racist, anti-Semitic, transphobic, and obscene posts were real. "Bryan Faulcon, 39, of Wilmington, said he didn't believe the allegations," the Times reported, "but even if they were true, Mr. Robinson still had his vote. The calculation was simple, Mr. Faulcon said: policy over character."

Indeed, if these allegations mattered to voters, they would not have nominated Robinson in the first place, would they? This is, after all, someone who called the Holocaust "a bunch of hogwash," referred to transgenderism and homosexuality as "filth," and suggested this summer that "some folks need killing." North Carolina's GOP voters had ample evidence of who he was, and they chose him anyway. While some of the MAGA faithful have grabbed onto convenient manipulations of the evidence in front of them, these voters' approach seems to be acceptance.

Related:

	Mark Robinson's dereliction of duty.
 	David A. Graham: The GOP should've drawn its Mark Robinson line long ago.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right
 	Gaza's suffering is unprecedented.
 	Lighthouse parents have more confident kids.
 	Vann R. Newkirk II: Why the EPA backed down




Today's News

	Today was the deadliest day of Israeli attacks in Lebanon since at least 2006. Israeli air strikes killed hundreds of people and injured more than 1,000, according to Lebanon's health ministry.
 	A Nebraska state senator said that he would not stand behind an effort, supported by Trump and Republican allies, to change a 30-year Nebraska law that would alter the counting of electoral votes. Without him, the rule change is unlikely to pass.
 	Assistant U.S. Attorney Mark Dispoto said that the Justice Department has probable cause to charge the man accused of hiding with a gun at Donald Trump's golf course in Florida with attempted assassination of a major-party political candidate.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic; Sources: Shutterstock; Getty.



Legalizing Sports Gambling Was a Huge Mistake

By Charles Fain Lehman

Over the weekend, millions of Americans watched football. They cheered, they ate, and--more than ever--they gambled. The American Gaming Association expects $35 billion in bets to be placed on NFL games in 2024, about one-third more than last year's total.
 If you follow sports, gambling is everywhere. Ads for it are all over broadcasts; more than one in three Americans now bets on sports, according to a Seton Hall poll ... Readers may be quick to dismiss these developments as harmless. Many sports fans enjoy betting on the game, they say. Is it such a big deal if they do it with a company rather than their friends?
 A growing body of social-science literature suggests that, yes, this is in fact quite different. The rise of sports gambling has caused a wave of financial and familial misery, one that falls disproportionately on the most economically precarious households. Six years into the experiment, the evidence is convincing: Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The "law of the land" has been replaced.
 	Gal Beckerman: Let us now praise undecided voters.
 	Iran's Russia problem
 	How to save outdoor recess




Culture Break


Jonathan Wenk / Columbia Pictures / Everett Collection



Read. Virginie Despentes's novels brim with violence against abusive men. But in her latest, Dear Dickhead, the French feminist suggests that the internet might still be a source of hope and connection, Marc Weingarten writes.

Watch. Feel that chill in the air? It's time to settle in with our list of 25 feel-good movies you'll want to watch again and again.

Play our daily crossword.

Isabel Fattal contributed to this newsletter.

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

Spend time with stories about taking a break from dating, why people aren't having kids, the insurrectionists next door, and more.

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.


For your weekend reading list, our editors compiled six great stories. Grab a cup of coffee or tea, and settle in.



A Reading List

The People Who Quit Dating

Being single can be hard--but the search for love may be harder.


By Faith Hill

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

Hypocrisy, Spinelessness, and the Triumph of Donald Trump

He said Republican politicians would be easy to break. He was right.


By Mark Leibovich

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

The Real Reason People Aren't Having Kids

It's a need that government subsidies and better family policy can't necessarily address.


By Christine Emba

Why Mike Lee Folded

In 2016, he tried to stop Trump from becoming president. By 2020, he was trying to help Trump overturn the election. Now he could become Trump's attorney general.


By Tim Alberta



The Week Ahead

	Nobody Wants This, a romantic-comedy series starring Kristen Bell and Adam Brody about the relationship between an agnostic woman and a rabbi (premieres on Netflix on Thursday)
 	Mind Games, an illustrated book about John Lennon and Yoko Ono's transformation in New York (on sale Tuesday)
 	Megalopolis, a science-fiction epic written, directed, and produced by Francis Ford Coppola (in theaters Friday)




Essay


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Sources: KitchenAid; Getty.



A $700 Kitchen Tool That's Meant to Be Seen, Not Used

By Ellen Cushing

Wood, I don't think I need to work too hard to convince you, is a fairly amazing substance. It grows out of the ground and then becomes some of the most important things in the world: pencils, baseball bats, clogs, porch swings, campfires, crucifixes, tall shelves filled with books (which are also wood, if you squint a little). Solomon's temple was wood; so was the Mayflower. So were Kane's Rosebud and Prince's guitar. As building materials go, wood's durability-to-weight ratio is basically unmatched, thanks to the long, thin, hardy cell structure that helps trees withstand extreme weather conditions.
 Wood does, however, have its limitations, and many of them are found in the kitchen.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The Taylor Swift way to defuse a troll
 	What we all forgot about Beetlejuice
 	The best part of the Emmys was the end.
 	Everyone knows The Bear isn't a comedy.
 	Look what she made him do.
 	The anti-rock star
 	"Dear James": I see every tiny problem as a social injustice.
 	The age of Jennifer's Body






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	This is what a losing campaign looks like.
 	Don't fool yourself about the exploding pagers.
 	The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians 




Photo Album


The Red Bull Cliff Diving athlete Catalin Preda, of Romania, dives from the 27-meter platform during a training session on September 14, 2024, in Tyrol, Austria. (Dean Treml / Red Bull / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week from around the world, including cliff diving in Austria, a scene from Milan Fashion Week, celebrations of Independence Day in Mexico, 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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Truth, Lies, and All That's in Between

Spewing the truth all the time has its own cost.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


White lies can pop up pretty regularly in our everyday social lives. I myself am a recovering white liar: In my teens and early 20s, I found it much easier to fib that I wasn't feeling well or that I had a family obligation rather than tell an acquaintance I was just too busy to see them. These lies were benign enough, but in the end, the stress they caused just wasn't worth it. As my colleague Julie Beck wrote in 2017, "The secrets we keep pop up like Whac-a-Moles in our thoughts--chattering little rodents that won't stay down when you hammer them." And even the smallest white lies can take their turn in the mental game of Whac-a-mole.

But spewing the truth all the time comes with its own cost--and can hurt other people. "Shutting up for a while has certainly softened me," Michael Leviton wrote in 2021. "These days, I try to save my honesty for those who want it." Today's newsletter explores truth, lies, and all that's in between.



On Truth and Lies

The Right Way to Say the Unsayable

By Arthur C. Brooks

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

Read the article.

What I Learned About Love When I Stopped Being Honest

By Michael Leviton

After growing up in a family that never lied, I spent decades being off-puttingly truthful.

Read the article.

The Worst Part of Keeping a Secret

By Julie Beck

It's not that stressful to hide something from people, but it is stressful to think about it all the time.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Can nature lie?: The lying that we humans do requires a more sophisticated kind of cognition than a bird, flower, or fungus can muster.
 	"My mom says she loves me. AI says she's lying.": Can machine-learning algorithms distinguish truth from falsehood? We're about to find out.




Other Diversions

	The anti-rock star
 	The death of the minivan
 	A food-allergy fix hiding in plain sight




P.S.


Courtesy of Maylian Pak



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "My friends and I run nearly daily--it has been and continues to be my most important daily routine," Maylian Pak from Eugene, Oregon, writes. "Recently we added a Friday-morning sunrise hike, and I captured this photo as we neared the summit of the trail. We all paused to absorb the beauty of the sunlight filtering through the trees."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/a-family-that-never-lies/679990/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Tupperware Trap

The company's bankruptcy filing is a reminder that being first isn't always enough.

by Lora Kelley




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


In the 1940s, a man named Earl Tupper invented a product that would transform how Americans store their food. Women started selling his airtight plastic containers, dubbed "Tupperware," to their friends and neighbors. Soon, the product was everywhere--but by the 1980s, once Tupperware's patents started to expire, so were the copycats. This week, after years of struggling to keep up with competitors, the company behind Tupperware filed for bankruptcy.

For Tupperware--a product once so successful that its name has become a generic term, as with Band-Aids and Kleenex--being first wasn't enough. It makes intuitive sense that being the first to bring a product to a market would give a brand the advantage. But being the "first mover," as it's called in business parlance, isn't a guarantee of being the most profitable. Tupperware is one of a batch of 20th-century brands, including Xerox and Polaroid, that created a product that defined their field but then struggled to compete with imitators. As the late billionaire businessman Eli Broad (himself a proud "second mover") wrote in his 2012 book, The Art of Being Unreasonable, the companies that follow an innovator get to benefit from the customer base that the innovator has identified, and can learn from their predecessor's mistakes.

"A first mover," meanwhile, "can sometimes fall in love with its product and fail to realize when technology evolves and consumers want something different," Broad wrote. Toyota, for example, saw great success as the "first mover" in modern hybrid cars, but it has been slower than its competitors to make a fully electric vehicle, Fernando Suarez, a business professor at Northeastern, told me: "The pride of being first, the pride of having invented the category," sometimes makes companies reluctant to change. Advantages do come to those that enter a market first, but the so-called "first-mover advantage" comes with a shelf life, Suarez said: Once the novelty of a product wears off, consumers tend to look for the cheapest version, brand name notwithstanding.

Even as America entered a "golden age for food storage," as Amanda Mull put it in The Atlantic earlier this year, Tupperware fell into some of these traps. Tupperware's competitors have pulled ahead by making either higher-priced glass containers that appeal to sustainability-minded consumers--and look chicer in the modern fridge than old-school Tupperware--or cheaper, lighter alternatives, Amanda noted. Tupperware, it seems, got stuck in the middle: It didn't meaningfully modernize its design, but it also wasn't all that cheap.

Tupperware also didn't sell products at traditional retailers such as Target or on Amazon until 2022, instead sticking with the direct-sales approach that first put it on the map. Now, though, the "Tupperware parties" that made sense when fewer American women worked outside the home aren't as appealing to potential customers--and, at worst, can inspire fear of the dreaded multilevel-marketing scheme. The Tupperware direct-sales model has proved more successful abroad in recent years, notably in Indonesia. In a statement this week, the company said that it planned to seek the bankruptcy court's permission to continue operating during proceedings and that it recently "implemented a strategic plan to modernize its operations, bolster omnichannel capabilities and drive efficiencies to ignite growth." In other words: The company is going to try to get with the times.

The world of business loves an inventor--and stigmatizes a follower, Oded Shenkar, a business professor at Ohio State and the author of a book on imitators, told me. But, he said, most leading businesses today are not actually pioneers. Consider Facebook, which didn't invent the idea of a social-networking site but rather found spectacular success with its own version. Walmart's founder has openly said that he "borrowed" ideas from other stores, and the head of Ryanair admitted to taking cues from Southwest, Shenkar noted.

If you're reading this article, there's a good chance you have cabinets full of something you call Tupperware--whether it's from the actual company or a copycat brand. For all of Tupperware's influence on the American kitchen, if it collapses for good, many people may not even notice that it's missing. In the end, the verbal shorthand that Tupperware gave Americans may outlast the actual containers.

Related:

	Tupperware is in trouble.
 	Home influencers will not rest until everything has been put in a clear plastic storage bin.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 Vivek Ramaswamy has a solution for Springfield.
 
 	 An unexpected window into the Trump campaign
 
 	 Thomas Chatterton Williams: Elon Musk is debasing American society.
 




Today's News

	The Israeli military said that it launched an air strike on Beirut, killing a senior Hezbollah official and 10 other Hezbollah members. Lebanese health authorities reported that the attack killed at least 14 people and wounded dozens.
 	The Georgia State Election Board approved a controversial measure to require all Georgia counties to hand-count ballots this year.
 	An internal Secret Service review found that there were multiple communication failures within the Secret Service on the day of the July assassination attempt on Donald Trump; in a news conference, Acting Director Ronald Rowe cited "complacency" that led to a "breach of security protocols."




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: The AI doomers are licking their wounds, Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: A new memoir shrewdly captures the upheavals of the Trump years, Maya Chung writes.




Evening Read


Anna Moneymaker / Getty



Mark Robinson Is a Poster

By David A. Graham

Mark Robinson is many things: the lieutenant governor of North Carolina, the Republican nominee for governor, and a bigot. But the key to understanding him is that he is a poster.
 The poster is an internet creature--the sort of person who just can't resist the urge to shoot off his mouth on Facebook or Twitter or in some other online forum (for example, the message boards on the porn site Nude Africa). These posts tend to be unfiltered and not well thought out. Sometimes they're trolling. Sometimes they're a window into the soul. The imperative is just to post.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump's deranged plan to lower food prices by raising them
 	"I survived Hamas captivity, but I'm not yet free."
 	Doctors said these women's mutated genes wouldn't harm them.
 	How to cool the world without blocking the sun




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Mubi; A24; TIFF; Netflix; EPK



Anticipate. These are the 15 buzziest films to look out for through the end of the year.

Read. In her new novel, Intermezzo, Sally Rooney moves past the travails of youth into the torments of mortality, Amy Weiss-Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I rewatched a childhood favorite, Napoleon Dynamite, earlier this week, and was reminded that one of the movie's many goofy subplots involves two characters, Kip and Uncle Rico, selling Tupperware-like containers door to door in a somewhat harebrained scheme to raise cash. Trying to make the sell to a local couple, Uncle Rico pulls out a model boat and offers to throw it in with the 24-piece set of containers. In another scene, seeking to impress a potential client, Kip drives over a bowl to show how durable it is, and it (predictably) shatters. Kip and Uncle Rico don't seem to achieve great financial success with the bowls, but the scenes are an amusing testament to the rich American tradition of peddling food-storage containers in the neighborhood.

-- Lora

Did someone forward you this email? Sign up here.

Sign up for The Decision: A 2024 Newsletter, in which Atlantic writers help you make sense of an unprecedented election.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The AI Doomers Are Licking Their Wounds

How a relatively small subculture suddenly rose to prominence

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.


For a moment, the AI doomers had the world's attention. ChatGPT's release in 2022 felt like a shock wave: That computer programs could suddenly evince something like human intelligence suggested that other leaps may be just around the corner. Experts who had worried for years that AI could be used to develop bioweapons, or that further development of the technology might lead to the emergence of a hostile superintelligence, finally had an audience.

And it's not clear that their pronouncements made a difference. Although politicians held plenty of hearings and made numerous proposals related to AI over the past couple years, development of the technology has largely continued without meaningful roadblocks. To those concerned about the destructive potential of AI, the risk remains; it's just no longer the case that everybody's listening. Did they miss their big moment?

In a recent article for The Atlantic, my colleague Ross Andersen spoke with two notable experts in this group: Helen Toner, who sat on OpenAI's board when the company's CEO, Sam Altman, was fired suddenly last year, and who resigned after his reinstatement, plus Eliezer Yudkowsky, the co-founder of the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, which is focused on the existential risks represented by AI. Ross wanted to understand what they learned from their time in the spotlight.

"I've been following this group of people who are concerned about AI and existential risk for more than 10 years, and during the ChatGPT moment, it was surreal to see what had until then been a relatively small subculture suddenly rise to prominence," Ross told me. "With that moment now over, I wanted to check in on them, and see what they had learned."




Illustration by The Atlantic



AI Doomers Had Their Big Moment

By Ross Andersen

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


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI has lost its magic: "That's how you know it's taking over," Ian Bogost writes.
 	A generation of AI guinea pigs: "AI is quickly becoming a regular part of children's lives," Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes. "What happens next?"




P.S.

This year's Atlantic Festival is wrapping up today, and you can watch sessions via our YouTube channel. A quick recommendation from me: Atlantic CEO Nick Thompson speaks about a new study showing a surprising relationship between generative AI and conspiracy theories.

-- Damon
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How to Write About the Trump Years

A new memoir shrewdly captures the upheavals of the past eight years.

by Maya Chung




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


One of journalists' tasks is to write something of "a first draft of history," tracking and analyzing significant moments practically as they happen. For authors of books, the goal is a little different--finding the right distance and perspective while still conveying the urgency of events; this is history's more polished second draft. This week, we published a review of the New Yorker writer Emily Witt's memoir Health and Safety, which, through a deep dive into the author's experimentation with drugs, tries to express what it was like to live during Donald Trump's presidency, a time when what many Americans believed to be a shared political reality was challenged in unprecedented ways. In an interview with Witt, New York magazine called the book, published eight years after he was first elected, "the first great memoir of the Trump years."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The anti-rock star
 	"The Fog," a poem by Howard Altmann
 	The Rooneyverse comes of age


Chronicling events as they're happening is valuable: These writings will give future readers a sense of life during a particular era, and in the meantime, they can perhaps help their contemporary readers feel less alone. But how can one person accurately capture such a complex, layered, and emotionally fraught time, especially when no two people could possibly have the same experience? Witt's memoir suggests that perhaps the key is to look inward. As my colleague Jeremy Gordon writes, Witt was "shocked and unsettled by Trump's presidential victory in 2016, which occasioned a sense of futility that no gathering of pink-hat-wearing protesters could help alleviate." She started to feel disillusioned with reporting, even as she was writing stories about serious topics, such as the Parkland shooting and the rise of right-wing militias. Feeling that she didn't have anything to say about those subjects, she decided to "turn the analytical lens on herself." Her foray into drugs was, as Gordon puts it, an attempt to "harness journalism toward something more useful than chronicling national decay."

When the coronavirus pandemic broke out, artists faced yet another world-changing event--and had plenty of free time in which to respond. Within a year or two, a plethora of novels that were glancingly (or obviously) inspired by COVID started to hit shelves. To name just two that we covered: Elizabeth Strout's Lucy by the Sea, in which Strout's popular protagonist Lucy Barton isolates with her ex-husband in Maine during the pandemic, and Hari Kunzru's Blue Ruin, which follows a once-promising artist who is working as a delivery driver when COVID hits. The most valuable, to me, were the ones that acknowledged that there was no universal theory of suffering or loss to be gleaned from the pandemic. Witt's book, for example, sits with discomfort, uncertainty, and her ultimate conclusion that one individual can do very little to change a world that seems to be falling apart. In a way, that's the wisest takeaway from recent years: You can't draw tidy conclusions from history when history doesn't stop.






Can the Right Drugs Fix Your Life?

By Jeremy Gordon

A writer overwhelmed by a world gone mad takes a headlong dive into drugs and dancing. Results are mixed.

Read the full article.





What to Read

Journal of a Solitude, by May Sarton

Sarton's aptly titled Journal of a Solitude records the personal and professional preoccupations of a queer, middle-aged writer from her voluntary isolation in the remote village of Nelson, New Hampshire, where she's retreated in hopes of "cracking open the inner world again." The entries are by turns philosophical and mundane: Sarton's creative life is intimately influenced by examinations of her own emotional landscape and close observations of her house and garden. Her attitude toward solitude is strikingly ambivalent, as her freedom from social and professional obligation is tempered by daily confrontations with the inner demons from which there is no distraction, no defense. "Here in Nelson I have been close to suicide more than once," she writes, "and more than once have been close to a mystical experience with the universe." Sarton's nocturnal life, like her poetry, ebbs and flows with the seasons and her changing frames of mind--sleep is a rich indulgence, but one that eludes her for days at a time. A rich and sensuous account of the life of the mind, Journal of a Solitude makes a long night feel shorter, by savoring the pleasures of loneliness as much as the anguish.  -- M. L. Rio

From our list: Seven bedside-table books for when you can't sleep





Out Next Week

? Defectors, by Paola Ramos

? Undivided, Hahrie Han


? America First, by H. W. Brands




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Yann Bastard



The Dating-App Diversity Paradox

By Faith Hill

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.

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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What Happened to Elon Musk

A conversation with Charlie Warzel about how the tech billionaire became a mouthpiece for MAGA

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.


Elon Musk has said some shocking things online in recent days, even by his standards. He amplified conspiracy theories about the presidential debate, promoted false claims about the Democrats, and wrote a now-deleted post suggesting that it was suspicious that "no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala" (in follow-up posts, Musk claimed that he was just joking). I spoke with my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, about how Musk, a man once known primarily for his inventions and contributions in Silicon Valley, became a mouthpiece for the MAGA movement.



From the Fringes

Lora Kelley: Elon Musk has been crossing into the worlds of conspiracism and disinformation for a while--but he seems to be taking things even further lately. Why might he be going this far? What's in it for him?

Charlie Warzel: It's complicated, but it's also deceptively simple. We can't be inside this guy's head, but he does seem to truly feed off of and love attention. Musk has been moving in a right-wing direction for a long time. But his purchase of Twitter and how he mishandled it--with advertisers, and de-verifying users--really alienated people and accelerated his turn. Many people used to think of him as the Thomas Edison of the 21st century. He was branded as this innovator and savvy businessman. When he walked into Twitter and made a mess of it, he lost cachet among this group of people who saw him as a genius. Now he's trying very hard to appeal to the only people who really care about him anymore--including those who reside in the far right corners of the internet.

Lora: Why is Musk getting so involved in this presidential election, and with Trump (who apparently said he would give Musk a role leading a government-efficiency commission if he wins)? Is he making some kind of play to be a great man of history, or is he after power in a potential Trump administration?

Charlie: Elon Musk basically bought Donald Trump at the top. He endorsed him moments after the first assassination attempt, when Trump was riding a wave of positive attention, when Joe Biden was still in the race and it looked like Trump was probably going to dominate him. So much has changed since Musk endorsed Trump in July. If he were truly a savvy political operator, he would be hedging his bets right now, saying I can't fully alienate myself from one political party, because I have all these government contracts and so many other interests that I need to be able to at least sit in a room with with Democrats.

I think the fact that he has effectively just become the in-house social-media team for Donald Trump speaks to the fact that he's not just making a political calculation. He's not playing a game of 3-D chess. It seems to me that he's truly radicalized.

Here's a guy who has, like, six jobs and has decided to spend most of his time tweeting propaganda for a political candidate and hosting him on his platform. Does he want another job? It's entirely possible. But I really think what he wants more than anything else is to be that sort of Rupert Murdoch person for this political group. He seems to be trying to fit himself into the role of power broker.

Lora: In some ways, Musk's turn feels surprising. But has he always sort of been like this?

Charlie: I started covering Musk in the 2010s. And there were signs of this stuff--picking the fight with the cave diver, the way he would dismiss claims around Tesla, irresponsibly tweeting in ways that had the power to move stock prices. He was a loose cannon and showed a lot of signs of his disregard for the rule of law and authority. But for most people, that was overshadowed by the image of Elon Musk, the great innovator.

Because of his background and fame in tech, everything that he does that seems outrageous becomes newsworthy. Media organizations don't cover everything that Alex Jones says, because Alex Jones has been a conspiracy theorist since the beginning. But when Musk muses trollishly about the assassination of Kamala Harris, as he did last weekend on X, it is covered in this way of: What happened to this guy?

Not only did his previous branding keep people from really seeing what he's become until it was too late. But it's also keeping him in the public eye. It allows him, like Trump did in 2016, to garner this outsize attention. There's this real urge to try to make narrative sense of him.

Lora: How has Musk's audience shaped his actions?

Charlie: When you're captured by your audience, you behave in a certain way--in Musk's case, tweeting a lot and being a troll--and you attract an audience as a result. And then the audience, over time, starts to own you, because you are performing for them. You're allowing the audience to dictate what it is that you do and say, because you're so hungry for approval.

Musk has found this group of people who are giving him the attention he wants for doing this. And in the classic social-media way, he's got to keep coming up with ways to delight them. That usually means increasing the intensity of his posts. If he tweets a conspiracy theory, and people laud him as a truth teller, then next time, that conspiracy theory has to be a little more extreme. You become the person that your followers want you to be, instead of thinking for yourself.

Lora: Musk has this devoted audience on X--but is he changing people's minds, on or beyond social media? In what ways is Musk actually influential?

Charlie: I don't get the sense that he is influential in terms of changing minds on social media. It seems like he delights people who already believe all this kind of stuff. Where he is influential is dragging things from the fringes into the mainstream news cycle. He has this massive amplification account--he has the most followed account on the platform, which he obviously also owns. Musk is chained to X, following all kinds of right-wing garbage accounts. He sees it; he amplifies it. It is deemed as newsworthy because of who he is. And then a fringe-y talking point is front-page news. That, I think, is his influence.

Related:

	Elon Musk has reached a new low.
 	Elon Musk throws a Trump rally.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Don't fool yourself about the exploding pagers.
 	Trump goes home a martyr.
 	The North Carolina GOP should have drawn its Mark Robinson line long ago.
 	The dating-app diversity paradox




Today's News

	Iranian operatives allegedly hacked Donald Trump's campaign and sent stolen documents to people affiliated with Joe Biden's campaign over the summer, according to federal officials. The Iranian government denied the allegations.
 	CNN reported that Mark Robinson, North Carolina's Republican gubernatorial nominee, wrote on pornographic forums more than a decade ago that he was a "black NAZI" and that he believed in reinstating slavery. Robinson denied all of the allegations.
 	Israel and Hezbollah launched strikes at each other across the border between Lebanon and Israel. Hezbollah chief Hassan Nasrallah said that Israel will face retribution for coordinating the recent widespread attacks using pagers and handheld radios.






Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Tom Nichols examines the painful legacy of American presidential assassinations.
 	The Weekly Planet: Microplastics are everywhere. And it costs a lot of money to avoid them entirely, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty



The Secret to Getting Men to Wear Hearing Aids

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."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The right way to say the unsayable
 	Football won't save Tua Tagovailoa from himself.
 	Why Hezbollah and Israel can't make a deal
 	"Americans will end up paying the tariffs."




Culture Break


Parisa Taghizadeh / Warner Bros.



Watch (or skip). Beetlejuice Beetlejuice (out now in theaters) doesn't break new visual or narrative ground, Joshua Rivera writes. But it's also self-aware.

Read. These seven books can help you make sense of human behavior.

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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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





    
      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic Photo

      
        Winners of the Bird Photographer of the Year 2024 (15 photos)
        The winning entries in this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition were just announced. Patricia Homonylo was named the overall winner for her conservation-themed image of the thousands of birds killed in one year by colliding with windows and other reflective surfaces in urban areas. Competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the other winners here, selected from a field of more than 23,000 entries.
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        Winners of the Bird Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 24, 2024

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning entries in this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition were just announced. Patricia Homonylo was named the overall winner for her conservation-themed image of the thousands of birds killed in one year by colliding with windows and other reflective surfaces in urban areas. Competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the other winners here, selected from a field of more than 23,000 entries.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin tips slightly as it toboggans on its belly on snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Modern Dancer. Gold Winner, Comedy Bird Photo. "I was sitting on a Zodiac next to my husband and 10-year-old son near Brown Bluff, Antarctica, when we spotted a group of Adelie penguins on some sea ice. As we slowly approached them, they started to toboggan on the ice, and I captured one of them sliding as if performing a modern dance move."
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                Nadia Haq / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A falcon seen in midair, talons out, flying toward a butterfly]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Playful Fledgling. Silver Winner, Bird Behavior. "This Peregrine falcon fledgling had been flying for over a week and his skills had improved by the day. While he still took food from parents, he had started to practice his hunting skills. He was not good enough to catch live birds in the air yet, so he took baby steps by chasing a fluttering butterfly. He was certainly much faster than the butterfly and also nimble enough to keep up with it. Look at the concentration! He was successful on occasion, caught the butterfly, played with it for a second, then released it."
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                Jack Zhi / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A penguin, seen swimming underwater beneath a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfing on the Other Side. Silver Winner, Birds in the Environment. "In autumn 2022 I had the chance to visit the Falkland Islands. During my last days on the islands, I found an area along a beach where Gentoo penguins surf in the waves when coming back from their hunting dives. After many attempts I got exactly the image I was hoping for."
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                Levi Fitze / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A heron stands on a broken tree branch, silhouetted by a full moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eclipse. Silver Winner, Black and White. "Here we see a grey heron as it looks for a roosting place in the top of a dead tree, illuminated by a full moon. Knowing that it was a penumbral lunar eclipse, my guests and I went in search of a distinctive subject to place in front of it. As the heron jostled for position alongside some larger marabou storks, we managed to capture the moment just before the heron flew away."
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                William Steel / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a swimming swan, its head framed by the curved neck of another swan, which is much closer to the photographer]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swanception. Silver Winner, Best Portrait. "I conceived the idea for this image some time ago, but each time I attempted to turn it into reality one of the elements was not right. It felt like I was in a creative rut and I had not taken an image I was really happy with for a while. On this particular morning, I decided to return to this idea out of desperation. I spotted my local mute swans in their usual spot, preening in the morning light. Fortunately, it was also a crisp morning, and the mist was slowly descending, creating a soft morning glow. After so many attempts, everything finally came together when a swan swam into the perfect spot. Finally, I created the image I had pictured in my mind."
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                Samual Stone / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Gannets swim underwater, leaving trails of bubbles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Immersion. Gold Winner, Birds in the Environment. "Here we see a trio of northern gannets diving into the ocean on a sunny day in Shetland. The species is Scotland's largest seabird, and they are remarkably adept in the water, with the ability to dive to depths as far as 22 meters. I took this photo while scuba diving from a boat near Noss, which is home to the UK's seventh largest colony of northern gannets. In the past the population has been estimated at around 25,000 birds, though their numbers were unfortunately severely reduced by the avian flu outbreak. It is unclear when, or if, their population will be able to recover. Dead herring from a local herring fishery were used to attract the birds to the boat."
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                Kat Zhou / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A top-down view of thousands of small dead birds laid out in concentric circles on a white surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                When Worlds Collide. Overall Winner and Gold Winner, Conservation. "Each year during spring and fall migration over 1.3 billion birds die in North America as a result of window collisions. A network of dedicated volunteers heads out each morning to pick up the pieces. For over 30 years FLAP (Fatal Light Awareness Program) volunteers have patrolled cities worldwide in search of birds that have collided with windows. While their efforts have saved an impressive number of bird collision survivors, the majority do not survive the impact. But the fallen birds are never left behind. Their bodies are collected and their lives honored in the annual 'Bird Layout'. The Layout brings volunteers together to arrange the dead birds in an emotive and provocative display. While The Layout honors the fallen birds and brings closure for the volunteers, it is also a critical event that raises public awareness and highlights a global issue. I have volunteered with FLAP for four years and attend The Layout annually. From hawks to hummingbirds, this 2022 display includes more than 4,000 birds."
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                Patricia Seaton Homonylo / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a hi-viz vest pauses traffic, seen in the background, as a mother bird, followed by several babies, crosses a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Treacherous Journey. Gold Winner, Urban Birds. "Goosanders breed in the park about 1 kilometer from Poland's life-giving River Vistula. Each mother has to move her brood to the river as quickly as possible due to lack of food and safety in the park. They make the journey through a series of underground passages and over a six-lane highway. Each year a group of volunteers help them cross this deadly road by stopping the traffic. After crossing they arrive at the River Vistula where they can feed and grow. This image shows a mother goosander crossing a smaller road because she decided not to use the scary and dark underground passage below it."
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                Grzegorz Dlugosz / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small group of birds roost in bare tree branches, seen in silhouette against a distant tower, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crows Watching TV ... Tower. Bronze Winner, Urban Birds. "Berlin Television Tower, the tallest structure in Germany, provides a great background for urban photography. But in January it turned out to be a challenge: I was freezing, it was dark from sunrise to sunset, and pictures were poor. Disappointed, I stumbled upon a mixed hooded crow and jackdaw roost, conveniently positioned against the desired tower."
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                Tomas Grim / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A vulture stands atop a bear's carcass in a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Scavenger. Gold Winner, Bird Behavior. "In early March 2023, the remains of an American black bear were discovered by hikers along a rushing mountain stream in West Virginia. It was very clear from the large patches of missing fur that the bear had died after a battle with mange. After being informed of the carcass and securing permission, I set up a DSLR camera trap that took images of all the animals that came in to investigate and scavenge off the bear. The set-up remained in place for six months. As the weather warmed in spring, this turkey vulture became a frequent visitor, sometimes spending hours at the carcass."
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                Nathaniel Peck / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Puffs of breath hang in the cold air around the head of a grouse standing on snowy ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Black Grouse. Bronze Winner, Best Portrait. "For several weeks each year, black grouse gather at leks on spring mornings for courtship and display. It can still be quite wintry and cold. They fly in before sunrise and land in the trees on the edge of the lek. Eventually the males come down, each claiming their patch, and spend a couple of hours sizing each other up, charging at each other, engaging in mostly mock battles. Sometimes, however, the encounters escalate to real fights. The heated breath of a solitary fighter is steaming in the cold air, which I captured while sitting inside a small photography hide, reveling in the sounds and sights of this ancient play."
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                Markus Varesvuo / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fourteen small birds cluster together, perched on a wire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Helmet shrikes Preparing to Sleep. Bronze Winner, Comedy Bird Photo. "We were on a safari, and returning to camp in Sabi Sands, South Africa, on a dark March evening. We stopped, having picked up some unusual sounds, although unsure what they were. Then we heard chattering and fluttering high above us. When illuminated with the lamp on the vehicle, we saw these helmet shrikes huddling together against a night that was starting to turn colder."
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                Gary Collyer / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A low view, looking up the side of a tree trunk, with a small bird perched on the side of the trunk]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perspective. Young Bird Photographer of the Year 2024, and Gold Winner, 12-14 Years. "I photographed this Eurasian nuthatch at Grazalema in southern Spain using a wide-angle lens. An oak tree next to a river provides cover for species such as woodpeckers and nuthatches coming down to drink. I was using a remote-control set-up, and I just had to wait. Since these species like to climb trunks, I thought about what their vision and perspective would be like."
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                Andres Luis Dominguez Blanco / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under shot of several swimming seabirds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Feeding Frenzy. Bronze Winner, Birds in the Environment. "I was cruising in a Zodiac when I saw a group of cape petrels in the water. As I approached I could see they were feeding on something, along with giant petrels and snow petrels. I had my big underwater rig with me and thought it was a chance for a split sea surface photo. As I slowly drifted closer, I noticed all the birds were too busy feeding to care about me being around. So I 'parked' the boat next to some ice, leaned over the side and dropped my underwater housing in the water, then waited for the birds to come close. I really wanted to capture a photo showing both above and below the surface. Even though we cannot see exactly what they are feeding on, I love this perspective of both worlds in one shot."
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                Jonas Beyer / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small bird spreads its wings and stretches out its feet to land on a plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavenly Elegant Flight. Silver Winner, Birds in Flight. "In the dead of winter, I marvel at the aerial ballet of the garden birds that come to visit my trees and to take advantage of the seeds that I put out for them. Discreetly hidden, I tried to immortalize their flight and its delicate trail using a flash and camera in 'rear curtain' mode. The mission was challenging and these mischievous little models followed their own dance. However, it is precisely this spontaneity that makes the photographic challenge exhilarating! Hundreds of shots were required before I captured the perfect moment, which portrayed the fleeting magic of nature in winter."
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                Nicolas Groffal / Bird Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Moon Boats, River Waves, Heavy Leek

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 20, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Destructive flooding throughout Europe, cliff diving in Austria, deadly wildfires in Portugal, a scene from Fashion Week in Milan, celebrations of Independence Day in Mexico, sparks at the Mid-Autumn Festival in China, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a two-month-old pygmy hippo, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a path past an animated model of a dinosaur.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An animated model of a dinosaur stands in Dino Park, outside the National Geologic Museum in Bucharest, Romania, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: An elephant swims in a pool, captured through an underwater window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An elephant swims in front of visitors at Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Thailand on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds his dog in a rubber boat during a flood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident carries his dog as they are rescued from his flooded house in Jesenik, Czech Republic, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: Three firefighters kneel down to pet and give water to a small dog in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters give water to a dog that was rescued from a wildfire at the village of Arrancada, Agueda in Aveiro, Portugal, on September 17, 2024. Thousands of firefighters battled wildfires in Portugal that have killed seven people and burned more land in a matter of days than the rest of the summer combined.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Patricia De Melo Moreira / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Embers smolder inside a single tree trunk in a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tree trunk burns during wildfires in Brasilia National Park, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: A performer holds up a pole with two baskets on either end, engulfed in sparks and fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist performs a fire-kettle show during the Mid-Autumn Festival at a night market in Beijing, China, on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: A huge screen above a crowd displays an animation of a skull and butterflies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view inside the Sphere during a celebration of Mexican Independence Weekend, between fights, during UFC 306: Riyadh Season Noche in Las Vegas, Nevada, on September 14, 2024.
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                [image: A military cadet in dress uniform holds a bird of prey beside his face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A military cadet holds a bird of prey amid preparations for a military parade celebrating Independence Day hosted by Mexico's President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, his last before he finishes his term on October 1, in Mexico City, Mexico, on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: A bird is silhouetted in a tree in front of a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets, appearing dark orange due to smoke from wildfires in Brasilia National Park, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: A distant view of people standing on a hill beside a tower, in front of a full moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather as a full harvest supermoon rises behind Glastonbury Tor on September 17, 2024, in Glastonbury, England.
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                [image: Water flows in a raging river, close to flood stage, in front of a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A torrent of water flows along the river Bela on September 14, 2024, in Mikulovice, Czech Republic. Heavy rainfall has been driving floods across the Czech Republic, Poland, Germany, Austria, and Slovakia.
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                [image: Dozens of surfers ride a series of waves traveling up a calm river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial picture shows surfers riding the Mascaret wave up the Dordogne river to the port of Saint Pardon, in southwestern France, on September 18, 2024. The Mascaret is a tidal phenomenon in which the leading edge of the incoming tide forms a wave of water that travels up a river or narrow bay.
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                [image: A person walks beside a large building designed to look almost like fabric, swooping and rounded.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Heydar Aliyev Center in Baku, Azerbaijan, on September 16, 2024
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                [image: A person races down a muddy and snowy mountain path on a mountain bike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raphaela Richter of Germany races in Stage 1, "Titans," of the UCI MTB E-Enduro World Championships on September 15, 2024, in Canazei, Italy.
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                [image: A close view of a racehorse running on a sandy beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse competes in the third race over the sand, on Laytown beach in County Meath, on the east coast of Ireland on September 16, 2024, during the Laytown Races.
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                [image: Soldiers wear camouflage uniforms, including ghillie suits, during a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security forces parade in front of Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador on the 214th anniversary of Independence Day at Zocalo Square in Mexico City on September 16, 2024.
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                [image: The silhouette of a stag with plants stuck in its antlers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Undergrowth is entangled on the antlers of a stag as the annual rutting season begins, during above-average seasonal temperatures, in Richmond Park, London, England, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands and poses, holding an enormous leak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stephen Purvis holds his 19-pound, 12-ounce (8.96 kg) leek, which won the "Heaviest Leek" category in the giant-vegetable competition on the first day of the Harrogate Autumn Flower Show, held at Newby Hall country house, near Ripon, England, on September 13, 2024.
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                [image: Training dummies in focus in the background as a blurred Florida Governor Ron DeSantis speaks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Training dummies are seen in the background as Florida Governor Ron DeSantis speaks during a press conference announcing that Florida law enforcement will launch a criminal investigation of the apparent assassination attempt on Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person looks up at a large sculpture that resembles a giant flower with two legs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person looks at Theresa Chromati's "steadfast, step into me (allow silence to create the sounds you desire most)," which is part of Frieze Sculpture, in Regent's Park, in London, England, on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears an oversize visor with cut-out widows to see through.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Prada collection show at Milan's Fashion Week Womenswear Spring / Summer 2025, on September 19, 2024, in Milan.
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                [image: A huge pile of plastic tubs and other garbage sits in front of a residential area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Piles of plastic waste are pictured at a recycling site next to a residential area on the outskirts of Hanoi on September 17, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of small illuminated boats on a lake at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of tourists visiting West Lake on moon boats with illuminated moon-shaped lanterns during the Mid-Autumn Festival holiday on September 17, 2024, in Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, China
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                [image: A car drives down a road at night, with flames from a large wildfire in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents leave the village of Almofrela by car, fleeing a wildfire, on September 17, 2024, in Baiao, Portugal.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Octavio Passos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An orange and yellow sky over mountains]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights color the sky over the White Mountains just after midnight, on September 13, 2024, as viewed from a mountaintop in Chatham, New Hampshire.
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                [image: A man flies a kite as the sun sets at a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man flies a kite as the sun sets at Olympic Park in Munich, Germany, at the end of a late-summer day on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A diver in mid-air, during a dive, with a snow-covered mountainside in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Bull Cliff Diving athlete Catalin Preda, of Romania, dives from the 27-meter platform during a training session on September 14, 2024, in Tyrol, Austria.
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                [image: A woman and child play in a field, surrounded by tall grass and flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman with a child enjoys an afternoon at a kans-grass-flower field, in the Sarighat area of Dhaka, Bangladesh, on September 13, 2024.
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                [image: People dance and run from a person who holds sparking fireworks above them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance with fireworks as they take part in a "Correfoc," or "run with fire," party in Barcelona, Spain, on September 15, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a floating raft beside an idol of the elephant-headed Hindu deity Ganesha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees prepare to immerse an idol of the elephant-headed Hindu deity, Ganesha, in the Arabian Sea near Mumbai, on September 17, 2024, on the last day of the Ganesh Chaturthi festival.
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                [image: A distant view of a plume of smoke rising above a wildfire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows smoke billowing from a forest fire affecting Brasilia National Park, in Brazil, on September 16, 2024. The blaze is the biggest Brasilia has seen this year, as the city recorded 145 days without rain.
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                [image: An aerial photograph of floodwater rushing down a street between buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph taken on September 15, 2024, shows a view of the flooded streets in Glucholazy, southern Poland.
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                [image: Three women rescue a cat in knee-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women save a cat from flooding in Szentendre, near Budapest, Hungary, as the Danube River flooded its banks on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two monorail trains approach each other, passing through a tunnel that is built into a tall residential building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two monorail trains approach Liziba Station from opposite directions, showcasing a unique design that has trains pass through a residential building, on September 17, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/09/photos-of-the-week-moon-boats-river-waves-heavy-leek/679965/
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