
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Thursday, October 3, 2024

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	25
        

        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	22
        

        
          	
            Politics | The Atlantic
          
          	20
        

        
          	
            Business | The Atlantic
          
          	3
        

        
          	
            Global | The Atlantic
          
          	17
        

        
          	
            Technology | The Atlantic
          
          	11
        

        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Health | The Atlantic
          
          	9
        

        
          	
            Education | The Atlantic
          
          	2
        

        
          	
            Science | The Atlantic
          
          	9
        

        
          	
            Newsletters | The Atlantic
          
          	10
        

        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	3
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic

      
        In Defense of Using ChatGPT to Text a Friend
        Matthew Schnipper

        A friend recently sent me a link to a popular social-media post, a screenshot of a text message. The caption made clear that the text was the response someone had received from a friend after asking for support because of a divorce. "I'm so sorry to hear you're going through such a tough time," the text read. "It's very normal to feel what you're feeling for a while. Love is a hard come down." The recipient was livid. The message was "weird." Canned. Out of character. "Told another friend about i...

      

      
        Republicans Hate Electric Cars, Right? ... Right?
        Matteo Wong

        For years, Donald Trump has taken seemingly every opportunity to attack electric vehicles. They will cause a "bloodbath" for the auto industry, he told Ohio crowds in March. "The damn things don't go far enough, and they're too expensive," he declared last September. EVs are a "ridiculous Green New Deal crusade," he said a few months earlier. "Where do I get a charge, darling?" he mocked in 2019.But of late, the former president hasn't quite sounded like his usual self. At the Republican National...

      

      
        Why Music Really Does Make You 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.The 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer believed that the truth about life is largely invisible to humans. What we perceive around us is mostly a set of illusions, while reality--the inner essence of the world, or will (Wille, in German), as he conceived it--is generally out of our grasp. Yet he believed in one oracle that could reveal the secret verities: listening to music.Schopenhauer's...

      

      
        Please Don't Make Me Download Another App
        Ian Bogost

        Fifteen years ago, an Apple ad campaign issued a paean to the triumph of the smartphone: There's an app for that, it said. Today, that message sounds less like a promise than a threat. There's an app for that? If only there weren't.Apps are all around us now. McDonald's has an app. Dunkin' has an app. Every chain restaurant has an app. Every food-delivery service too: Grubhub, Uber Eats, DoorDash, Chowbus. Every supermarket and big-box store. I currently have 139 apps on my phone. These include: ...

      

      
        The Fight to Be the Most "Pro-family"
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe American family continuously evolves. People are marrying later, and having fewer children. Gay people get married. People can publicly swear off marriage altogether without being ostracized. But in politics the attachment to the traditionally nuclear family seems unwavering, and especially this year. As Republicans are losing support among women, more candidates are leaning on their wives and daughters to soften thei...

      

      
        For How Much Longer Can Life Continue on This Troubled Planet?
        Ross Andersen

        Wikipedia's "Timeline of the Far Future" is one of my favorite webpages from the internet's pre-slop era. A Londoner named Nick Webb created it on the morning of December 22, 2010. "Certain events in the future of the universe can be predicted with a comfortable level of accuracy," he wrote at the top of the page. He then proposed a chronological list of 33 such events, beginning with the joining of Asia and Australia 40 million years from now. He noted that around this same time, Mars's moon Pho...

      

      
        What Conservatives Mean by 'Freedom of Speech'
        Adam Serwer

        The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by frau...

      

      
        The Rise of the Right-Wing Tattletale
        Adam Serwer

        Photo-illustrations by Vanessa SabaLast year, in Texas, a deteriorating marriage became the testing ground for a novel legal strategy favored by some of the country's most prominent right-wing lawyers and politicians.Marcus and Brittni Silva's divorce had just been finalized when Marcus filed a lawsuit against two of Brittni's friends. According to his complaint, Brittni had discovered that she was pregnant with their baby in July 2022, and ended the pregnancy by taking abortion medication. Marcu...

      

      
        Health Care Is on the Ballot Again
        Ronald Brownstein

        In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing th...

      

      
        The Truth About Immigration and the American Worker
        Roge Karma

        Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working clas...

      

      
        Not All Men, but Any Man
        Sophie Gilbert

        So many aspects of the trial of Dominique Pelicot and 50 other defendants in France over the past month have been so extraordinary to experience that they feel somehow surreal, or upside-down. In 2020, Gisele Pelicot, a 67-year-old retiree living in the small French town of Mazan, was told by police that her husband of almost 50 years, Dominique, had been arrested after trying to film up women's skirts in a shopping center. At first, Gisele was cautiously understanding. If Dominique was willing t...

      

      
        What Lies Beneath a "Cordial" Debate
        John Hendrickson

        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.J. D. Vance has floundered in the day-to-day "retail politics" aspect of the running-mate gig. (Take, for example, his recent strained interaction with a doughnut-shop employee.) But he nonetheless came across lucid at the lectern during last night's vice-presidential debate. In the face of Democrats' c...

      

      
        You're Killing Me, Walz
        Elaine Godfrey

        About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?""Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that y...

      

      
        The Choice America Now Faces in Iran
        Eliot A. Cohen

        For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.According to early reports,...

      

      
        Fact-Checking Is Not a Political Strategy
        Tyler Austin Harper

        In the lead-up to last night's vice-presidential debate between J. D. Vance and Tim Walz, CBS's decision not to have moderators provide live fact-checking became a minor controversy. One pundit argued that this amounted to giving the truth-challenged Vance "license to lie," and many of the Democratic faithful voiced similar complaints on social media. Mother Jones went so far as to precheck the debate. The X account for the Kamala Harris campaign declared: "JD Vance is going to lie tonight. A lot...

      

      
        The Vance Warning
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Tim Walz stumbled and struggled on the debate stage in New York last night, while J. D. Vance spoke smoothly and effectively.I've known Vance for 15 years. In that time, I've witnessed many reinventions of the Vance story, heard many different retellings of who he is and what he believes. Last night, he debuted one more retelling. His performance of the role was well executed. The script was almost entirely fiction. Yet t...

      

      
        Mutation: Factor V
        Shara Lessley

        Light through the blinds
sprays the gray wall-
paper. The sonographer
hunts for things
that could kill me,
her wand wheezing
like wind in a cave until
she squeezes my calf
and a heartbeat leaps
on-screen. Vessels vibrate
beneath the heat
of a device running
down my thighs. To pass
time, I make the alphabet
a game (a is for antibody;
b for blood; c, coagulate;
d, another dawn ...), multiply
tiles massing the ceiling
then return, finally, to
the papered wall
whose twiggy whisps
race toward some uns...

      

      
        'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'
        Annie Lowrey

        Not long ago, Catherine did something many other people have done. She ignored a medical bill.Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug. After her mother's death from brain cancer in 2022, she decided to get her life in order. "I'm on this big journey,...

      

      
        Did Donald Trump Notice J. D. Vance's Strangest Answer?
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Here's what you could have had: That's what I kept thinking throughout the vice-presidential debate. The head-to-head between Tim Walz and J. D. Vance was a vision of what American politics could be without the distorting gravitational field generated by Donald Trump--a political interlude beamed to you from Planet Normal.How soon will that day come? The most surprising moment of the debate arrived right at the end, when i...

      

      
        What's the Appeal of Indie Rock's New Golden Boy?
        Spencer Kornhaber

        The great musical mystery of the year, for me at least, has been all the hype around a 25-year-old singer-songwriter named MJ Lenderman. He is "often described--accurately--as the next great hope for indie rock," The New Yorker's Amanda Petrusich wrote recently. I like Lenderman, but his pleasant, country-inflected new album, Manning Fireworks, certainly doesn't scream next anything. It almost could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003.Petrusich's article made something click for me, though...

      

      
        A Chance for Biden to Make a Difference on the Death Penalty
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Joe Biden's presidency is ending sooner than he hoped, but he can still cement his legacy by accomplishing something no other president has: the commutation of every federal death sentence.In 2020, Biden ran partly on abolishing the federal death penalty. His campaign website promised that he would "work to pass legislation to eliminate the death penalty at the federal level, and incentivize states to follow the federal government's example," adding that death-row prisoners "should instead serve ...

      

      
        The Only Way the Ukraine War Can End
        Anne Applebaum

        In an underground parking lot beneath an ordinary building in an ordinary Ukrainian city, dozens of what appear to be small, windowless fishing boats are lined up in rows. The noise of machinery echoes from a separate room, where men are working with metal and wires. They didn't look up when I walked in one recent morning, and no wonder: This is a sea-drone factory, these are among the best engineers in Ukraine, and they are busy producing the unmanned vessels that have altered the trajectory of ...

      

      
        Shh, ChatGPT. That's a Secret.
        Lila Shroff

        This past spring, a man in Washington State worried that his marriage was on the verge of collapse. "I am depressed and going a little crazy, still love her and want to win her back," he typed into ChatGPT. With the chatbot's help, he wanted to write a letter protesting her decision to file for divorce and post it to their bedroom door. "Emphasize my deep guilt, shame, and remorse for not nurturing and being a better husband, father, and provider," he wrote. In another message, he asked ChatGPT t...

      

      
        Revenge of the Office
        Rose Horowitch

        More than a year since the World Health Organization declared the end of the pandemic public-health emergency, you might expect the remote-work wars to have reached a peace settlement. Plenty of academic research suggests that hybrid policies, which white-collar professionals favor overwhelmingly, pan out well for companies and their employees.But last month, Amazon CEO Andy Jassy announced that the company's more than 350,000 corporate employees must return to the office five days a week come Ja...

      

      
        The Journalist Who Cried Treason
        Gal Beckerman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The obsession that would overtake Craig Unger's life, get him labeled a member of the "tinfoil-hat brigade," and nearly destroy his career as an investigative reporter took root on an April morning in 1991. Scanning The New York Times and drinking his coffee, he came upon an op-ed detailing a treasonous plot that had sabotaged Jimmy Carter's reelection efforts a decade earlier--a plot that would become known, ...
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My Deepest Condolences. Signed, ChatGPT.

When a friend's in need and you're at a loss for words, why not use AI?

by Matthew Schnipper




A friend recently sent me a link to a popular social-media post, a screenshot of a text message. The caption made clear that the text was the response someone had received from a friend after asking for support because of a divorce. "I'm so sorry to hear you're going through such a tough time," the text read. "It's very normal to feel what you're feeling for a while. Love is a hard come down." The recipient was livid. The message was "weird." Canned. Out of character. "Told another friend about it," the tweet said, and "she said you can tell if an iMessage is ChatGPT if the apostrophes are straight, not curved. Well guess what." No need to guess; the apostrophes were straight as arrows.

Since ChatGPT launched in 2022, it's been a ghostwriter for all sorts of hard things--breakup texts, obituaries, wedding vows. The public reaction is usually negative: The machines are taking over, and they're not particularly eloquent, and this is absolutely a sign of the downfall of society. My friend sent the (since-deleted) divorce post to me with a bit of eye-rolling gall. That made sense: "Love is a hard come down." Strange condolences, live from the matrix. There was a certain absurdity to the whole situation, one person yearning for human comfort after a severing of human connection, the other (allegedly) providing it via a digital ghostwriter. Was saying something from the heart so hard?

Apparently, yes. And surmounting that difficulty is too much for many people; it's why ghosting exists. So if someone is struggling to find the right words, or any words at all, perhaps turning to AI for help isn't so bad. Reading that post, my thought was At least the person texted back.

Read: Four ways to make grief more bearable

Not knowing what to say to someone in need, someone in pain, is an eternal problem. Many of our rituals around death, for example, are ancient, and have adapted awkwardly to the modern era. Sitting shiva is not something you can really do in the metaverse. Are you supposed to mute yourself during a Zoom funeral? But the most basic, fundamental rule of support for those going through a hard time remains: Show up. Bring some bagels, buy someone a drink, log on. And if you're so stumped by the need for human language in the face of sorrow that you use ChatGPT to formulate a thought for you, so be it.

After a particularly debilitating death in my own life, I found myself in need of a lot of comfort. In the immediate aftermath, I received it in abundance. But as time inevitably marched along and I was left alone, I often texted my friends. I wasn't looking for a specific solution, just some company, a confirmation of my existence. Some sent warm platitudes, others recommended movies or sent me funny TikToks. I don't really remember the specific conversations or who said exactly what, but I do remember who was present. More so, though, I remember who was not. I remember who didn't respond at all.

Grief is a lonely and totalizing emotion. It can feel like you're slipping into a black hole. So when you get the wherewithal to reach out to someone, you're essentially asking them to pull you out of that hole. They're on the other side; they have the power. Can they grab your hand? When they don't respond, it can feel as if you're sinking away while they look on.

In his book about the death of his two children, Finding the Words, Colin Campbell laments that so many friends, when trying to articulate their sympathy, landed on "There are no words." He was hoping for more, arguing that the approach treated grieving "as a taboo subject that is too sensitive to discuss openly." What I think this overlooks, though, is that There are no words are, in fact, literal words.

I've thought a lot about the people who didn't respond to my messages, tried to puzzle out their motives (or lack thereof). What would make someone ghost a friend in pain? Having to commit to a sentiment, the intimidation of being called on to respond, can be overwhelming. Some may fear saying something that could inadvertently make the pain worse. For those scrambling to articulate the massive blob of feeling swelling within their mind, it may seem easier to simply not respond.

I considered this as I imagined the person on the other end of the viral tweet. Someone wanting to be helpful, available, conciliatory. Someone totally overwhelmed by the very alive and immediate need of their friend. I imagined them turning to ChatGPT, typing Help me write a note to my friend who is hurting from a recent divorce, and feeling that what they got back did resemble what they felt. I understood them sending it.

I imagined other scenarios that felt more plausible: someone asking their spouse, their parents, their therapist, their neighbor, their priest, their rabbi, anyone they trust, for guidance. I wondered if maybe asking ChatGPT for help wasn't so different.

Read: It's your friends who break your heart

People are flummoxed by other people's pain. Type What to say to someone into Google, and it turns up an endless scroll of scenarios: "with cancer," "who is dying," "who had a miscarriage." For many tragic life milestones, we are without a handbook. Pain shape-shifts. What is comforting to one person may be upsetting to another. So I imagined a friend wanting to be there for a friend and turning to the tools they had at hand.

To be clear, I am not a ChatGPT enthusiast. The technology poses a real threat to the value of both writers and the written word, and using AI to help a friend is definitely a "break glass in case of emergency" situation. But emergencies happen, and I won't pretend that AI's not here, just as I won't pretend that text messaging is not, for many people, a dominant form of communication. Though some psychologists have argued that a conversation about deep matters shouldn't be happening over text in the first place, the reality is that in modern life, our friends live in our phones. It's like arguing that someone who drives 10 miles to work is missing out on the benefits of walking there. Sure, but that's not really the point. Phones are just a part of life now. It's as natural to ask a friend for support via text as it is to use a phone to read a recipe or catch up on the news. And it's natural to want help composing a meaningful response if you know that a friend could refer to it on that same phone, days later.

Distaste for the use of ChatGPT for texts probably isn't about the technology anyway. A 2023 study found that people reacted negatively when they learned that a friend had used AI to write supportive texts, thinking that the friend had "expended less effort"--but the study's participants felt similarly when they discovered that the friend had received writing assistance from another human, a practice that's been common for years.

Turns out, people would prefer to receive an authentic human response, yet many feel nearly helpless to offer one themselves. It's an understandable double standard, but it's a double standard nonetheless. Even if the words of support are less than perfect, should we not try to extend the same generosity that we would hope to receive? Learning empathy is a long project that takes trial, error, and maturity--and people may not feel properly equipped when a friend in need asks for help. But they can try to break through that brick wall with whatever pickax they've got. Whether the words come from the heart or they come from ChatGPT, at least they're coming.



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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Republicans Hate Electric Cars, Right? ... Right?

The EV culture wars aren't what they seem.

by Matteo Wong




For years, Donald Trump has taken seemingly every opportunity to attack electric vehicles. They will cause a "bloodbath" for the auto industry, he told Ohio crowds in March. "The damn things don't go far enough, and they're too expensive," he declared last September. EVs are a "ridiculous Green New Deal crusade," he said a few months earlier. "Where do I get a charge, darling?" he mocked in 2019.



But of late, the former president hasn't quite sounded like his usual self. At the Republican National Convention in July, Trump said he is "all for electric [vehicles]. They have their application." At a rally on Long Island last month, he brought up EVs during a winding rant. "I think they're incredible," he said of the cars, twice. To hear Trump tell it, the flip came at the bidding of Tesla CEO Elon Musk: "I'm for electric cars--I have to be," he said in August, "because Elon endorsed me very strongly." Not that Trump is unambiguously praising plug-in vehicles: He still opposes incentives to boost EV sales, which he repeated at his Long Island rally. The crowd erupted in cheers.



In America, driving green remains a blue phenomenon. Many Republicans in Congress have rejected EVs, with one senator calling them "left-wing lunacy" and part of Democrats' "blind faith in the climate religion." The GOP rank and file is also anti-EV. In 2022, roughly half of new EVs in America were registered in the deepest-blue counties, according to a recent analysis from UC Berkeley. That likely hasn't changed since: A Pew survey conducted this May found that 45 percent of Democrats are at least somewhat likely to buy an EV the next time they purchase a vehicle, compared with 13 percent of Republicans.



If anyone can persuade Republican EV skeptics, it should be Trump--when he talks, his party listens. During the pandemic, his support for unproven COVID therapies was linked to increased interest in and purchases of those medications; his followers have rushed to buy his Trump-branded NFTs, watches, sneakers. But when it comes to EVs, Trump's apparent change of heart might not be enough to spur many Republicans to go electric: His followers' beliefs may be too complex and deep-rooted for Trump himself to overturn.



EVs were destined for the culture wars. "When we buy a car, the model and the brand that we choose also represents a statement to our neighbors, to the public, of who we are," Loren McDonald, an EV consultant, told me. Like the Toyota Prius in years prior, zero-emission electric cars are an easy target for Republicans who have long railed against climate change, suggesting that it's not real, or not human-caused, or not a serious threat. EVs have been "construed as an environmental and liberal object," Nicole Sintov, an environmental psychologist at Ohio State University who studies EV adoption, told me. Her research suggests that the cars' perceived links to environmental benefits, social responsibility, and technological innovation might attract Democrats to them. Meanwhile, most people "don't want to be seen doing things that their out-group does," Sintov said, which could turn Republicans away from EVs.



Republicans' hesitance to drive an EV is remarkably strong and sustained. The Berkeley analysis, for instance, found that the partisan divide in new EV registrations showed up in not only 2022, but also 2021, and 2020, and every year since 2012, when the analysis began. It remains even after controlling for income and other pragmatic factors that might motivate or dissuade people from buying an EV, Lucas Davis, a Berkeley economist and one of the authors, told me.



All of this suggests that Trump's flip-flop has at least the potential to "go a long way toward boosting favorability" of electric cars among Republicans, Joe Sacks, the executive director of the EV Politics Project, an advocacy group aiming to get Republicans to purchase EVs, told me. If you squint, there are already signs of changing opinions, perhaps brought on more so by Musk than the former president. After Musk's own public swing to the far right, a majority of Republicans say he is a good ambassador for EVs, according to the EV Politics Project's polling. Tucker Carlson began a recent review of the Tesla Cybertruck by saying that "the global-warming cult is going to force us all to drive electric vehicles," but admitted, at the end, that it was fun to get behind the wheel. Adin Ross, an internet personality popular with young right-leaning men, recently gave Trump a Cybertruck with a custom vinyl wrap of the former president raising his fist moments after the assassination attempt in Pennsylvania. "I think it's incredible," Trump reacted.



But ideology might not account entirely for Republican opposition to EVs. The other explanation for the partisan gap is that material concerns with EVs--such as their cost, range, or limited charging infrastructure--happen to be a bigger issue for Republican voters than for Democrats. The bluest areas, for instance, tend to have high incomes, gasoline taxes, and population density, all of which might encourage EV purchases. EVs typically have higher sticker prices than their gas-powered counterparts, and in urban areas, people generally have to drive less, ameliorating some of the "range anxiety" that has dogged electric cars. Consider California, which accounts for more than a third of EVs in the U.S. Climate-conscious liberals in San Francisco may be seeking out EVs, but that's not the whole story. The state government has heavily promoted driving electric, public chargers are abundant, and California has the highest gas prices in the country.



The opposite is true in many red states. For instance, many Republicans live in the South and Upper Midwest, especially in more rural areas. That might appear to account for the low EV sales in these areas, but residents also might have longer commutes, pay less for gas, and live in a public-charging desert, McDonald told me. California has more than 47,000 public charging stations, or 1.2 stations per 1,000 people; South Dakota has 265 public chargers, or less than 0.3 per 1,000 residents. "If you part all of the politics, at the end of the day I think the nonpolitical things are going to outweigh people's decisions," he said. "Can I afford it? Does it fit my lifestyle? Do I have access to charging?" In relatively conservative Orange County, California, 27 percent of new passenger vehicles sold this year were fully electric--higher than statewide, and higher than the adjacent, far bluer Los Angeles County.



Indeed, after the Berkeley researchers adjusted for pragmatic considerations, for instance, the statistical correlation between political ideology and new EV registrations remained strong, but decreased by 30 percent. Various other research concurs that political discord isn't the only thing behind EVs' partisan divide: In her own analyses, Sintov wrote to me over email, the effect of political affiliation on EV attitudes was on par with that of "perceived maintenance and fuel costs, charging convenience, and income." McDonald's own research has found that fuel costs and income are stronger predictors than political views. In other words, partisanship could be the "icing on the cake" for someone's decision, McDonald said, rather than the single reason Democrats are going electric and Republicans are not.



From the climate's perspective, Trump's EV waffling is certainly better than the alternative. But his new tack on EVs is unclear, and it doesn't speak to conservatives' specific concerns, whether pragmatic or ideological. As a result, Trump is unlikely to change many minds, Jon Krosnick, a social psychologist at Stanford who researches public opinions on climate change, told me. Teslas are a "great product," Trump has said, but not a good fit for many, perhaps even most, Americans. He's "all for" EVs, except that they're ruining America's economy. "Voters who are casually observing this are pretty confused about where he is, because it is inconsistent," Sacks said. But they know where the rest of the party firmly stands: Gas cars are better.



Perhaps most consequential about Trump's EV comments is what the former president hasn't changed his mind on. By continuing to say that he wants to repeal the Biden administration's EV incentives, Trump could further entrench EV skeptics of all political persuasions. The best way to persuade Republicans to buy a Tesla or a Ford F-150 Lightning might simply be to make doing so easier and cheaper: offering tax credits, building public charging stations, training mechanics to fix these new cars. Should he win, Trump just might do the opposite.
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Why Music Really Does Make You Happier

Philosophers, theologians, and scientists agree: A great melody is good for your mood.

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.

The 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer believed that the truth about life is largely invisible to humans. What we perceive around us is mostly a set of illusions, while reality--the inner essence of the world, or will (Wille, in German), as he conceived it--is generally out of our grasp. Yet he believed in one oracle that could reveal the secret verities: listening to music.

Schopenhauer's theory was that the will is so ineffable that the nonverbal language of music alone could grant access to this apprehension of reality. Music, for Schopenhauer, thus opened up a unique channel of higher consciousness.

Although Schopenhauer was an atheist, his conception bears a strong resemblance to the idea held by many thinkers who find in music the language of the Divine. For example, the American Catholic scholar Peter Kreeft wrote in his 1989 book, Three Philosophies of Life, that "God is love, and music is the language of love; therefore, music is the language of God."

I am not an expert in the academic debate about the metaphysics of music, but I do find this notion very suggestive--and it captures for me experiences I can't access in any other way. I learned to read music at the age of five and spent all of my 20s as a professional classical musician. Like many musicians, I am synesthetic: Different pitches and chords evoke in my brain colors and even smells. These sensory effects make listening to, or playing, a great composition into an experience beyond the greatest fireworks show on Earth. To take in a Bach cantata or a Bruckner symphony is, for me, to glimpse for fleeting moments the majesty of creation and grasp why I exist in the universe.

Your experience of music may be a bit more, well, grounded than mine, and you're thinking, frankly, that I should go get checked out by a neurologist for this issue. Fair enough. But Schopenhauer was onto something: We have plenty of evidence that music truly is one of the greatest ways to understand life more deeply.

Arthur C. Brooks: Schopenhauer's advice on how to achieve great things

Music has appeared in every human society for which ethnographic evidence exists, according to research by a top scholar at Harvard's Music Lab. Music is enmeshed with all of the important areas of our experience, from sweet lullabies to sappy love songs to hymns of religious praise. Although styles of music vary greatly around the world, the making and appreciation of music are such ubiquitous parts of human life that it can seem as much a phenomenon of our nature as a product of our culture.

Indeed, our brains are built to enjoy music, as scientists showed in a 2018 study conducted through the Berklee Music and Health Institute (part of the Berklee College of Music in Boston). We're even hardwired to use music to help us heal. For example, when the brains of patients with Parkinson's disease are stimulated by hearing a rhythmic piece such as a march, their symptoms may diminish and they are able to walk more naturally. Alzheimer's patients who can't remember family members typically are nonetheless able to recognize familiar songs. And people suffering from epilepsy can experience a dramatic decrease in seizures when listening to certain kinds of classical music--the so-called Mozart effect.

Over the past two decades, neuroscientists have also conducted experiments on the effects of music upon human emotions. For example, one 2006 experiment exposed people to chords that varied in degree of dissonance while scanning the limbic systems of the subjects' brains, which is where emotions are produced. The paper found that positive emotions generally had an inverse correlation with dissonance. So we might practically deduce that a good way to raise your mood could be to block out the racket of street sounds (sirens, traffic, construction) in Manhattan with headphones delivering your favorite music.

The research findings on which genres of music bring the most happiness are inconclusive. One study found--based on characteristics of harmony, structure, and rhythm--that the world's happiest song is the Beach Boys' "Good Vibrations." Another study found that grunge rock--known for its distorted electric guitar and nihilistic lyrics--is especially bad for happiness. Grunge not only raised hostility, sadness, tension, and fatigue for its listening participants, but also lowered caring, relaxation, mental clarity, and vigor. As a native of Seattle, where this genre was born, I found that this explained a thing or two about my misbegotten youth.

You might ask why someone would want to listen to miserable music, but obviously we do. You have very likely listened to sad songs after a bad breakup at some point. The function of sad music is not only to soothe you. Scholars also find that when people suffering from negative emotions consume disconsolate music, it helps them understand their feelings and find meaning in them. A sad song can help you feel less alone in your sadness and make sense of it.

In general, music amplifies positive and negative emotions most under two circumstances. First, when it's performed live. British researchers asked participants to listen to classical music in three ways: live, prerecorded, and in an MTV-style video. Using sensors attached to the subjects' scalps, the scholars detected significantly more brain activity for the in-person performance, indicating that this elicited the most engagement and focus in the listeners. Second, when one listens by oneself. In a 2018 experiment, researchers showed that happy music seems happier and sad music seems sadder when you listen to it alone, as opposed to listening with others.

Read: Finding happiness in angry music

If you want to use music more strategically to heighten your emotional experiences and gain a deeper sense of meaning and self-understanding, here are a few ideas to consider.

1. Decide what you want from your music.
 The research indicates that a trade-off takes place between using music to bond socially and using it to intensify emotions. If you want the former result, listen with friends; if you want the latter outcome, listen by yourself. If you want a mixture of both, try going to a live concert with friends. If you want the richest emotional experience, go to a concert by yourself.

2. Follow a recipe.
 The effects of music depend to a large extent on its underlying ingredients. For example, the music that typically elicits the most positive emotion has a fast tempo (between 140 and 150 beats per minute), features chords that include the seventh tone to create a sense of expectation, or is familiar to you. You could go study at the local conservatory to learn more about these elements, but the shortcut is just to create a catalog of songs you like. Pay attention to how each one makes you feel and write down its characteristics, in your own words; then look for patterns. You can build a personal music library this way based on emotional effect rather than style or artist.

3. Learn and grow.
 Thinking about your music in terms of its effects on you will probably increase your appetite for new genres and help your tastes become more sophisticated. Once you start getting interested in increasing the emotional and cognitive effects of love songs, say, you might want to cultivate an interest in Italian opera. (I'd suggest starting with Giacomo Puccini's Tosca or La Boheme.) If you like how an electric guitar shredding sick riffs stimulates your limbic system, try taking that experience to the next level with a flamenco virtuoso such as Paco de Lucia.

4. Play it yourself.
 Among professional and amateur musicians, opinions differ about whether emotional experiences and life understanding are deeper when playing music as opposed to merely listening to it. Personally, I find listening better, but this may be influenced by having played in symphony orchestras under some of the world's most tyrannical conductors. In fact, many musicians (including amateurs) find a kind of ecstasy in playing. One 2020 study looked at the well-being effects of playing music and found them to be significant and positive. Take a few lessons on your favorite instrument and see for yourself. I should note, however, that the researchers on that study included a comparison group of knitters--and they derived even more happiness than the musicians. Perhaps the ideal formula for bliss is to listen to music while knitting.

Arthur C. Brooks: Here's 10,000 hours. Don't spend it all in one place.

Living long before the era of recorded music, Schopenhauer had to get his transcendent musical experiences by going to concerts in Frankfurt, as well as playing his flute in his apartment, which he did for an hour a day. By the end of his life, he dedicated his attention almost entirely to just one composer, the Italian Gioachino Rossini, who was a contemporary (they were born four years apart). When he spoke of Rossini's music, Schopenhauer is said to have rolled his eyes up toward heaven.

If you do the work, you too can make music a part of your life that goes beyond a pleasant background and becomes a lifelong journey into higher levels of consciousness and self-awareness. In short: Find your Rossini.
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Please Don't Make Me Download Another App

Our phones are being overrun.

by Ian Bogost




Fifteen years ago, an Apple ad campaign issued a paean to the triumph of the smartphone: There's an app for that, it said. Today, that message sounds less like a promise than a threat. There's an app for that? If only there weren't.

Apps are all around us now. McDonald's has an app. Dunkin' has an app. Every chain restaurant has an app. Every food-delivery service too: Grubhub, Uber Eats, DoorDash, Chowbus. Every supermarket and big-box store. I currently have 139 apps on my phone. These include: Menards, Home Depot, Lowe's, Joann Fabric, Dierbergs, Target, IKEA, Walmart, Whole Foods. I recently re-downloaded the Michaels app while I was in the Michaels checkout line just so I could apply a $5 coupon that the register failed to read from the app anyway.

Even when you're lacking in a store-specific app, your apps will let you pay by app. You just need to figure out (or remember, if you ever knew) whether your gardener or your hair salon takes Venmo, Cash App, PayPal, or one of the new bank-provided services such as Zelle and Paze.

It's enough to drive you crazy, which is a process you can also track with apps for mental health, such as Headspace and Calm. Lots of apps are aiming to help you feel your best. My iPhone comes with Apple Health, but you might also find yourself with Garmin or Strava or maybe Peloton if you're into that, or whichever app you need to scan into your local gym, or Under Armour, a polyester-shirt app that is also a jogging app. The MyChart app may help you reach a subset of your doctors and check a portion of your medical-test results. As for the rest? Different apps!

The tree of apps is always growing, always sending out its seeds. I have an app for every airline I have ever flown. And in every place I ever go, I use fresh apps to get around. In New York, I scan into the subway using just my phone, but the subway app tells me which lines are out of service. For D.C., I have the SmarTrip app. At home, in St. Louis, I have a physical pass for the Metrolink, but if I want to buy a ticket for my kid, I need to use the Transit app. For hiring a car, I've got the Uber app, which works almost anywhere, but I also have the app for Lyft, and Curb for taxis, just in case. Also, parking: I have ParkMobile, PayByPhone, and one other app whose name I can't keep straight because it doesn't sound like a parking app. (The app is called Passport. It took me many minutes of browsing on my phone to figure that out.)

If you've got kids, you'll know they are the Johnny Appleseeds of pointless apps. An app may connect you to their school for accessing their schoolwork or connecting to their teachers; only thing is, you might be assigned a different app each year, or different apps for different kids in different classes. It could be Class Dojo, Brightwheel, Bloomz, or TalkingPoints. It could be ClassLink, SchoolStatus, or PowerSchool. The school bus might also have an app, so you can track it. And if your kids play sports, God help you. A friend has an app, SportsEngine, that describes itself as "the one app that does it all." And yet, she has several more youth-sports apps on top of that.

Let's talk about the office. Yes, there's an app for that. There are a thousand apps for that. Google Docs has an app, as do Google Sheets, Slides, Mail, and Search. Microsoft is highly app-enabled, with separate apps for Outlook, Word, and Excel. Then, of course, you've got the groupware apps that allow you to coordinate with colleagues, such as Slack, Teams, Zoho, and Pumble. And the office-infrastructure apps that your employer may be using to, you know, make your job easier: Workday, Salesforce, Notion, Zendesk, Jira, Box, Loom, Okta.

Read: The app that monetized doing nothing

And what about all the other apps that I haven't yet brought up, the ones that may now be cluttering your phone? What about Doova, Nork, PingPong, and Genzillo?  Those are not actually apps (as far as I'm aware), but we all know that they could be, which is my point. Apps are now so numerous, and so ubiquitous, that they've become a form of nonsense.

Their premise is, of course, quite reasonable. Apps replaced clunky mobile websites with something clean and custom-made. They helped companies forge more direct connections with their customers, especially once push notifications came on the scene. They also made new kinds of services possible, such as geolocating nearby shops or restaurants, and camera-scanning your items for self-checkout. Apps could serve as branding too, because their icons--which are also business logos--were sitting on your smartphone screen. And apps allowed companies to collect a lot more data about their customers than websites ever did, including users' locations, contacts, calendars, health information, and what other apps they might use and how often.

By 2021, when Apple started taking steps to curtail that data harvest, the app economy was already well established. Smartphones had become so widespread, companies could assume that any customer probably had one. That meant they could use their apps to off-load effort. Instead of printing boarding passes, Delta or American Airlines encouraged passengers to use their apps. At Ikea, customers could prepay for items in the app and speed through checkout. At Chipotle or Starbucks, an app allowed each customer to specify exactly which salsa or what kind of milk they wanted without holding people up. An apartment building that adopted a laundry app (ShinePay, LaundryView, WASH-Connect, etc.) spared itself the trouble of managing payments at its machines.

In other words, apps became bureaucratized. What started as a source of fun, efficiency, and convenience became enmeshed in daily life. Now it seems like every ordinary activity has been turned into an app, while the benefit of those apps has diminished.

Parking apps offer one example of this transformation. Back before ParkMobile and its ilk, you might still have had to drop coins into a street meter. Some of those meters had credit-card readers, but you couldn't count on finding one (or one that worked). Parking apps did away with these annoyances. They could also remind you when your time was up and, in some cases, allow you to extend your parking session remotely. Everyone seemed to win: individuals, businesses, municipalities, and, of course, the app-driven services taking their cut. But like everything, app parking grew creaky as it aged. Different parking apps took over in different places as cities chose the vendors that gave them the best deals. These days, I use ParkMobile in some parts of town and Passport in others, a detail about the world I must keep in mind if I want to station my vehicle within it. The apps themselves became more complex too, burdened by greater customization and control at the user and municipal level. Sometimes I can use Apple Pay to park with ParkMobile; other times I can't. Street signage has changed or vanished, so now I find myself relying on the app to determine whether I even have to pay after 6 p.m. on a weekday. (Confusingly, sometimes an app will say that parking is unavailable when it really means that payment is unavailable--because payment isn't required.) The apps sometimes sign me out, and then I have to use my password-manager app just to log back in. Or, worse, my phone might have "off-loaded" whichever parking app I need because I haven't used it in a while, such that I have to re-download it before leaving the car.

Similar frustrations play out across many of the apps that one can--or must--use to live a normal life. Even activities that once seemed simple may get you stuck inside a thicket of competing apps. I used to open the Hulu app to watch streaming content on Hulu--an app equivalent of an old television channel. Recently, Hulu became a part of Disney+, so I now watch Hulu via the Disney+ app instead. When HBO introduced a premium service, I got the HBO Go app so I could stream its shows. Then HBO became HBO Max, and I got that app, before HBO Max turned into  Max, a situation so knotty that HBO had to publish an FAQ about it.

I'd like to think that this hellscape is a temporary one. As the number of apps multiplies beyond all logic or utility, won't people start resisting them? And if platform owners such as Apple ratchet up their privacy restrictions, won't businesses adjust? Don't count on it. Our app-ocalypse is much too far along already. Every crevice of contemporary life has been colonized. At every branch in your life, and with each new responsibility, apps will keep sprouting from your phone. You can't escape them. You won't escape them, not even as you die, because--of course--there's an app for that too.
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The Fight to Be the Most 'Pro-family'

So many wives and daughters in campaign ads

by Hanna Rosin




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

The American family continuously evolves. People are marrying later, and having fewer children. Gay people get married. People can publicly swear off marriage altogether without being ostracized. But in politics the attachment to the traditionally nuclear family seems unwavering, and especially this year. As Republicans are losing support among women, more candidates are leaning on their wives and daughters to soften their image. So strong is the pressure that one candidate in Virginia posed with his friend's wife and daughters and left the impression he was married.

Why is there this enduring notion that there is just one version of the "ideal family"? In this episode of Radio Atlantic we talk to Jessica Grose, a New York Times columnist and author of Screaming on the Inside. Grose pinpoints the origin of the American fixation on the nuclear family. And she explains how the candidates' evoking of this ideal gets in the way of supporting policies that might actually help families



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I think it's fair to say that the family has been deployed in this election in more overt ways than usual. A great example: the very tight, very closely watched race for Virginia's Seventh Congressional District. The Democrats are hoping to flip the seat.

Their candidate is Eugene Vindman, an Army veteran and lawyer. But not only that: He's a dad.

Eugene Vindman's daughter: This is our dad.
 Eugene Vindman: I'm Eugene Vindman.
 Eugene Vindman's son: And he is running for Congress.
 Vindman: And I approve this message.
 Daughter: Just say hi, Dad.
 Vindman: Hi, Dad.


Rosin: Vindman's adorable, red-headed daughter gives him the sitcom-dad treatment. She jabs him in the ribs, and his wife and son laugh. It's all very cute, and it's all part of a very explicit strategy.

In a place like exurban Virginia, Republicans are vulnerable, especially with women voters. The gender divide between the two parties is big and growing. So in Vindman's other ad, he takes on his opponent, Derrick Anderson, for being a MAGA extremist and, particularly, on this one important issue.

Campaign ad narrator: When Roe v. Wade was overturned, Derrick Anderson said the Supreme Court got it right. He's wrong because now, women face criminal prosecution and life-threatening complications.


Rosin: In campaign ads across the country, Republicans and Democrats are fighting for the hearts and minds of women by showcasing the women--more specifically, their wives and daughters.

Dave McCormick: When we call a family meeting, the first vote's always the same: 6 to 1.
 Dina Powell: 7 to 1.
 McCormick: I want one thing and our six daughters want something else--6 to 1.
 Powell: And me, 7 to 1.


Matt Gunderson: I believe abortion should be safe, legal, and rare. I don't want politicians dictating health care for my daughters.


Jaymi Sterling: When Larry Hogan married my mom, he became a father to three strong, independent women. As pop-pop to four granddaughters, we know you can trust him too.
 Larry Hogan: I'm Larry Hogan, and I'm proud to approve this message.


Rosin: To bring it back around to that Virginia race: The Republican in that race, Derrick Anderson, doesn't have a wife or daughters--or any children--just a fiance.

News clip: Derrick Anderson, an unmarried GOP candidate in Virginia, posed with his friend's wife and kids to give the impression he is a family man. The photo was used in a campaign video. But, again, they are not his family.


Rosin: He posed with his friend's wife and children in front of a house and a lawn in a holiday-card configuration that very much left the impression that this was his family. Which begs the question: Why, in an era of declining marriages, delayed marriages in parenting, all different kinds of marriages, is the ideal of a traditional family still so strong?

Why would a candidate pull a risky move like that, rather than just say to the voters, I'm not married yet?

I'm Hanna Rosin, and this is Radio Atlantic.

"Cat ladies," "our dad in plaid," "Mamala"--judging from this week's VP debate, both sides are fighting for who has a lock on being more pro-family.

But that fixation didn't start in 2024. It has deep roots in American history. And, weirdly, the more the American family shifts and changes, the more certain segments of society cling onto it for dear life.

Certain men are drifting conservative, while women are drifting more liberal. And the irony is, that's affecting the actual American family. Fewer people are falling in love and starting a family.

So I wanted to understand this gap between the ideal family that shows up in politics, on Instagram, on TV and the living, breathing, actual American family.

And the perfect person to talk to about that is Jessica Grose, a New York Times columnist and author of the book Screaming on the Inside. She writes about these stories we have about gender and family, what she calls scripts. Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: So, Jess, one of the things I deeply appreciate about your book is how you make explicit these scripts that we've inherited about what the American family should be, what it should look like. I feel like these are things we don't even think about. We just think, Oh, yeah. That's normal. That's what it should be.

Can you talk about what some of these scripts are and where they come from, where their roots are?

Jessica Grose: So even these ideas of the nuclear family--so mom, dad, 2.5 kids, house, all that--that was allegedly the main and only form of family ever in the United States. It was never true for everyone, even at its peak.

There was lots of sex outside of marriage. There was lots of divorce. There was lots of separation that didn't become a divorce. There were single parents. There's all sorts of different family structures. But where does it come from? Shorthand is: The Industrial Revolution created a real divide between the domestic sphere and the public sphere.

So in preindustrial America, everybody was in and around the home: moms, dads, extended family, servants if you were wealthy. And kids worked.

The Industrial Revolution happens. They create this sort of separation between the workplace and the home. The home was seen as women's domain. The workplace was seen as the male domain. And even now--where the majority of women work, the majority of mothers even with young children at home work--we still are stuck in these sort of old-fashioned scripts that, if they ever were true, were true for maybe a hundred years.

Rosin: Which is amazing to me, how enduring these scripts are and how much they pervade our sense of how things should be and what is normal, and particularly in the U.S., and particularly in American politics. It seems like in every era, the script takes on a slightly different form. We'll just, for shorthand, say: in every political era. So how do you see them showing up now? Like, what is the ideal American family, as reflected in the current political dialogue?

Grose: I would say that it is pretty uncontroversial now for women to work. It is still valorized in some places for women to stay home, and it's still unacceptable in some sort of cultural enclaves.

But I would say, in American culture writ large, it's pretty uncontroversial for a woman to work. However, they are still expected to do the majority of domestic tasks, which many of them--us--don't love. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah.

Grose: And I think in this political era, marriage and long-term commitment is still so normative that--and I'm so curious about what you think about this--I think we will see a married, gay president before we see a single president.

Rosin: Yes. I mean, it's funny you should say that, you know, it's normal for women to work. What surprises me is--we'll take the "childless cat ladies" moment: I understand that everybody made fun of vice-presidential candidate J.D. Vance for saying, "childless cat ladies." He got a lot of grief for it. But it is a little bit amazing to me that that would even come up, that you could still vilify a single, working woman.

Grose: Yeah, that's why, you know, a lot of conservative commentators will say, The culture is so anti-marriage. The culture is so anti-family, you know, Democrats and liberals are trying to destroy the American family, when, you know, every pop-cultural thing is about marriage.

I mean, look at not even just modern things, like Bridgerton--hugely successful Netflix show about the marriage plot, right? The idea that somehow now the goal for most people still isn't marriage and kids is demonstrably untrue based on polling. Whether or not they actually accomplish that and it happens for them--that's another story. But still, do most people want to get married and have children? Most young people, yes.

Rosin: And is that statistically true?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: On the left and the right?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. Then I want to run this theory by you because that's what I thought was true, that on the left and the right, the desire to be married is the same. But there's something splitting in the--

Grose: Well, I wouldn't say it's the same, but I would say it is the majority on both.

Rosin: It's the majority on both.

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. So I want to try and locate what is splitting between men and women. Because if men and women both still want to get married, and yet there seem to be just wide divergences about what that looks like--what the marriage looks like, what the ideal looks like--I just want to locate where the split is.

So I wrote an article for The Atlantic called "The End of Men" and then turned that into a book, like, over a decade ago. So I've been tracking this gender divide for a while. Back then I would say it was nascent. Like, you could see that women were pulling ahead in sectors of the economy, and men were resisting adapting. And I wasn't really sure how it would play out, either in the economy or in the marriage market.

And I would say, you know, a decade-plus--it's gotten more extreme. And what's gotten more extreme is that men have hunkered down in their attachment to traditional male-female roles, which is, like--that's not obvious. It's not how it rolled out in many other countries. And just one more part of this theory is that women are then resisting that. Like, it's a reactive cycle. Like, the more that men dig in--in corners of the internet, in the culture, in politics--the more women resist.

Grose: I think that is true for some. I mean, if you look at the polling, there is definitely a gender divide in terms of how liberal women have become and that there are just simply more conservative men. That is true.

I think the education part of it is really important, because I think college-educated men have, for the most part, accepted more egalitarian structures. They, you know, need their wives to work. I mean, the idea that you're going to be a two-income family, I think, is, for most people who have children, just a necessity.

Like, you cannot, you know, support in any sort of real way multiple children on one income in most parts of the country. So I think, however they feel about it, they need the money.

Rosin: You're resisting the broader research about diverging worldviews, it sounds like. So where do men and women diverge then?

Grose: Well, no. I'm not resisting it. I just think it's concentrated among men who are already conservative. So I think those men are becoming more polarized and more conservative.

But I'm not sure, again. Based on the sort of polling about these, it's like: So the way the question is asked and by whom and in what way--there's just so much noise in this data. So I definitely buy that there is a subset of young men--and there are maybe more of them--who were already conservative, who are pushed to more extreme versions of conservatism.

Does that mean that in Gen Z, we're just going to have this massive gender divide, and no heterosexual people will ever get married again, which is what the Washington Post argued in an op-ed? I don't buy that--for many reasons, number one being: I just think thirst outweighs politics.

Rosin: Thirst? (Laughs.)

Grose: Horniness. Desire.

Rosin: Oh, thirst. Desire. Yes. To get married.

Grose: Yes. To get married.

Rosin: I mean, that's cute.

Grose: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I mean, very cute. I know you love your husband. I've seen you post many wonderful things about him, but--

Grose: I'm a normie. I'm sorry. I can't help it.

Rosin: It's okay. You're a normie and a romantic, as far as I can tell.

But there are countries where it hasn't rolled out that way. I mean, there are countries--say, South Korea, to some extent Japan--where the pressures on women, combined with their increasing presence in the workforce, combined with the unyielding social and cultural pressures, has actually resulted in lower marriage rates, refusal to marry, and lower birth rates.

Like, that is a real thing.

Grose: It is a real thing, but we're just so much less homogenous, culturally and racially and religiously, than those countries, and our attitude towards women working is much more advanced and always has been. So, you know, I don't see the future for the United States as a South Korea.

Is it possible that the future for the United States could be more like Germany or one of the other Western European countries where the birth rates are really pretty low? I think that is more of a realistic possibility.

But there is a lot of variation. And I think young men, in my experience in reporting, do want to be more involved in their children's lives. Like, they don't see it necessarily as "unmanly." The thing that they do see as unmanly is earning significantly less than their wives.

That always does seem to be the sticking point. So I do think we have successfully--for some, not for everybody--made caretaking seen as an acceptable thing for men to do.

Rosin: Across social classes?

Grose: It depends. It really depends. I think we live in such a big country. We live in such a specific country, regionally. I think that that does cut across class to some extent.

I often think about this Republican pollster that I interviewed, and she was talking about how paid leave is popular for everyone. Like, men really want it too. And she described talking to a rural dad who had an hourly job, and he was talking about how his wife had a C-section, and she really couldn't lift anything, and he really wanted to be there to help her. That was not seen as unmanly or whatever to him. Like, that was extremely desirable and what he really wanted, and he couldn't afford to take the time off work, because he's an hourly worker. So he doesn't work; doesn't get paid.

So I think about that a lot. I think it just really depends. But I do think more women going to college and college graduates, for the most part, out-earning non-college graduates--I see that as a potentially bigger problem.

Rosin: Right. You just have women in the middle class who are just out-earning the marriageable men around them.

Grose: Right.

Rosin: After the break, we go back to politics and talk about how these gender dynamics are affecting the upcoming election.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so back to this election. The gender divide just keeps getting wider and wider in the U.S. between Republicans and Democrats. Given all the statistics you just said about marriage and family, what would you mark as the origin point of that growing divide?

Grose: Trump. Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump. I literally saw a graph today that showed that the divide really became a yawning gap starting in 2015 among young people. Even the fall of Roe didn't move the needle the way Trump and his rhetoric moved the needle.

Rosin: Really?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: That's surprising.

Grose: I mean, he is so uniquely repellent to young women. And who can blame them?

And I wonder if also--I mean, and this is more speculation--the outpouring of #MeToo, which I think is an immediate cause, was a response to Trump being elected, in many ways. And perhaps, seeing that sort of outpouring of storytelling and upset, and then seeing that nothing really changed, right? Like, can we point to sort of any demonstrable policy outcomes of #MeToo? Harvey Weinstein's in jail. But sort of on an individual level, is young women's daily experience of sexism markedly different? I don't know.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Grose: And then seeing, like, We did this whole movement. We marched in the streets. And what's changed, socially and culturally, you know? We're now--what?--the third generation post-sexual revolution, post-women really flooding into the workplace and colleges. And so I wonder if that is sort of another frustration.

Rosin: Meaning what?

Grose: Well, cultural progress has stalled somewhat for women, right?

Rosin: I see.

Grose: So you know, obviously Roe was overturned. But it's like, my mom was one of--her medical-school class was like 5 to 10 percent women, right? And so I was raised in a community where my mom was one of the few full-time working moms, right?

And now my daughters are being raised in a community where, I think, all of their friends' moms work full-time.

I do think that there is possibly a sense among young women--it's like, Well, I saw my grandma. My grandma was working. My mom was working. Why, culturally, am I still doing the majority of the work? Why am I still more mature than all of these boys? Why are the expectations on me to be different, a certain kind of way, still what they are when we've been fighting for this for so long?

Rosin: I see. That makes some sense to me, that we had for the last, let's say--it's not even that long, but let's say--50, 60 years been making progress on quantifiable issues, like wages, workplace participation, certain kinds of social acceptability, and now we've landed at the difficult, murky cultural issues, and those do seem stalled in many ways.

Grose: That's exactly what I was trying to say.

Rosin: So digging more into this election, the interesting thing to me in this election is that everyone is fighting over the "normal" territory, like who's weird and who's normal. And while it's novel that Democrats are making headway, it does actually make me a little nervous when people start defining normal--like, collecting around normal, because we all kind of know who they mean and who they're excluding.

So to start with just the low-hanging fruit--that's J.D. Vance. In 2021, when he was running, this is when the "childless" situation came up. And he used the word normal. He said: "Is this just a normal fact of American life, that the leaders of our country should be people who don't have a personal and direct stake in it via their offspring, via their own children and grandchildren?"

This is a policy view that some people in the conservative world like, that people with children should have greater voting power, sort of greater influence in how the country is run.

Grose: One of the things that I find saddest is that there are a lot of policies that pro-family liberals and pro-family conservatives agree on, or at least can come to the table to talk about--child tax credits being the main one, but paid leave is pretty universally popular. I think childcare will never happen, because that is something that they can't agree on, because many conservatives feel the government should not have a role in supporting children being cared for by anybody but their own parents. But, you know, that's another topic.

There are a lot of low-hanging fruit of policy that we could come to a somewhat bipartisan agreement on, but when you frame it as, you know, quote-unquote, "normal people," "parents versus everybody else," it just makes it impossible.

Rosin: Yeah, what's confusing about J. D. Vance is sometimes he talks about the family issues in this culture-war-ish ways, like the Vance who talks to Tucker Carlson about cat ladies, but then there's the J. D. Vance who, in mixed company, talks in a lot more measured ways about being pro-family. Like, maybe he could come to an agreement on child tax credits.

Grose: Well, you know, listen--I don't know what is in this man's heart. I have never spoken to him. But I suspect, based on the things he said before he became pro-Trump and the things that he said after he became pro-Trump, that this is calculated. I don't know that it's a sincere belief. I just don't know.

He has, you know, explained his sort of change and revelations, and he's converted, and he's moved to a different mindset. And that's, you know--maybe that's genuine. I don't know.

I mean, to me, it's just bad politics, because there are a lot of people without children who vote Republican. So why are you alienating voters? Like, that's number one: Don't alienate huge groups of people.

Like, it's just a bad idea. But I do think, number one, if it is not genuine, it's to appeal to, you know, his potential future boss and all of his followers. And if it is genuine, I think it is pushed further and deeper by reading and listening to sources that just echo a very narrow idea and push you further into the same talking points, and surrounding yourself with the same people who only believe these things and sort of gets you into sort of more extreme territory on these issues.

Rosin: Yeah, I suppose that's other whole version of J.D. Vance, which is the very-online version of him.

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Like, when he's gone on conservative podcasts in the past and talked, for example, about how childless leaders are "more sociopathic." This is the kind of language that comes from certain corners of the internet.

Grose: Yeah. And if you hear him talk on all these podcasts that people were furiously clipping, it's clear when he speaks to this audience of conservative bros, it's almost unintelligible to people who are not versed in their shorthand. Well, one thing they often say about parents versus nonparents is that nonparents don't have quote-unquote "skin in the game."

And it's just like, What do you mean? They're part of society. They're in the community. They're using parks. They're using roads. Like, they do have skin in the game. Like, they do.

Rosin: I just want to say: I am the parent of three children. I love my children. I find this argument to be absolutely absurd because people who have children are narrowly focused on their family and their children. And anybody who doesn't have children is probably spending a lot more time thinking about the community, making more-logical decisions about broader issues and what should be done. Like, I would not pick a busy parent of three kids to be the one to make, like, broad social policy and decide what our future is.

You're welcome to write me all the hate mail you want, parents. Again, I have three children, and I love them all. But I find just, like, the base idea that parents are more invested or intelligent about the future to be absurd.

Grose: Well, actually, the part of it that bothers me more is the idea that parents are more moral than nonparents. In statements defending them--both Sean Combs, [who] is accused of really vile sexual assault, and then Justin Timberlake, who was pulled over for driving under the influence--they said that they were family men. And they use that phrase, "family men." And it's like, Who cares?

Rosin: Right.

Grose: It has absolutely nothing to do with the crimes they are alleged to have committed.

Rosin: Yes. Absolutely.

Grose: And that it's even in the year 2024 used as some kind of defense--or, you know, moral superiority or whitewashing or whatever it is--is, like, insane to me.

Rosin: I mean, I think this is why I love in your book this surfacing of the scripts, because there's just an unconscious, assumed "family equals good." And so you can just call that up in any moment that you need to. It's just so--exactly. He could be a terrible father. I wouldn't, I mean--Puff Daddy--I wouldn't want him to be the parent of a young girl.

Grose: Donald Trump is a family man. Like, Who cares?

Rosin: Yes. That's, like, a data point about someone, like their age. It doesn't say anything about their moral worth or goodness.

Grose: Well, my spiciest take, which is: I just think that we still have a first lady or first gentleman in the year 2024 is absurd. This is an unpaid job. Why? For what? Pay someone to do that job, and stop making the president and the vice president our mommy and daddy. Like, What Freudian nonsense is this? Like, I don't like it at all. (Laughs.)

And I hate the focus on, you know, the scrutiny. I felt so bad for the scrutiny on the Bush twins and Malia and Sasha Obama. Like, Leave the kids alone. Leave Barron Trump alone. Let him live at NYU. I don't care what he's doing. Like, I hate it. I hate all that.

And that is the one thing I agree with Melania Trump about. Like, Leave them alone. Just leave them all alone. Do not bring this sideshow into the government. Like, it has nothing to do with the job of being president, and it shouldn't.

Rosin: Right. Right. So what is the Democratic vision of families? Like, what do we actually see from the left?

Grose: Well, I do think it is, again, these cultural scripts, and these were around when you wrote your book. For college-educated people--and now there is an association with college education and being a Democratic, liberal voter, so that's an association that exists--children are seen as the capstone. So you get married. You get a good job. You then have kids.

And I think that there is more room in conservative cultures to have kids when they come. And there's also a lot more pressure not to have, in religious circles, to not have sex before you're married, and if you do get pregnant, to get married. And that association has actually loosened over time. But it's still, I think, somewhat of the attitude--that, like, You should have kids really young, and even if you can't fully financially provide for them, that's okay. You'll figure it out.

I think that is, you know, not the norm [among the] college educated and especially urban, college educated. I mean, if you look at the average age of first-time moms in places like New York and San Francisco, it is now, you know, pushing 35. It's like 33.

Rosin: Right, so it's not childless cat ladies. It's just, like, "delay the children and also have a cat" lady.

Grose: Well, delay the children because you're getting educated and because living in cities is really expensive. I mean, I think I would like just to generally push back on the negative framing of all of this. It's like, It's good that women have access to education. It is good that it is much more unusual for people under 19 to have children. Like, these are all things that we saw as unalloyed societal goods, right? Like, and now there's sort of this funhouse mirror of, like, No. It's bad. Now it's bad. It's like, Well, is it? Is it just: We have new challenges because of these changes?

And so I sort of just always want to make sure we're framing it that way, that it's like, There's new challenges. Yes. We do have to think about the birth rate more. We do have to think about how hard it is for people to start wanted families. We do have to think about, you know: Are people not meeting people that they want to have children with anymore, and why is that? And it's so complicated.

I can't, I mean--I just don't think that there is some crisis of the liberal family. I just don't buy that. I think many liberal men and women in their 20s have anxiety and dread about having children, but people have always had anxiety and dread about having children.

For my book, I read the diaries and letters of women going back hundreds of years, and their emotions were identical to what people feel today about having children. It's scary. It's, you know--the greatest responsibility you can have is for other humans. The only difference now is many people have an actual choice about whether to become parents. It is somewhat socially acceptable to not have children. And it's like: The second it is even barely socially acceptable to not have children, there's this huge backlash and panic and fear. And I think we should be really highly suspicious of that.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Grose: Like these feelings are not new. People have always felt this way. Why are we--

Rosin: --so afraid of them?

Grose: So afraid of them, saying these emotions are aberrant and not, you know--if having children is the right thing for you to do, these are normal feelings to have on the journey to get there.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

In terms of political theater, that is, if you could mandate something, what would it be? Would you be like, You're never allowed to talk about a politician's family? You would ban the term, you know, first gentleman, first lady. Like, what would Jess Grose's rules of political theater be?

Grose: Oh, it would definitely be: We never talk about anyone's family. We just never talk about it. We only talk about their policies. We do not parade them around at conventions. We do not blow up their Instagrams. Like, it's ridiculous. Like, I just--it only turns negative, I think. And I think it's, especially to minor children, unfair.

Rosin: Yeah. And I think in a deeper way, what it does is perpetuate the script that the only person who can be in charge of us, our leader--the only person we can trust, the only person of good character--is a person with a so-called normal family.

Grose: I agree with that.

Rosin: All right. Well, we're in full agreement. Jess, thank you so much for coming on the show.

Grose: Anytime.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Morgan Ome. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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For How Much Longer Can Life Continue on This Troubled Planet?

New data on the end times

by Ross Andersen




Wikipedia's "Timeline of the Far Future" is one of my favorite webpages from the internet's pre-slop era. A Londoner named Nick Webb created it on the morning of December 22, 2010. "Certain events in the future of the universe can be predicted with a comfortable level of accuracy," he wrote at the top of the page. He then proposed a chronological list of 33 such events, beginning with the joining of Asia and Australia 40 million years from now. He noted that around this same time, Mars's moon Phobos would complete its slow death spiral into the red planet's surface. A community of 1,533 editors have since expanded the timeline to 160 events, including the heat death of the universe. I like to imagine these people on laptops in living rooms and cafes across the world, compiling obscure bits of speculative science into a secular Book of Revelation.

Like the best sci-fi world building, the Timeline of the Far Future can give you a key bump of the sublime. It reminds you that even the sturdiest-seeming features of our world are ephemeral, that in 1,100 years, Earth's axis will point to a new North Star. In 250,000 years, an undersea volcano will pop up in the Pacific, adding an extra island to Hawaii. In the 1 million years that the Great Pyramid will take to erode, the sun will travel only about 1/200th of its orbit around the Milky Way, but in doing so, it will move into a new field of stars. Our current constellations will go all wobbly in the sky and then vanish.

Some aspects of the timeline are more certain than others. We know that most animals will look different 10 million years from now. We know that the continents will slowly drift together to form a new Pangaea. Africa will slam into Eurasia, sealing off the Mediterranean basin and raising a new Himalaya-like range across France, Italy, and Spain. In 400 million years, Saturn will have lost its rings. Earth will have replenished its fossil fuels. Our planet will also likely have sustained at least one mass-extinction-triggering impact, unless its inhabitants have learned to divert asteroids.

The events farther down the page tend to be shakier. Recently, there has been some dispute over the approximate date that complex life will no longer be able to live on Earth. Astrophysicists have long understood that in roughly half a billion years, the natural swelling of our sun will accelerate. The extra radiation that it pours into Earth's atmosphere will widen the planet's daily swing between hot and cold. Continents will expand and contract more violently, making the land brittle, and setting into motion a process that is far less spectacular than an asteroid strike but much deadlier. Rainfall will bring carbon dioxide down to the surface, where it will bond with the silicates exposed by cracking earth. Rivers will carry the resulting carbonate compounds to the ocean, where they will sink. About 1 billion years from now, this process will have transferred so much carbon dioxide to the seafloor that very little will remain in the air. Photosynthesis will be impossible. Forests and grasslands will have vanished. A few plants will make a valiant last stand, but then they, too, will suffocate, wrecking the food chain. Animals on land will go first; deep-sea invertebrates will be last. Microbes may survive for another billion years, but the era of complex life on Earth will have ended.

Researchers from the University of Chicago and Israel's Weizmann Institute of Science have now proposed an update to this crucial part of the timeline. In a new paper called "Substantial Extension of the Lifetime of the Terrestrial Biosphere," available as a preprint and accepted for publication in The Planetary Science Journal, they argue that the effects of silicate weathering may be overstated. In a billion years, they say, enough carbon dioxide may yet remain for plants to perform photosynthesis. That doesn't mean plants will last forever. Even if they can continue breathing, the sheer heat of the ballooning sun will eventually kill them and every other living thing on Earth. The question is when, and the researchers note that there is reason for optimism on this score. Some plant species have already evolved to withstand extreme heat. (One flowering shrub in Death Valley appears to thrive at 117 degrees Fahrenheit.) In the future, they could evolve to withstand higher temperatures still. With carbon-dioxide starvation out of the picture, these hardy plants could perhaps live for 800 million extra years.

Read: Scientists found ripples in space and time. And you have to buy groceries.

Claims like these are laughably hard to test, of course. But in this case, there could be a way. Astronomers plan to use the next generation of space telescopes to zoom into the atmospheres of the nearest hundred Earthlike planets, looking for precise chemical combinations that indicate the presence of life. With this census, they hope to tell us whether life is common in the universe. If it is, and if humans keep on building bigger and bigger telescopes, then the astronomers of the 22nd century may be able to survey lots of planets at once, including those that orbit suns that are more swollen than ours. If in the atmospheres of these planets--these future Earth analogues--we see the telltale exhalations of photosynthesis, that could suggest that plantlike lifeforms here are indeed more resilient than we'd once imagined.

Until then, we will just have to keep tabs on the Timeline of the Far Future. Yesterday morning, I visited it again and scrolled down a billion years to see if it had been updated. It had not. I kept scrolling anyway, to remind myself how it all turns out. (Doomscrolling in its purest form.) I went 3, 4, and 5 billion years into the future, by which time the Milky Way will have merged with the Andromeda galaxy. Together, the two will gobble up all the other galaxies in our local, gravitationally bound group. Because the universe is expanding, everything beyond this consolidated mega-galaxy will recede away, leaving it to float alone like an island in a void. The longest-lasting of its stars will shine reddish-orange for trillions of years. Eventually, they'll twinkle out, and only a black hole will remain. It, too, will evaporate, but over a period of time so long that expressing it in years is comical. The number runs for hundreds of digits.

It is a strange thing that humans do, calculating these expiration dates, not just for life but for stars and black holes. Scientists have even tried to determine when every last fizzing bit of energy in the cosmos will come to rest. We have no obvious stake in these predictions, and at a moment when there are more pressing reasons to doomscroll, they might rightly be called a distraction. I have no straightforward counterargument, only a vague suspicion that there is something ennobling in trying to hold the immensities of space and time inside our small and fragile mammal brains.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/how-long-will-earth-life-exist/680123/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Conservatives Mean by 'Freedom of Speech'

They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored.

by Adam Serwer




The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.

Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by fraud and later by force--the 2020 presidential election, which he lost. J. D. Vance, the Republican who was selected to replace former Vice President Mike Pence on the ticket precisely because he is the sort of quisling lapdog who would participate in such a scheme, retorted that Walz supported "Facebook censorship."

"You can't yell 'fire' in a crowded theater. That's the test. That's the Supreme Court test," Walz said.

"Tim. Fire in a crowded theater? You guys wanted to kick people off of Facebook for saying that toddlers should not wear masks," Vance replied.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The equivalence that Vance draws between social-media moderation and Trump trying to stage a coup is ridiculous, but revealing in terms of how conservatives have come to conceive of free speech: They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored. Walz is simply wrong about the Supreme Court standard for what kind of speech can be outlawed, but the invocation of that archaic test does illustrate how safety can become an excuse for state censorship. It just so happens that social-media moderation is not state censorship, because social media is not the government.

In 1919, the Supreme Court upheld the convictions of socialist anti-war protesters under the Espionage Act in Schenk v. United States. The accused, Charles Schenk and Elizabeth Baer, had been passing out flyers urging people to resist the draft during World War I. The Court ruled unanimously in an opinion written by Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. that the convictions were constitutional, with Holmes writing, "The most stringent protection of free speech would not protect a man in falsely shouting fire in a theatre and causing a panic. It does not even protect a man from an injunction against uttering words that may have all the effect of force." (The next time someone tries to tell you that "words are violence" is something left-wing college students came up with, remind them that the U.S. Supreme Court said it first.)

The cultural context here is as important as the legal one. As the legal scholar Geoffrey Stone writes in Perilous Times, the country was in the throes of the first Red Scare, and the Supreme Court was "firmly in conservative hands. The values and experiences of the justices led most of them to hold anarchists, socialists, and other 'radical' dissenters in contempt." As Stone notes, Schenk and Baer's pamphlets urged political support for repeal of the draft, not even unlawful obstruction of it. The justices, however, did not consider the political beliefs of those they were judging to have value, and therefore they had no problem seeing people thrown in jail for those beliefs, no matter what the First Amendment said. After all, it was wartime.

So there was no fire, no crowd, and no theater. What actually happened was that some people had unpopular political beliefs and the government wanted to throw them in jail, and the Supreme Court said that was fine. That also happens to be the kind of thing that Trump wants to do as president, the kind of thing that the arch-conservative Supreme Court has decided he should have immunity for doing.

The Schenk standard, however, was repealed in Brandenburg v. Ohio in 1969, a case involving Clarence Brandenburg, a Ku Klux Klan leader who was convicted under a state law that prohibited advocating political change through terrorism. The Supreme Court--then a liberal court, something that had not existed before and has not since--overturned his conviction, ruling that that government can only bar speech advocating "imminent lawless action" that is "likely to incite or produce such action." Stone writes that the Court was trying to tie its own hands to prevent the government from acting under the spell of "fear and hysteria" that can be brought on by wartime. It's a much better standard than the kind that gets you imprisoned for handing out pamphlets. (Vance, a Yale Law graduate, is probably aware that Trump's speech working up a mob that went on to ransack the Capitol and try to hang Pence could meet that much higher standard, known as the "Brandenburg test.")

But the fact that the government can put you in prison points to how matters of free speech are different for social-media companies. Social-media companies can't put you in prison, because they are not the government. They can ban users for not adhering to their standards, but this in itself is a form of speech: Just as the right-wing website Breitbart does not have to publish my writing, social-media companies do not have to publish the content of users who violate their rules. Social-media moderation is not state censorship, and it should not be treated as such. Conservatives understand this when the moderation decisions land in their favor, which is why the union-busting billionaire Elon Musk's favoritism toward conservative speech and attempts to silence his critics on the social-media platform X have not drawn the attention of the Republican majority in Congress. Nor should they--he owns the place; he can do what he wants with it. The point is that conservatives fully get the distinction when they want to.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

Vance's implicit position is that conservatives have a state-enforced right to the use of private platforms; that the state can and should force private companies to publish speech that those companies disagree with, as long as that speech is right-wing. Such a policy really would be a form of censorship.

Immediately after Trump's disastrous September debate, conservatives, including Trump himself, began calling for ABC News to lose its broadcast license for fact-checking Trump's lies about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio. These threats of state retaliation against media outlets--or anyone who speaks out against Trump--illustrate that what conservatives mean when they talk about free speech is a legal right to use private platforms as venues for right-wing propaganda, whether or not those platforms wish to be used that way. That is a form of censorship far more authoritarian than private social-media platforms deciding they don't want to carry rants about COVID shots putting microchips in your blood that can receive signals from alien invaders.

As for Walz, he foolishly cited an archaic standard that the Supreme Court has thankfully abandoned, one that in actuality shows how dangerous it can be for the government to pick and choose which speech is acceptable. Walz has previously asserted that "misinformation" and "hate speech" are not protected, a mistaken belief that is unfortunately popular among some on the left. The flawed standard he cited last night explains why such speech is and should be protected--because the window for state power to police what individual people say should be as small as reasonably possible.

His opponents Trump and Vance, however, do not think that such an approach is dangerous at all. A government that chooses which speech to punish and which to promote is their ideal situation, provided that they are the ones in charge.
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The Rise of the Right-Wing Tattletale

In Texas and elsewhere, new laws and policies have encouraged neighbors to report neighbors to the government.

by Adam Serwer




Last year, in Texas, a deteriorating marriage became the testing ground for a novel legal strategy favored by some of the country's most prominent right-wing lawyers and politicians.

Marcus and Brittni Silva's divorce had just been finalized when Marcus filed a lawsuit against two of Brittni's friends. According to his complaint, Brittni had discovered that she was pregnant with their baby in July 2022, and ended the pregnancy by taking abortion medication. Marcus alleges that her friends Jackie Noyola and Amy Carpenter "assisted Brittni Silva in murdering Ms. Silva's unborn child." He is suing for wrongful death and asking for at least $1 million in damages from each defendant.

Noyola and Carpenter tell their own version of what happened in a countersuit they filed. Marcus drank often, they allege, and when he did, he was prone to verbally abusing Brittni. He got so drunk at one of her work events that he had to be escorted off the premises--but not before he called her a "slut," a "whore," and an "unfit mother" in front of her co-workers. Brittni had stayed in the marriage for the sake of their two daughters, but Marcus's outburst convinced her that there was no saving it. In the spring of 2022, she filed for divorce.

That summer, soon after Roe v. Wade was overturned but before Texas's abortion "trigger ban" went into effect, Brittni got a positive result on a pregnancy test. Certain that she did not want to have another child with Marcus, Brittni texted Noyola and Carpenter to talk about her options. Noyola and Carpenter allege that Marcus disapproved of the friendship; he would sometimes hide Brittni's car keys to try to prevent her from seeing her friends.

Brittni kept her pregnancy test a secret from Marcus, but according to Noyola and Carpenter's suit, he learned about it when he riffled through her purse and discovered a Post-it note with the number for an abortion hotline and, on her phone, her texts with her friends. Marcus took photographs of the texts. The next day, he looked through her purse again and found a pill that can be taken to induce abortion.

Later, Marcus confronted her, Brittni told her friends. She wrote in a text message that he had demanded that she give him her "mind body and soul" and act "like his wife who loves him." If she didn't agree to give him primary custody of their daughters, Brittni wrote, he would "make sure I go to jail." Brittni was surprised by Marcus's reaction, her friends' suit alleges; he'd never been opposed to abortion. Now he was accusing her of killing a baby and threatening to go to the police. (Noyola and Carpenter have denied all the claims in Marcus's lawsuit, and he has denied all the claims in their countersuit.)

In fact, Marcus had already filed a police report. Soon, he obtained legal representation. Jonathan Mitchell, a conservative activist and attorney and the former solicitor general of Texas, became his lawyer in the case. Mitchell is often cited as the brains behind Texas's 2021 "bounty law," which provides a reward of at least $10,000 to plaintiffs who successfully sue someone who "aids or abets" abortion. The Silva case follows a similar logic: Marcus is, in effect, seeking a reward for reporting his ex-wife's friends to the state.

Mitchell declined to comment for this article. But his work on the Silva case and the bounty law, among other matters, reflects a tactic that conservatives have recently embraced in a range of social battles, including those over abortion, LGBTQ issues, and school curricula. Across the nation, Republican-controlled state legislatures and conservative activists have passed bills and embraced legal strategies that encourage Americans to monitor one another's behavior and report their friends, family members, and neighbors to the authorities. Call it the Snitch State.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution is whatever the right wing says it is

Texas has been particularly hospitable to rules that promote such monitoring in service of advancing conservative ideological goals. Perhaps it's a matter of necessity: Despite right-wing victories in court and at the ballot box in recent decades, public sentiment on a variety of cultural issues has drifted leftward. And so, in an effort to impose their values, Republicans have turned to invasive forms of coercion.

Most Americans, including most Texas voters, believe that abortion should be legal in some form. The architects of this new anti-privacy regime do not. Republican legislators in Texas have proposed numerous additional restrictions since Roe v. Wade was overturned, including bills that would punish employers who help their workers get abortions, outlaw abortion funds that help women seek the procedure in another state, and circumvent local district attorneys who refuse to criminally prosecute abortion providers. Some proposed measures would restrict access to contraception. One would criminalize speech by making it illegal to provide "information on how to obtain an abortion-inducing drug" and forcing internet providers in Texas to censor such information.

It's hard not to conclude that the people pushing for bills like these want women to be scared to even contemplate having an abortion, let alone seek one out. They have said so themselves; in 2021, for example, the anti-abortion organization Texas Right to Life said it was "optimistic that," in light of the bounty law, "the day is soon coming when abortion will not only be illegal, but unthinkable." Even expressing support for abortion rights could be considered suspect. Indeed, the Silva lawsuit seems to foreshadow this reality: It alleges that Brittni and her friends "celebrated the murder by dressing up in Handmaid's Tale costumes for Halloween," as if their costumes indicate liberal views on abortion that deserve sanction by the state.

From the October 2024 issue: What abortion bans do to doctors

As of this writing, no one has yet been successfully sued under Texas's bounty law, and other measures that seek to turn citizens into informants have faced challenges in court. (If reelected, former President Donald Trump is likely to appoint more federal judges who would look favorably upon such measures.) But these policies have chilling effects whether or not they are strictly enforced. The mere threat of having one's privacy invaded and one's life potentially destroyed is sufficient to shape people's speech and behavior. American history shows us where this could lead.

The roots of this political style lie in the state-sponsored efforts of the first and second Red Scares. During the first, in the years following World War I, a wave of anarchist violence provided a predicate for suppressing free speech, as well as a justification for mob violence against people perceived to be disloyal to the government. But it was during the second Red Scare, in the 1940s and '50s, that the informant emerged as a paramount figure in American politics, when the federal government's attempts to block Soviet espionage metastasized into a national panic. Dozens of states passed laws criminalizing speech deemed subversive. Private employers, unions, and professional groups adopted loyalty oaths and administrative tests that inquired about personal beliefs and past associations.

According to the constitutional scholar Geoffrey R. Stone, from 1947 to 1953, more than 4.7 million people were scrutinized as part of the federal government's loyalty program, leading to about 40,000 "full-field investigations" undertaken by J. Edgar Hoover's FBI. The bureau relied on allegations from informants, many of which were "unsubstantiated hearsay--mere gossip, rumor, and slander," Stone writes. The accuracy of the allegations hardly mattered; federal investigators often did not take the time to verify informants' claims. As a result, people policed their own thoughts, actions, and relationships out of fear that someone might tell on them.

Soviet espionage and expansionism were both very real threats. Many Red hunters, however, were not merely trying to prevent the establishment of Soviet-style communism in the U.S., or to protect U.S. atomic secrets. At a moment when liberalism appeared to be ascendant, conservative beliefs about economics, labor, race, gender, and sexuality could all be imposed in the name of "fighting communism." As historians such as Ellen Schrecker and Landon R. Y. Storrs have argued, the second Red Scare was, in this way, successful at constraining the radical possibilities of New Deal social democracy. The power of organized labor was curtailed, and the potential for a more generous welfare state was limited. Even in books, films, and television shows, Americans sought to avoid topics and storylines that might be interpreted as left-wing.

Black workers--who were asked questions like "Have you ever danced with a white girl?" and "Have you ever had dinner with a mixed group?"--were among those who "suffered disproportionately" from loyalty investigations, Schrecker has written. Homosexuality, or perceived homosexuality, was also punished. As the historian David K. Johnson writes in The Lavender Scare, at one point during the Truman administration, "in the State Department alone, security officials boasted that on average they were firing one homosexual per day, more than double the rate for those suspected of political disloyalty." Ruining someone's life with an anonymous accusation was, for a time, a relatively simple matter.

During the second Red Scare, communism was frequently described as a plague that infected and transformed unwilling victims. Modern conservatives use similar rhetoric to justify fighting "wokeness" or "the woke mind virus," presenting liberalism as a civilizational threat that justifies extreme measures to suppress it--particularly, these days, in the name of protecting children. But whereas conservatives in the '40s and '50s depicted the Soviet Union as a dystopian cautionary tale, their counterparts today openly venerate the oppressive tactics of illiberal societies abroad. In March, for example, Kevin D. Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, described Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban's tenure as "a model for conservative governance." In September, Trump praised Orban from the presidential-debate stage.

The contemporary crackdown is different in another crucial respect: Although many of the people targeted during the second Red Scare chose to withdraw from public service or public life in the face of invasive surveillance and constant suspicion, that is much harder to do in the 21st century. Today, many of us share intimate details of our personal lives online with friends, loved ones, and, often, total strangers. Whether we intend to or not, thanks to the data economy, we are all our own informants, sharing our location, reading habits, search terms, menstrual-cycle dates, online orders, and more. In exchange for using online services and social-media platforms, we make ourselves more visible to those who would become the eyes and ears of the state.

If you live in a part of the country where your very person could attract unwanted attention from the state and its informants, abstaining from social media or even withdrawing from public life may not guarantee safe harbor. Sometimes, you just need to leave.

Karen Krajcer grew up in a conservative religious family in Houston before moving to Austin, where she and her husband raised their kids. When their eldest child, who is trans, was in first grade, she came up to Krajcer in the kitchen and said, "Mom, I'm a girl." Krajcer replied, "You don't have to be a girl to like girl things." "I know," her daughter said. "But I'm a girl who likes girl things."

"She just held my stare," Krajcer told me. "And I realized that I didn't understand what she meant, but that I'm her parent, and it's my job to find out."

Then, one day when she was in fourth grade, Krajcer's daughter asked if she was going to die. "She's not prone to questions like that," Krajcer told me. "She wasn't talking about self-harm or suicide. She was afraid."

It was February 2022, and Texas Governor Greg Abbott had ordered the state's Department of Family and Protective Services to investigate the parents of minors who were receiving gender-affirming medical care. "The Texas Family Code is clear," Attorney General Ken Paxton wrote in a legal opinion that Abbott used to justify his order. "Causing or permitting substantial harm to the child or the child's growth and development is child abuse." Abbott called upon "licensed professionals" and "members of the general public" to tell the government about families who were known to have trans children, so that they could be investigated for abuse. These families were now surrounded by potential informants: teachers, friends, neighbors--even extended family.




Professional medical groups, including the American Psychiatric Association and the American Medical Association, objected to the order, noting in one legal brief that "the medical treatments characterized as 'child abuse' in the Abbott Letter are part of the widely-accepted treatment guidelines for adolescents suffering from gender dysphoria, and are supported by the best available scientific evidence."

The portrayal of gender-affirming care as child abuse nevertheless led to a rash of reports. People called DFPS to report students "even if they're just simply going by a nickname, or different pronouns," Brian Klosterboer, an attorney with the ACLU of Texas, told me.

DFPS representatives appeared at Texas schools to pull students out of class for questioning, and showed up at children's homes to speak with their parents. "As an investigator, when you go in to speak to a child, as easy as you try to be and as kind, it's traumatizing; it just is. It's invasive," Morgan Davis, a former Texas child-welfare investigator, told me. Davis, who is trans, eventually resigned in protest of the order. A DFPS employee testified in court that, unlike with other kinds of investigations, she and her colleagues did not have discretion to set aside cases involving trans kids despite finding no evidence of abuse.

One DFPS employee who herself has a trans daughter asked her supervisor for clarification on the new policy. Would she now be considered an abuser for obtaining health care for her daughter? And if so, would her child be taken from her? According to a lawsuit that the ACLU filed on behalf of the employee and her family, she was put on leave hours later, and told the next day that she was under investigation. A state investigator came to her family's home, seeking access to her daughter's medical records.

The order threatened to separate trans children from their parents, which could lead to expensive legal battles for families who wanted to keep custody. Tracy Harting, a lawyer in Travis County who has been involved in child welfare for more than two decades, immediately grasped the cruel irony: If trans kids were taken from their parents, she told me, they would be entering a foster-care system "that's already overrun with kids who were actually being physically and emotionally abused by their families."

In response to the ACLU's lawsuit, a judge blocked enforcement of Abbott's order in March 2022, and two years later, a state appeals court upheld the injunction. But an exodus of families with trans children was already under way, particularly after Texas outlawed gender-affirming medical care for children in 2023. "I don't want to live in this state of terror anymore," one mother who left for Colorado told Texas Monthly.

Listen: Radio Atlantic on when the state has a problem with your identity

Krajcer and her family, who live in Oregon now, felt the same way. Although her daughter was not undergoing any medical interventions, Krajcer still feared that she could be reported to the authorities by someone who disapproved of her gender identity. The implications of staying in Texas, Krajcer said, were too terrifying to contemplate. "What happens if I'm out in a rural area and our trans daughter breaks her arm? Am I going to be able to take her to the ER for basic medical care? Or is there a chance that a nurse or a receptionist or just a person sitting in the waiting room could turn us in?"

"I imagined being led into some small windowless room for my monitored child visitation," Krajcer said, "and looking at our children and knowing that we could have gone, that we could have left, but we didn't."

In August 2023, Michael Troncale, then an English teacher in Houston, was upset about what he saw as the "anti-trans propaganda coming from the right wing in Texas." Wanting to show support for his transgender students, he put up a poster in his classroom that said trans people belong.

No one seemed to mind at first. But two months later, a school administrator told him that a parent had complained that the sign was "divisive." Troncale didn't know who the parent was, or if their child was in his class.

" 'Look, I'm sorry, but our legal team says you can't have this up, because it's a political message,' " Troncale says he was told. "I didn't consider it political."

Perhaps he should have. In the past few years, Texas conservatives have undertaken a campaign of censorship in schools that longtime educators told me is unprecedented in its breadth and ferocity--part of a nationwide backlash against what conservatives perceive as left-leaning books and ideas, many of them involving LGBTQ and racial issues. A major means of enforcement for this campaign is tattling: Parents and students alike are encouraged to report the teaching of forbidden ideas, so that those who teach them may be punished.

The recent spate of regulations against so-called critical race theory in K-12 schools exemplifies this logic. (Actual critical race theory is an academic framework conceived of by the Black legal scholar Derrick Bell; it is not generally taught outside higher education.) In 2021, Texas passed House Bill 3979, which included the provision that educators cannot "require or make part of a course" the idea that "an individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress on account of the individual's race or sex." Using language designed to sound egalitarian, the law purportedly safeguarded all students' psychological well-being: Educators, it stipulated, cannot teach students that "one race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex."

When Representative Steve Toth introduced the bill, he said it was "about teaching racial harmony by telling the truth that we are all equal, both in God's eyes and our founding documents." The alternative, he suggested, was communist indoctrination, "a souped-up version of Marxism" from which children needed to be protected.

In practice, though, H.B. 3979 and the similar Senate Bill 3--which went into effect three months later, replacing the House bill--constitute a de facto government ban on material that conservatives oppose, and essentially mean that the feelings of a certain category of student are the only ones that matter. In 2023, a school-district trustee in Montgomery County asked for "personal ideologies" to be "left at the door." One parent, she said, had told her that their first grader had been so distressed by a poster celebrating racial inclusivity that he moved classrooms. Another trustee suggested that displaying LGBTQ flags in schools might be illegal.

Texas's recent cascade of book bans has also been framed as an attempt to protect children from distress. "Parents have the right to shield their children from obscene content used in schools their children attend," Governor Abbott has written. But parents already have the right to tell their kids which books they can and can't read; what Abbott is calling for is the right to control which books other people's children read.

Read: Book bans are targeting the history of oppression

Matt Krause, a former attorney for the Christian conservative law firm Liberty Counsel, was a Texas state legislator in the fall of 2021 when he sent a letter to superintendents inquiring about "books or content" in schools that "might make students feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress because of their race or sex." He attached a list of roughly 850 books, requesting that the school districts tell him how many copies of each they had. Krause--who later acknowledged to The Dallas Morning News that he did not believe he had read the books in question--had no power to order any books banned, but his list, and his invocation of the language in H.B. 3979, helped spur an avalanche of challenges across the state.

According to a lawsuit filed by library patrons in Llano County, one woman, who would later be appointed to the county's library board, sent an email to a county official with the subject line "Pornographic Filth at the Llano Public Libraries." Attached was a spreadsheet of books from Krause's list that were in the libraries. Another concerned citizen, who herself would also later be appointed to the library board, was more direct about what she found objectionable: In an email to allies, she referred to Krause's list as the "16-page list of CRT and LGBTQ book[s]." Indeed, the titles on Krause's list, many of which deal with topics such as racism, LGBTQ rights, and abortion, highlight the political nature of his effort.

Soon, the Llano County libraries began removing some of these books from their shelves. One librarian alleges that she was fired after she refused to remove targeted books. She is now working as a cashier to make ends meet while she sues the county over her dismissal. (The county has denied any wrongdoing.)

After a court ordered the books returned to the shelves, county officials appealed the order and considered shutting down the libraries altogether rather than allow community members to access the material. (County officials said the removal of books had nothing to do with their content. They ultimately decided to keep the library open, and an appeals court later ruled that some of the books must be returned. That court is now reconsidering its order.) The officials are represented by Jonathan Mitchell, the same attorney who is representing Marcus Silva. According to Axios, Mitchell has also reportedly drafted hypothetical bounty laws that would provide financial remuneration to those who snitch on librarians for keeping banned books on their shelves--or even just for expressing pro-LGBTQ sentiments.

In 2024, the purpose of banning books is not to keep children from accessing disturbing material--the internet exists--but to use the power of the state to stigmatize certain ideas and identities. Nelva Williamson, an Advanced Placement history teacher from Houston, told me that she sees efforts like Krause's as part of a right-wing response to the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 and the earnest desire of many young white people to learn more about the country's history of injustice. At the core of the backlash, Williamson thinks, is a fear that children will leave their parents' politics behind. "They just put CRT as an umbrella over everything," she said.

"What is included in the obscenity standard is actually very vague," Jeremy Young, a historian who runs PEN America's anti-censorship program for education, told me. "And this is something that you'll see across these bill types. The vagueness is the point; the vagueness is the way that the bills are enforced. Which is to say, when a bill has very vague definitions, it can be either overenforced or underenforced, depending on the person doing the enforcing."

Texas legislators cannot embed themselves in every classroom to monitor whether forbidden concepts and books are being discussed and assigned. But they can rely on informants. According to NBC News, a chief deputy constable in Hood County, recently spent two years attempting to bring criminal charges against a group of school librarians after activists filed a complaint alleging that their libraries were carrying obscene books (the county district attorney ultimately said there was not enough conclusive evidence to charge the librarians). In October 2021, Rickie Farah, a fourth-grade teacher in the Dallas area who had previously been named Teacher of the Year, was reprimanded by the school board after a parent complained about a book that her child brought home from Farah's classroom--This Book Is Anti-racist, by Tiffany Jewell. Farah contested the reprimand and kept her job. But her colleagues got the message: Even allowing a student to encounter a book that a parent disapproved of might lead to consequences.

Higher education has also been a target for Republicans, who see universities as sources of "woke ideology." Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick has argued that "tenured professors must not be able to hide behind the phrase 'academic freedom,' and then proceed to poison the minds of our next generation." A 2023 bill to end tenure at state universities was rejected, but the legislature instead passed a law that gives politically appointed university overseers broad leeway to terminate tenured faculty for reasons of "professional incompetence" or "conduct involving moral turpitude." Thus, in Texas, academic freedom may now be contingent on the political approval of state officials.

In 2022, Lauren Miller, who lived in Dallas, was pregnant with twins and suffering from such severe nausea that she found it difficult to eat and had to go to the emergency room twice. When one twin was diagnosed with a genetic disorder that is almost always fatal, she and her husband struggled to get clear guidance from medical professionals. No one would even say the word abortion out loud. "We would have genetic counselors--so, people who don't even give abortions; they just counsel on options--get midway through a sentence and then just stop, just scared to say more," Miller told me.

Then one genetic counselor, who had lived and worked in New York, let slip that in cases like these, doctors would usually perform a procedure called a "single fetal reduction." Miller asked what that meant.

"She immediately clammed up and she started apologizing; you could tell she was scared," Miller said. "It was truly like we had Greg Abbott, Ken Paxton, and, you know, other politicians, Texas Supreme Court justices, just sitting in that room taking notes, chewing on a pen cap right there with us."

Miller decided to have the single fetal reduction--aborting one fetus--to protect her health and that of the other twin. Afraid to leave a paper trail, she told friends in a group text of the diagnosis, but not about her plans. She had a quick, careful phone conversation with a friend who was a gynecologic oncologist, who recommended a doctor in Colorado. As she spoke over the phone with the Colorado doctor, Miller noticed that he made sure to say explicitly that he was not in the state of Texas.

"People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say."

At a party with friends that fall, Miller and her husband were careful not to mention that they were going to Colorado. "Who was there who would overhear and report us because they want that $10,000?" Miller said. "We didn't know everybody who was at the house that evening."

They also worried about the logistics of their trip. "The first question," Miller said, was "what kind of digital footprint are we leaving? Do we leave our phones behind? Do we drive? Do we do everything in cash?" Because of her severe nausea, she didn't think she would make it 12 hours in a car from Dallas to Colorado, and she was concerned about driving through rural Texas on her way to get an abortion at 14 weeks pregnant, especially if she ended up in an emergency room. She decided to fly.

Miller was perhaps more fearful than she needed to be about her trip to Colorado. The Texas bounty law has not been used against people who travel out of state, and women themselves cannot be punished for having an abortion--only people who help them can. Still, given the political climate in Texas, her cautious behavior doesn't seem irrational. What would the ultrasound tech back in Dallas say or do when they noticed there was only one heartbeat instead of two?

The procedure went well. Miller's severe nausea subsided, and the remainder of her pregnancy was smooth. She delivered a healthy baby in March 2023. As it turned out, Miller's doctor in Dallas, Austin Dennard, had also recently fled Texas for an abortion because of a pregnancy complication of her own. Miller recalled that at her first appointment with the doctor after her abortion, Dennard simply said, in a formal tone, "There is only one heart rate. I will note in your file that there is an intrauterine fetal demise of one twin." The two women later joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights, which sought to set clear standards for exceptions to the state's abortion ban. This past May, the Texas Supreme Court issued a ruling leaving the vague exceptions language intact.

Such lack of clarity can have a chilling effect. "There's a lot of confusion," Damla Karsan, a Houston ob-gyn, told me. "People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say." In December 2023, Karsan was personally warned by Paxton against performing an abortion for Kate Cox, a Texas mother who was ultimately forced to leave the state to get an abortion after her fetus was diagnosed with the same genetic condition as Miller's. (Karsan was also a plaintiff with Miller and Dennard in the Center for Reproductive Rights lawsuit.)

Still, rules that provoke this kind of fear and uncertainty around private choices have flourished primarily in conservative enclaves; when I spoke with teachers in more liberal and diverse areas of Texas, they seemed less afraid of being reported to authorities. Areas like Llano County, where support for Trump is strong, have so far been most successful in their efforts to root out subversives and promote self-policing. For the time being, abortion laws like Texas's, as restrictive as they are ambiguous, don't stand a chance outside Republican-dominated states; women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox can still travel elsewhere--if they can afford it--to legally receive the care they need. Similarly, families with trans children can move out of state, and library patrons can go to court when books are removed from the shelves.

But for how long? In September, Texas sued to overturn federal privacy regulations that prevent investigators from seizing the medical records of women who leave the state to get an abortion. And just as the influence of the federal government supercharged the first and second Red Scares, it could very well, under a Republican president, expand the reach of the Snitch State nationwide. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump administration, suggests adopting a measure that would allow for a political purge of anyone in the federal government who is not obsequiously loyal to Trump. The former president, and conservative legal elites, have called for the traditional independence of the Justice Department to be disregarded, which would allow Trump, if reelected, to use the immense power of federal law enforcement to target abortion providers, political dissidents, and even local prosecutors who do not use their discretion as the administration demands.

In his foreword to Project 2025's 900-page Mandate for Leadership, Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, writes that "pornography"--which he describes as "manifested today in the omnipresent propagation of transgender ideology and sexualization of children"--"should be outlawed," and that "the people who produce and distribute it should be imprisoned." He adds that "educators and public librarians who purvey it should be classed as registered sex offenders." Roberts also describes gender-affirming care as "child abuse," and echoes the legal language used to ban "critical race theory" in places like Texas. The policy blueprint outlines a plan for forcing states to report abortion and miscarriage data to the federal government, referring to the harrowing experiences of women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox with the dismissive euphemism of "abortion tourism." Presumably, executing these plans would depend on a steady supply of willing informants.

Conservatives have long railed against the chilling effect of "cancel culture." But by encouraging people to tell on their neighbors, Republicans have, in effect, constructed a legal framework for socializing the means of cancellation. Having routinely mocked left-wing college students as "snowflakes" for their use of content warnings and their desire for "safe spaces," Republicans have now institutionalized their own opposition to points of view they dislike with laws that punish those who disagree with them. They have attempted to subject teachers, librarians, and educational administrators to harsh punishments should they express--or even make available--ideas that conservatives deem offensive. They have attempted to criminalize the parents of trans children, and have forced pregnant women to flee their home in order to receive lifesaving care. All of this has been done in the name of "liberty," to combat what Roberts has called the "totalitarian cult" that is the "Great Awokening."

The first and second Red Scares created oppressive societies in the name of preventing America from becoming one. The version of "liberty" being promoted by right-wing legislators and activists today rings just as hollow, a stifling political and social conformity enforced by the fear that someone, somewhere, might report you.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Right-Wing Plan to Make Everyone an Informant." 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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Health Care Is on the Ballot Again

J. D. Vance has signaled that he's more than ready to renew Donald Trump's effort to unwind the Affordable Care Act.

by Ronald Brownstein




In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing the implausible argument that Donald Trump--who sought to repeal the law, and presided over a decline in enrollment during his four years in office--should be viewed as the program's savior.

Vance's evasive response to the questions about health care, on a night when he took the offensive on most other subjects, exposed how fraught most Republicans still consider the issue, seven years after Trump's attempt to repeal the ACA died in the Senate. But Vance's equivocations should not obscure the magnitude of the changes in the program that he has signaled could be coming in a second Trump presidency, particularly in how the law treats people with significant health problems.

The ACA provisions that mandate risk-sharing between the healthy and sick underpin what polls show has become its most popular feature: the requirement that insurance companies offer coverage, at comparable prices, to people with preexisting conditions. In numerous appearances, Vance has indicated that he wants to change the law to restore to insurance companies the ability to segregate healthy people from those with greater health needs. This was a point that Tim Walz, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, accurately stressed during the debate.

The political paradox of Vance's policy is that the trade-off he envisions would primarily benefit younger and healthier people, at a time when most young people vote Democratic. Conversely, the biggest losers would be older adults in their last working years before they become eligible for Medicare. That would hit older working-class adults, who typically have the biggest health needs, especially hard. Those older working people are a predominantly white age cohort that reliably favors the Republican Party; in 2020, Trump won about three-fifths of white voters ages 45 to 64, exit polls found. The threat that the GOP's ACA alternatives present to these core Republican voting groups represents what I called in 2017 "the Trumpcare conundrum."

"Going back to the pre-ACA days of segregated risk pools would lower premiums for young and healthy people, but result in increased cost and potentially no coverage at all for those with preexisting conditions," Larry Levitt, the executive vice president for health policy at the nonpartisan KFF (formerly known as the Kaiser Family Foundation), told me.

Vice President Kamala Harris's campaign hopes to exploit that tension by launching a major advertising campaign across swing states this week to raise an alarm about the plans from Trump and Republicans to erode the ACA's coverage. Support for the ACA--in particular, its provisions protecting people with preexisting conditions--may be one of Harris's best assets to hold support from older and blue-collar white women, who may otherwise be drawn to Trump's argument that only he can keep them safe from the threats of crime and undocumented immigration.

Helen Lewis: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

The efforts of Republicans like Vance to roll back the ACA this long after President Barack Obama signed it into law, in 2010, are without historical precedent: No other major social-insurance program has ever faced such a lengthy campaign to undo it. After Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Social Security into law in 1935, Alf Landon, the GOP presidential nominee in 1936, ran on repealing it. But when he won only two states, no other Republican presidential candidate ever again ran on repeal. And no GOP presidential candidate ever ran on repealing Medicare, the giant health-care program for the elderly, after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed it into law in 1966.

By contrast, this is the fourth consecutive election in which the GOP ticket has proposed repealing or restructuring the ACA--despite polling that shows the act's broad popularity. During Trump's first year in office, House Republicans passed a bill to rescind the law without support from a single Democrat. The repeal drive failed in the Senate, when three Republican senators opposed it; the final gasp came when the late Senator John McCain voted no, giving a dramatic thumbs-down on the Senate floor.

Most health-care analysts say that, compared with 2017, the ACA is working much better today. At that point, the ACA exchanges had begun selling insurance only three years earlier, following a disastrously glitchy rollout of the federal website that consumers could use to purchase coverage. When congressional Republicans voted on their repeal plans, about 12 million people were receiving coverage through the ACA, and the stability of the system was uncertain because insurers feared that too many of those buying insurance on the exchanges were sicker people with more expensive health needs.

"In 2017, not only did we have rising premiums because insurance companies were worried the market was getting smaller and sicker, but we also had insurance companies exiting markets and raising the risk that parts of the country would have nobody to provide coverage," Sabrina Corlette, a professor at Georgetown University's Center on Health Insurance Reforms, told me.

Today, however, "we are in a very, very different place," she said. "I would argue that the ACA marketplaces are thriving and in a very stable" condition. The number of people purchasing insurance through the ACA exchanges has soared past 21 million, according to the latest federal figures. Premiums for plans sold on the ACA exchanges, Corlette said, are rising, but generally not faster than the increase faced by employer-provided insurance plans. And enough insurers are participating in the markets that more than 95 percent of consumers have access to plans from three or more firms, according to federal figures.

Despite Vance's portrayal of Trump as the program's savior, the number of people receiving coverage through the ACA exchanges actually declined during Trump's term, to 11.4 million, after he shortened the enrollment period and cut the advertising promoting it. The big leap forward in ACA participation came when the Democratic-controlled Congress in 2021 passed a major increase in the subsidies available to people for purchasing insurance on the exchanges. That made a mid-range ("silver") insurance plan available for people earning up to 150 percent of the poverty level at no cost, and ensured that people earning even four times that level would not have to pay more than 8.5 percent of their income on premiums.

"The biggest criticism of the ACA from the start, which in many ways was legitimate, was that the coverage was not truly affordable," Levitt said. "The enhanced premium subsidies have made the coverage much more affordable to people, which has led to the record enrollment."

Neera Tanden, the chief domestic-policy adviser for President Joe Biden, told me that the steady growth in the number of people buying insurance through the ACA exchanges was the best indication that the program is functioning as intended. "A way to determine whether a program works is whether people are using it," Tanden said. "No one is mandated to be in the exchanges, and they have grown 75 percent in the past four years. This is a program where people are voting with their feet."

Conservative critics of the law nonetheless see continuing problems with the system. Michael Cannon, the director of health-policy studies at the libertarian Cato Institute, points out that many insurers participating in the ACA exchanges limit their patients to very narrow networks of doctors and hospitals, a trend acknowledged even by supporters of the law. And Cannon argues that the continued rise in premiums for plans sold on the ACA show that it has failed in its initial ambition to "bend the curve" of health-care spending, as Obama often said at the time.

The ACA "has covered marginally more people but at an incredible expense," Cannon told me. "Don't tell me it's a success when it is exacerbating what everyone acknowledges to be the main problem with the U.S. health sector"--the growth in total national health-care spending.

Other analysts see a more positive story in the ACA's effect on coverage and costs. The insurance exchanges established by the ACA were one of the law's two principal means of expanding coverage for the uninsured. The second prong was its provision providing states with generous grants to extend Medicaid eligibility to more working, low-income adults. Although 10 Republican-controlled states have still refused to extend eligibility, nearly 24 million people now receive health coverage through the ACA's Medicaid expansion.

Combined with the roughly 21 million receiving coverage through the exchanges, that has reduced the share of Americans without insurance to about 8 percent of the population, the lowest ever recorded and roughly half the level it was before the ACA was passed.

Despite that huge increase in the number of people with insurance, health-care spending now is almost exactly equal to its level in 2009 when measured as a share of the total economy, at slightly more than 17 percent, according to KFF figures. (Economists usually consider that metric more revealing than the absolute increase in spending.) That share is still higher than the equivalent figure for other industrialized countries, but Levitt argues that it counts as an overlooked success that "we added tens of millions of people to the health-insurance rolls and did not measurably increase health-care spending as a result."

David Frum: The Vance warning

The ACA's record of success underscores the extent to which the continuing Republican opposition to the law is based on ideological, rather than operational, considerations. The GOP objections are clustered around two poles.

One is the increase in federal spending on health care that the ACA has driven, through both the generous premium subsidies and the costs of expanding Medicaid eligibility. The repeal bill that the House passed in 2017 cut federal health-care spending on both fronts by a total of about $1 trillion over a decade. This spring, the conservative House Republican Study Committee released a budget that proposed to cut that spending over the same period by $4.5 trillion; it also advocated converting Medicaid from an entitlement program into a block grant. Every serious analysis conducted of such proposals has concluded that they would dramatically reduce the number of Americans with health insurance.

Even if Republicans win unified control of Congress and the White House in November, they may not be able to muster the votes for such a sweeping retrenchment of federal health-care spending. (Among other things, hospitals in reliably red rural areas heavily depend on Medicaid.) At a minimum, however, Trump and congressional Republicans would be highly unlikely to extend the enhanced ACA subsidies that expire at the end of 2025, a move that could substantially reduce enrollment on the exchanges.

The other main Republican objection is the issue that Vance has highlighted: the many elements of the ACA that require risk-sharing between the healthy and the sick. The ACA advanced that goal with an array of interlocking features, including its core protection for people with preexisting conditions.

In varying ways, the GOP alternatives in 2017 unraveled all of the law's provisions that encouraged risk-sharing--by, for instance, allowing states to override them. That triggered the principal public backlash against the repeal effort, as Americans voiced their opposition to rescinding the ACA's protections for people with preexisting conditions. But Vance has made very clear that a second Trump administration would resume the effort to resurrect a pre-ACA world, in which insurers sorted the healthy from the sick.

"A young American doesn't have the same health-care needs as a 65-year-old American," Vance argued recently on Meet the Press. "A 65-year-old American in good health has much different health-care needs than a 65-year-old American with a chronic condition." Although "we want to make sure everybody is covered," Vance claimed, "the best way to do that is to actually promote some more choice in our health-care system and not have a one-size-fits-all approach."

Supporters of this vision, such as Cato's Cannon, argue that it would allow younger and healthier people to buy less comprehensive plans than the ACA now requires, at much lower cost. As those more affordable options become available, Cannon says, cutting Medicaid spending to the degree Republicans envision would be more feasible, because people currently covered under that program could instead purchase these skimpier but less expensive private-insurance policies. Government-subsidized high-risk pools, the argument goes, could provide affordable coverage for the people with greater health needs whom insurers would weed out from their new, slimmed-down plans.

"If you want to make health care universal, you need to give insurers and consumers the freedom to agree on the prices and terms of health-insurance contracts themselves," Cannon told me. "You need to let market competition drive the premiums down for healthy people as low as possible so they can afford coverage."

Supporters of the ACA generally agree with the first point: that a deregulated system would allow insurers to create less expensive plans for young, healthy people. But they believe that all the arguments that follow are mistaken. Initial premiums might be lower, but in a deregulated system, even young and healthy families might find comprehensive policies, including such coverage as maternity benefits, unaffordable or unavailable, Georgetown's Corlette told me. And when, before the ACA, states sought to establish high-risk pools for people with greater health needs, those efforts almost uniformly failed to provide affordable or adequate coverage, she pointed out.

Even if a reelected Trump lacks the votes in Congress to repeal the ACA's risk-sharing requirements, he could weaken them through executive-branch action. In his first term, Trump increased the availability of short-term insurance plans that were free from the ACA's risk-sharing requirements and its protections for people with preexisting conditions. Biden has shut down such plans, but if Trump won a second term and reauthorized them, while ending the enhanced subsidies, that could encourage many healthy people to leave the exchanges for those lower-cost options. Such actions would further the goal of Vance and other ACA critics of separating the healthy and sick into separate insurance pools.

Vance's most revealing comment about this alternative vision may have come during a recent campaign stop in North Carolina, when he said that his proposed changes to the ACA would "allow people with similar health situations to be in the same risk pools." But--as many health-policy experts noted to me, and Walz himself observed last night--that notion rejects the central purpose of any kind of insurance, which is to spread risk among as many people as possible--which, in fact, may be the point for Vance and other conservative critics of the ACA.

"The far right," Tanden told me, "has always believed people should pay their own way, and they don't like the fact that Social Security, Medicare, the ACA are giant social-insurance programs, where you have a giant pooling of risk, which means every individual person pays a little bit so they don't become the person who is bankrupted by being sick or old."

To date in the presidential race, health care has been eclipsed by two other major issues, each foregrounded by one of the nominees: immigration for Trump, and abortion for Harris. Under the glare of the CBS studio lights on Tuesday night, Vance was tactical in saying very little about his real health-care ideas. But the arguments he has advanced aggressively against crucial provisions of the Affordable Care Act have made clear that its future is still on the ballot in 2024.
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The Truth About Immigration and the American Worker

<span>In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.</span>

by Roge Karma




Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working class. It's a message that the former president repeats in one form or another at just about every one of his public appearances.

The argument carries a certain commonsense logic: Immigration means more workers competing for jobs, which translates to lower wages and employment rates for the native-born. During Tuesday night's vice-presidential debate, Republican Senator J. D. Vance said that his boss's proposal to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants would "be really good for our workers, who just want to earn a fair wage for doing a good day's work."

Mainstream Democrats used to vigorously dispute the notion that immigration hurt native-born workers. No longer. Today, the two major parties are jockeying to convince voters that they are the ones who will truly secure the border. To the extent that liberals still defend immigration, they often do so by arguing that deporting migrants would reduce the labor supply and send prices soaring again--an argument that implicitly accepts the premise that immigrants do in fact depress wages.

This is a tragedy. The effect of immigration on wages is one of the most thoroughly studied topics in empirical economics, and the results are clear: Immigrants do not make native-born workers worse off, and probably make them better off. In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.

Econ 101 tells us that when the supply of a good, like labor, increases, then the price of that good falls. This is the lens through which economists viewed immigration for much of the 20th century: great for corporations (cheap labor) and consumers (lower prices) but bad for native-born workers. Then a study came along that shattered the consensus.

In 1980, Fidel Castro briefly lifted Cuba's ban on emigration, leading 125,000 people, most of whom lacked a high-school education, to travel from Mariel Bay to Miami in what became known as the Mariel Boatlift. In a few months, Miami's workforce expanded by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands because of immigration in a typical year, creating the perfect conditions for a natural experiment. The economist David Card later realized that if he compared Miami with cities that did not experience the boatlift, he could isolate the effect that immigration had on native-born earning power. If immigrants really did depress wages, then surely the effect would be visible in Miami in the 1980s.

Instead, in a paper published in 1990, Card found that the boatlift had virtually no effect on either the wages or employment prospects of native-born workers in Miami, including those who lacked a college degree. Economists have since used similar natural experiments to study the effect of immigration in countries including Israel and Denmark, arriving at the same conclusion that Card did. (These studies mostly focus on low-skill immigration; high-skill immigration has long been viewed almost universally as economically beneficial.)

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

The simple Econ 101 story turned out to have a blind spot: Immigrants aren't just workers who compete for jobs; they are also consumers who buy things. They therefore increase not only the supply of labor, which reduces wages, but also the demand for it, which raises them. In the end, the two forces appear to cancel each other out. (The same logic explains why commentators who suggest that immigration is a helpful inflation-fighting tool are probably wrong. I have made a version of this mistake myself.)

Inevitably, not everyone accepted the new consensus. In a paper first circulated in 2015, the Harvard economist George Borjas reanalyzed Card's data and concluded that even though average wages were indeed unaffected, the wages for natives who lacked a high-school degree--and thus competed most directly with the Marielitos--had fallen as a result of the boatlift. Borjas's study seemed to back up restrictionist policy with empirical data, and for that reason became a pillar of anti-immigration discourse. In 2017, for example, Stephen Miller cited it when pressed by a New York Times reporter for evidence that immigration hurts American workers.

But Borjas's debunking of Card, such as it was, has itself been debunked. The data underlying his argument turned out to be extremely suspect. Borjas had excluded women, Hispanic people, and workers who weren't "prime age" from his analysis, arguing that the remaining group represented the workers most vulnerable to immigrant competition. As the economist Michael Clemens has pointed out, Borjas ended up with an absurdly tiny sample of just 17 workers a year, making it impossible to distinguish a legitimate finding from pure statistical noise. Another study looking at the same data, but for all native-born workers without a high-school degree, found no negative impact on wages. Subsequent natural experiment studies have yielded similar conclusions. "Economic models have long predicted that low-skill immigration would hurt the wages of low-skill workers," Leah Boustan, an economist at Princeton University, told me. "But that turns out not to be true when we actually look at what happens in the real world."

On paper, immigrants and natives without a high-school education might look like easily substitutable workers. In reality, they aren't. Take the restaurant industry. New immigrants may disproportionately get hired as fry cooks, which, in turn, depresses wages for native-born fry cooks. But by lowering costs and generating lots of new demand, those same immigrants enable more restaurants to open that need not just fry cooks but also servers and hosts and bartenders. Native-born workers have an edge at getting those jobs, because, unlike new immigrants, they have the English skills and tacit cultural knowledge required to perform them.

This dynamic helps explain why many efforts to deport immigrants have hurt native-born workers. From 2008 to 2014, the Department of Homeland Security deported about half a million undocumented immigrants through its "Secure Communities" program. Because the initiative was rolled out in different counties at different times, researchers were able to compare how workers fared in places where mass deportation was under way against outcomes for those in as-yet unaffected places. They found that for every 100 migrant workers who were deported, nine fewer jobs existed for natives; native workers' wages also fell slightly. Other studies of immigration crackdowns throughout American history have reached similar conclusions. When a community loses immigrant workers, the result isn't higher-paid natives; it's fewer child-care services provided, fewer meals prepared, and fewer homes built.

Low-skill immigration does have some economic costs. Most studies find that the income of other immigrants takes a hit when a new wave of migrants arrives. Low-skill immigration also tends to slightly exacerbate inequality because it increases demand for college-educated professionals such as doctors, managers, and lawyers, resulting in even larger wage gains for that group. But these complications don't mean that immigration is crushing the American working class.

Hold on, immigration's critics say: Natural experiments can only tell you so much. You must instead look at the broad sweep of American history. As the liberal New York Times columnist David Leonhardt has pointed out, the decades in which American workers experienced their fastest income gains--the 1940s, '50s, and '60s--occurred when immigration was near historic lows; since the '70s, immigration has surged while wages for the median worker have stagnated. "The trajectory of American history tells a very clear story," Oren Cass, the chief economist at American Compass, a conservative think tank, told me. "High levels of immigration are correlated with poor outcomes for workers."

The problem with relying on history is that correlations also only tell you so much. Some readers will recall that quite a few things have changed since the 1970s; most relevant for our purposes, these include the loosening of trade policy, the weakening of labor unions, and the enormous rise in corporate concentration. All of these trends have been more persuasively linked to the declining fortunes of the working class. Without some evidence of causation, the co-incidence of stagnating wages and rising immigration really does look like just that: a coincidence.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two data points are instructive here. First, the parts of the country that have received the largest numbers of immigrants in recent decades--Texas, Florida, the D.C.-to-Boston corridor--are those that have experienced the least wage stagnation. Second, since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the U.S. has experienced both a huge surge in illegal immigration and perhaps the most significant reduction of wage inequality since the 1940s. That doesn't mean high levels of immigration caused the spike in wages at the bottom. But that's exactly the point: Historical trends don't necessarily imply neat causal relationships.

The other problem is that you can just as easily make the circumstantial case that the natural-experiment literature underestimates the economic benefits of immigration. The aforementioned Denmark study tracked every single individual across the country (something that isn't possible in the U.S. because of data constraints) over a 20-year period and found that low-skill natives who were most exposed to immigration responded by pursuing higher levels of education and moving to higher-paying occupations. Ultimately they achieved higher earnings than their peers who weren't exposed to immigration. A study in the U.S. found that immigrants were 80 percent more likely than native-born Americans to start a business, and that the rate of entrepreneurship was just as high for immigrants from low-income countries as those from high-income countries. "Immigrants to the U.S. create so many successful businesses that they ultimately appear to create more jobs as founders than they fill as workers," Benjamin F. Jones, one of the authors, wrote in The Atlantic last year. Immigrants, he noted, are inherently risk-takers. "We should not be surprised that they are exceptionally entrepreneurial once they arrive."

I admit to being partial to this view for personal reasons. My grandfather came to the U.S. in the 1960s as an undocumented immigrant from Lebanon, having never finished high school and speaking very little English. Within a few months, he landed a job as a car mechanic at a local gas station, leaving for work each morning before his kids woke up and returning after they were asleep at night. An economic study might find that he helped depress the wages of native-born mechanics, which might have been balanced out by his spending in other areas. What it probably wouldn't capture is what happened next: He opened up his own station, and then another, and then another, employing dozens of mostly native-born mechanics, attendants, and cashiers. Along the way, he became a darling of his community, bringing a little bit of Arab hospitality to a mostly white suburb of New Jersey. His life was its own kind of natural experiment.

The appeal of restricting immigration has, to put it lightly, never been primarily about economics. Surveys of public opinion generally find that people's feelings about immigration are driven less by material concerns than they are by cultural anxieties about crime, social norms, and national identity. Anti-immigrant sentiment is much higher among older Americans (many of whom are retired) living in rural areas that contain few immigrants than it is among working-age Americans in immigrant-heavy cities such as New York and Los Angeles.

Even if conservative policy wonks sincerely believe that limiting immigration would help the American worker, the guy at the top of the Republican ticket clearly has other things on his mind. In his debate against Kamala Harris, Trump, who has accused immigrants of "poisoning the blood of our country," mentioned the supposed economic impact of migration exactly once. He spent much more time portraying undocumented immigrants as a marauding horde of psychopathic murderers "pouring into our country from prisons and jails, from mental institutions and insane asylums." At one now-infamous moment, he even claimed that immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. In Trump's hands, the economic case against immigration is a fig leaf that barely obscures a much larger and more nakedly bigoted body of work.

Gilad Edelman: Donald Trump's theory of everything

The example of Springfield is a revealing one. In the past few years, thousands of Haitian immigrants--overwhelmingly with legal status--have settled in the town of 58,000. This has led to some problems. Housing prices rose quickly. The health-care and education systems have come under stress. And relations between longtime residents and the new arrivals have at times been contentious, especially after a traffic accident caused by a Haitian immigrant last year resulted in the death of an 11-year-old boy.

But after decades of dwindling population and shrinking job opportunities, Springfield has also experienced a jolt of economic energy. The immigrants have helped auto factories stay in operation, filled shortages at distribution centers, and enabled new restaurants and small businesses to open. Wage growth in the city took off during the migration wave and stayed above 6 percent for two years, though it has since slowed down. And the flip side of strain on the housing, education, and health-care systems is that there are now more jobs available for construction workers, teachers, and nurses to meet that increased demand. "What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, said in a recent interview, referring to the Haitian immigrants. "They're very happy to have them there, and frankly, that's helped the economy."

For DeWine and other public officials, this is a trade that is well worth making: Immigrants might cause some social tensions, but overall they make the place better off. Others, of course, disagree. According to Gallup, 2024 is the first year in nearly two decades that a majority of the public wants less immigration to the U.S. In the past year alone, the desire to reduce the amount of immigration has jumped by 10 points for Democrats and 15 points for Republicans. No matter who wins in November, we will likely see more restrictive immigration policy in years to come. If that is the will of the voters, so be it. Just don't expect it to do anything to help the working class.
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Not All Men, but Any Man

The mass rape trial in France exposes a case that's both wholly unprecedented and dully familiar.

by Sophie Gilbert




So many aspects of the trial of Dominique Pelicot and 50 other defendants in France over the past month have been so extraordinary to experience that they feel somehow surreal, or upside-down. In 2020, Gisele Pelicot, a 67-year-old retiree living in the small French town of Mazan, was told by police that her husband of almost 50 years, Dominique, had been arrested after trying to film up women's skirts in a shopping center. At first, Gisele was cautiously understanding. If Dominique was willing to go into therapy, she thought, they could stay together. But then the police confronted her with something infinitely more shocking. On his hard drive, a folder titled "abuse" contained some 20,000 photographs and videos of Gisele being raped and assaulted by strange men--72 in total--as well as her husband. For about a decade, they told her, he had been drugging her food and drink, and inviting men he met on the internet to abuse her. In court last month, Dominique Pelicot validated the charges against him. "I am a rapist, like the others in this room," he said. Fourteen of the other men on trial have pleaded guilty to the charges against them, but the majority claim innocence, arguing that they thought they were simply participating in a "libertine" game between husband and wife.

Before his arrest, with regard to his own security, Dominique was meticulous to a fault. The men who came to his home had to warm their hands on a radiator before entering his bedroom. They had to undress in the kitchen. They weren't to smell of cigarette smoke or aftershave, lest they leave any discernible trace of themselves behind. If Gisele stirred while an assault was ongoing, Dominique ordered the assailant to leave the room. He kept detailed records, saving videos and photographs of each man in file folders categorized by their first name--"part pleasure," he later explained in court, "but also, part insurance." With regard to his wife's safety, however, he was strikingly nonchalant. He didn't require that any of the men accused of raping his wife use condoms. Some are accused of choking her while Dominique watched; others, of assaulting her with objects. One man, who was HIV-positive, allegedly raped Gisele on six separate occasions, telling Dominique that he couldn't maintain an erection if he wore protection. When Gisele began to complain of strange physical symptoms--substantial weight loss, hair loss, huge gaps in her memory, difficulty moving her arm--Dominique drove her to doctor appointments, but didn't stop drugging her, or facilitating her abuse. When she mentioned that she'd been having unexplained gynecological issues, he accused her of cheating on him. Of her husband, she said in court: "In 50 years, I never imagined for a second that he could rape."

Read: A memoir about recovering from men

The mass trial of Dominique and 50 other men who could be identified (more than 20 alleged assailants remain at large) began in September, exposing a case that's both wholly unprecedented and dully familiar. The fact that we're aware of it at all is because of Gisele, who gave up her right to privacy so that the allegations of what happened to her could be made public. What she believed, her lawyer said, was that "shame must change sides"--for the men accused of raping and assaulting her to be the ones whose characters were stained, whose reputations were maligned. In the process, she's become a feminist icon in France, in whose name women's groups have rallied, seeking to raise awareness about sex crimes involving drugging and pointing out that women are most likely to be raped by someone they know. Every day, before she enters the courtroom, Gisele is applauded by crowds who have gathered outside to support her.

In court, though, Gisele's cross-examination has mostly been by the book, which is to say that lawyers for the defense--more than 40 in number--have done everything they can to impugn her character. "There's rape and there's rape," one defense attorney told her, implying, as many of the defendants have argued, that Gisele and her husband were swingers participating in an elaborate sex game. "No, there are no different types of rape," she replied. Although the judges in the trial denied the prosecution's request that videos documenting her abuse be shown in court, agreeing with defense lawyers that doing so would compromise the dignity of the defendants, they did allow those lawyers to show some 27 pictures that revealed Gisele's genitalia, and her face with her eyes apparently open. (A medical expert has testified that, given the medication Dominique was secretly administering, Gisele was so heavily sedated, she was closer to being in a coma than being asleep.) Lawyers asked her whether she was an alcoholic, and whether she had "a secret inclination for exhibitionism." In response, Gisele stated that every day since the beginning of the trial, she'd been intentionally humiliated, and that she understood why most rape victims don't press charges. Although she appears composed on the surface, she has said that, internally, she is "a field of ruins." Even so, a few weeks into the trial, one defense lawyer, Nadia El Bouroumi, posted an Instagram Reel of herself in her car, miming to the Wham song "Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go." (She later deleted the video and posted a statement saying she was profoundly sorry if her meaning had been misinterpreted.)

This kind of ritualized cruelty toward victims is standard in legal systems worldwide, and yet the Pelicot case has stripped away all the usual obfuscations and muddying of details to make certain things clear. There are just so many accused rapists in this case, each one caught on camera. There are so many men who are alleged to have assaulted a drugged grandmother of seven that before they go into the courtroom, they have to form a queue, shuffling one by one in hunched, sullen fashion, as though waiting in a breadline, or for a bus. The men range in age from their 20s to their 70s. One was a firefighter. One was a nurse. One was a journalist. One was a prison guard, one a civil servant. Many were apparently happily married with children. One, a 22-year-old, missed the birth of his daughter the night he went to allegedly rape Gisele.

Not all men rape women, the adage goes. But the Pelicot case has upended that argument: not all men, but any man, of any age, any profession, any marital status. Living in a small town of 6,000 people, Dominique was able to find 72 men nearby who were allegedly willing--as per his invitation on a forum titled "Without Their Knowledge"--to "abuse my sleeping, drugged wife." The site he used, Coco.fr, was shut down earlier this year, but it has been implicated in 23,000 separate crimes that are under investigation by more than 70 public prosecutors' offices across France. Not all men but, still, so many men. One defendant in the Pelicot case, a 72-year-old former firefighter and truck driver who was described by friends and family as "kind," "attentive," and "open to others," told the courtroom that he had "a deep respect for women," and that if his ex-wife were present, she'd tell them, "He loves the woman in all her diversity, all her complexity." Nevertheless, he is accused of raping an unconscious woman, Gisele's lawyer countered; the man has denied the accusation. Another defendant explained that he realized what he was doing was wrong when Gisele moved while he was assaulting her, and Dominique quickly ushered him out of the room. "When I crossed the garden, I thought about reporting the incident," he said in court. "Then life resumed its course; the next day, I went to work very early, and that was that."

Read: The unending assaults on girlhood

The men accused of raping and assaulting Gisele, it's worth remembering, are so numerous that they were arrested in five separate waves, spanning almost a year. In court every week, a new group of defendants has been presented to the judges for consideration, so that their psychological profiles and the testimony of their partners and ex-partners can be taken into account. One defendant, a private nurse, was apparently extremely empathetic to his patients, whom he considered family. He and his wife tried for many years to have children, undergoing multiple rounds of IVF and eventually hoping to adopt. Another, a mason, was reportedly a wonderful father whose friends testified that he was respectful and quiet, never even making dirty jokes at parties. Some of the men have been described as egocentric, aggressive, and routinely unfaithful. One was incarcerated for acts of sexual violence against three other women at the time of his arrest. One has asked about the possibility of restorative justice. Some confessed to having been abused as children. One, although not charged with assaulting Gisele, is accused of being mentored by Dominique in the drugging and rape of his own wife, who has stayed with him despite learning that both her husband and Dominique allegedly raped her while she was unconscious on several occasions. One defendant was described by his fiancee, with whom he shares a 15-month-old child conceived after his arrest, as having a "heart of gold."

Following along with the trial, what's been hard to process is the disconnect between how the defendants are being treated and what Gisele has endured. The men's psychological profiles are inherently humanizing--it's difficult not to feel pity for those whose children have died, or who were reportedly abused themselves, or who apparently fought for their children with special needs to receive the educational assistance they needed. And yet these men also allegedly participated in the abuse and rape of a passed-out woman: an immobile, voiceless, dehumanized body served up to them by her husband, whose actions implied--and were accepted by the men--as ownership. "If a man came to have intercourse with me, he still should have asked for my consent," Gisele said in court. But that acquiescence itself would have been in opposition to what so many men apparently wanted: ultimate sexual domination over someone who couldn't consent, orchestrated by the one man whom she loved and trusted the most.
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What Lies Beneath a "Cordial" Debate

J. D. Vance put a sheen on Trumpism, and Tim Walz's niceness unwittingly helped him succeed.

by John Hendrickson




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.


J. D. Vance has floundered in the day-to-day "retail politics" aspect of the running-mate gig. (Take, for example, his recent strained interaction with a doughnut-shop employee.) But he nonetheless came across lucid at the lectern during last night's vice-presidential debate. In the face of Democrats' consistent characterization of him as "weird," Vance slyly executed a strategy to make himself, and Trumpism, appear "normal." He eschewed talk of "childless cat ladies" and ran from his own lies about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. That such a sentence needs to be written tells you all you need to know about the ugly tenor of this race.

Vance seemed to be following a simple three-word mantra: Tone it down. Cameras showed him warmly greeting his opponent, Tim Walz, before and after the contest. He wore a bright-fuchsia necktie, a softer version of the MAGA-red power tie. He didn't raise his voice, nor did he appear overly combative and childish like his running mate. Although he's still not broadly liked by voters, for some viewers, last night's version of Vance proved palatable: "I thought Vance would be a little more radical, taking a page from Trump, but he seemed fairly calm and complimentary," a 77-year-old voter from Central Pennsylvania told The New York Times.

On the other side of the screen you had Tim Walz, a candidate who has been almost too good at the folksy, eye-level stuff (Change your air filter, folks! Clean those gutters!). On the debate stage, though, Walz didn't strike a bold, confident figure. From the jump, his eyes went wide with apprehension, and he seemed to spend much of the night on the defensive. His twisty answer about his false claim that he was in Tiananmen Square during the 1989 massacre took far too long to reach its destination: I misspoke.

Both candidates ensured that the evening stayed disconcertingly friendly--good for Americans' blood pressure, bad for properly holding an opponent's feet to the fire. Per NBC, voters heard Walz and Vance use agree, agreement, and I don't disagree more than a dozen times throughout the broadcast. This amiable atmosphere likely helped Vance in particular. And though Walz's favorability rating also increased among viewers, the reality is that his repeated attempts to extend an olive branch had the unintended side effect of making the Trump-Vance ticket seem like a legitimate choice this November.

As my colleague David Graham noted, the most revealing moment of the night came near the very end, and, sadly, it's unclear how many viewers were even still tuned in to witness it. Walz asked Vance whether he believed that Trump lost the 2020 election. Vance dodged, and reverted to spinning some strange yarn about Facebook and censorship. "That is a damning nonanswer," Walz said. "Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election. That's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

It was a sharp, if understated, Walz retort. In this moment, and in many other moments throughout the debate, Walz did not expose the depths of MAGA extremism. He could have more forcefully laid bare the truth about his rival, but he mostly stuck to highlighting policy differences. Pence was absent from that microphone opposite Walz not merely because Pence and Trump disagree. Pence has been cast out of Trump's world because many members of the MAGA movement consider Pence a traitor worthy of scorn--or something much worse.

Casual news consumers might forget certain details of January 6. The Trump-directed mob didn't just charge down the National Mall from the Ellipse to the Capitol. Earlier that day, a group had literally erected a gallows outside Congress. Chants of "Hang Mike Pence!" rang out among the insurrectionists. None of this was a joke. It wasn't a performance. Some Trump supporters wanted to execute the former vice president. And, as all of this unfolded, nobody knew whether Trump was going to take the necessary steps to stop such an event from happening. What sort of person would ever take Pence's place?

Vance may have come across as disarming last night, but persuadable voters should listen to his messaging on the stump. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey recently wrote, Vance has the dangerous ability to squeeze Trumpism "through his own post-liberal-populist tube and produce something that looks like a coherent ideology." Meanwhile, a key component of Vance's appeal, at least in Trump's eyes, is that Vance won't "betray" him like he believes Pence did. That historic "betrayal" is the only reason why America is able to have what will hopefully prove to be a fair election in five weeks.

Walz didn't have to stomp his feet, or yell, or act like a jerk--that wouldn't have worked, and it's not his nature. But this election's only vice-presidential debate exposed the true danger of polite normalization. Throughout the debate, Walz failed to remind viewers just how extreme of a moment, and a movement, Trump has created. He wasn't debating a fellow potential vice president; he was squaring off against someone who may ignore the Constitution in service of an aspiring authoritarian. If Trump wins this election, another free one is far from guaranteed.

Vance is a cerebral, Ivy League-educated lawyer who once referred to Trump as "cultural heroin," but, right now, he's aiding and abetting Trump on his steady march to autocracy.

As I wrote earlier this year, Vance has successfully fashioned himself into Trump's Mini-Me. Like any politician, he can turn that dial whichever way he wants, whenever he wants. Last night, Vance used grace as a Trojan horse for Trumpism, and Walz's reciprocal friendliness and diplomacy unfortunately helped Vance squeeze through the gate and into America's living rooms.

Related: 

	The Vance warning
 	What Democrats don't understand about J. D. Vance






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?
 	The journalist who cried treason 
 	Revenge of the office




Today's News

	Prosecutors said that they may bring additional charges against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, and that more defendants could be indicted.
 	Israel and Hezbollah fought at close range in Lebanon, and eight Israeli soldiers were killed in the first day and a half of combat, according to the Israeli military. Israeli strikes in Lebanon have killed at least 1,400 people, according to the Lebanese government.
 	Longshoremen are striking and picketing at ports across the country. They are asking for higher wage increases over six years as well as limits on automation use.
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Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty; Shutterstock.



'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'

By Annie Lowrey

Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug ...
 In years past, Catherine's medical debt would have accumulated late fees and interest. Her creditors might have sued, seizing her assets or garnishing her wages. Her credit score would have plummeted, making it hard or even impossible for her to rent an apartment or buy a home. Some doctors might have refused to give her care. Some companies might have refused to employ her. But now, all of Catherine's debts might not augur much of anything. A quiet, confusing revolution is happening in the world of medical debt, one that--and I cannot believe I am typing this--actually bodes well for consumers.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Shh, ChatGPT. That's a secret.
 	David Frum: The Vance warning
 	J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history.
 	A chance for Biden to make a difference on the death penalty
 	Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine war can end
 	Iran is not ready for war with Israel.




Culture Break


Graham Tolbert



Listen. The singer-guitarist MJ Lenderman is indie rock's new golden boy--probably because he's offering more of the same, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Mutation: Factor V," a poem by Shara Lessley:

"Light through the blinds / sprays the gray wall- / paper. The sonographer / hunts for things / that could kill me, / her wand wheezing"

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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You're Killing Me, Walz

If Minnesota's governor is on the Democratic ticket for his retail politics, why is he flubbing basic questions about prior misstatements?

by Elaine Godfrey




About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?"

"Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that you rode your bike with your buddies 'til the street lights come on." He went on to explain how, as a teacher, he'd taken young people on educational visits to China. "I have poured my heart into my community. I've tried to do the best I can, but I've not been perfect, and I'm a knucklehead at times."

Kamala Harris chose Walz, most observers have agreed, for his Everyman aesthetic and fluency in retail politics. And so far, the affable former high-school football coach and hype man for Menards has mostly received glowing reviews. He is much more adept than his Republican counterpart, J. D. Vance, at engaging with voters as a regular guy.

Which is why he should have had a better answer last night. And Walz's failure to provide a coherent, succinct correction for an entirely predictable inquiry about one of his flubs suggests ill-preparedness for a spotlight that is only going to get brighter--and harsher--in the weeks to come.

Vance delivered a slick debate performance, though it would be a mistake to call it a "win" when he engaged in so much sinister revisionist history. In what would turn out to be the most striking moment of the night, Vance refused to admit that Donald Trump lost the 2020 election. The senator from Ohio also mischaracterized Trump's attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act, and Vance claimed, falsely, that he's never supported a national abortion ban.

Walz, for his part, deployed a few effective jabs. "That's a damning nonanswer," he said simply, after Vance's election-denial tap dancing. Another time, in an exchange about gun-violence prevention and mental-health care, Walz looked right at the camera and said, "Sometimes it just is the guns. It's just the guns."

But when you're running a campaign against liars and bloviators, it becomes all the more important not to lie or bloviate. And the Walz fumble on China was sloppy enough--and early enough in the proceedings--to feel significant. After his first answer, CBS's Brennan gave him another chance to clarify. "All I said on this was, I got there that summer--and misspoke on this," Walz said, before taking a long pause. "So I was in Hong Kong and China during the democracy protests, and from that, I learned a lot of what needed to be in governance."

The bungled response made the moment worse than it needed to be. And calling himself a "knucklehead" came off more cringeworthy than charming. But it wasn't the first time Walz has been ensnared by his own nonanswers. In August, a video surfaced on social media in which Walz referred to weapons "that I carried in war" to explain his support for an assault-weapons ban. Walz served in the Army National Guard for 24 years, but was never deployed to a combat zone. Asked about it in a sit-down interview, Walz had an exchange with CNN's Dana Bash that followed a now-familiar pattern.

"You said that you carried weapons in war, but you have never deployed, actually, in a war zone. A campaign official said that you misspoke. Did you?" Bash asked.

"I speak candidly. I wear my emotions on my sleeves, and I speak especially passionately about our children being shot in schools and around guns. So I think people know me. They know who I am," Walz said.

Bash pressed. "Did you misspeak, as the campaign has said?"

"I said we were talking about--in this case, this was after a school shooting--the ideas of carrying these weapons of war," Walz replied, "and my wife, the English teacher, told me my grammar is not always correct."

Some Democrats dismiss these fumbles. "So he had a bad answer to something that happened 35 years ago. Next!" the political strategist James Carville told me. That's right in the sense that Walz's remarks seem more slippery than nefarious. He isn't obfuscating, as Vance is, about the results of the 2020 election.

Still, Walz's sloppiness highlights a bigger problem with media accessibility and versatility for the Harris campaign. Both Democratic principals have been reticent, seemingly reluctant to engage with the press; lately, Walz especially has been tightly bubble-wrapped. Unlike the Republican vice-presidential candidate, Walz does not regularly appear on cable-news programs or spar with reporters at campaign events. He is out of practice, and it shows.

This morning, perhaps as an attempt at post-debate cleanup, the Harris campaign announced that Walz is expanding his schedule. The governor will travel to several swing states in the next few weeks, and do a lot more media appearances, including a podcast, a late-night-TV hit, and two national-TV interviews. That will surely help Walz get in some badly needed reps. Perhaps he's kicking himself that he didn't before last night.
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The Choice America Now Faces in Iran

Iran's large-scale attack on Israel presents the United States with the chance to achieve a set of long-standing objectives.

by Eliot A. Cohen




For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.

According to early reports, miraculously enough, no Israelis were killed in this latest barrage, although falling debris killed a Palestinian in Jenin, on the West Bank. But some of the missiles seem to have gotten through Israel's three layers of anti-missile defenses, inflicting an unknown amount of damage. An attack yesterday by two terrorists in Tel Aviv was far more lethal, killing at least seven civilians; its relationship to the Iranian attack is unclear.

The war between Iran and Israel has gone on for a long time, although mostly in the shadows. Iran has armed Hezbollah as a proxy force to attack Israel, and so it has over the years, with roadside bombs, ambushes, and rockets; Iran has also equipped Yemen's Houthis with long-range weapons to attack the Jewish state, and so they have, as well. Israel has bombed the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps headquarters in Damascus, sabotaged the Iranian nuclear program, and conducted assassinations and raids (including the lifting of an entire Iranian nuclear archive) in Iran itself. A war on the high seas, in which ships on both sides have been sabotaged or attacked, has drawn less coverage but been no less intense.

But what we're now witnessing is something different: a large and open exchange of fire, a different stage in a conflict that has been going on for a generation. Its roots lie in the very nature of the Iranian regime. Fundamental to its ideology is unyielding hostility to the United States ("the Great Satan") and a desire to expel it from the Middle East, a commitment to the destruction of Israel ("the Little Satan") as part of a path to regional dominance, and the acquisition of nuclear weapons as a shield against retaliation.

In pursuing these goals, Iran has long relied on indirect means, which even if detected do not elicit all-out conflict with the United States or Israel. Its Arab proxies have the blood of thousands of Americans, Israelis, and Jews abroad on their hands. Until this past month, Iran's strategy--build a proxy-driven "ring of fire" around Israel and lever the United States out of the Middle East with relentless low-level violence--appeared to be working.

The United States abjured the use of large-scale force against Iran, even as Iraqi militias trained and equipped by Iran ambushed American soldiers. Neither the Bush nor the Obama administrations reacted by pummeling the country behind those attacks. As recently as 2020, following America's killing of the head of the Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani, a barrage of missiles hit an American base in Iraq, inflicting concussive traumatic brain damage on scores of American troops without an American reaction. Former President Donald Trump, who ordered the attack on Soleimani, recently dismissed these injuries as "headaches."

The series of smashing blows Israel has landed against Hezbollah over the past month--against its leadership, its middle management, its arsenal, and its communications--changes all this. Iran's most powerful surrogate has been beaten badly in ways from which it may not fully recover. The implications for Iran are profound, coming on top of Israel's assassination of Hamas's political leader in a Revolutionary Guard Corps guesthouse during the new Iranian president's inauguration. Iran's attacks in April, and even more so now, are desperate attempts to avoid what Iran's leaders fear most--strategic humiliation.

To American minds, at least, avoiding humiliation as a strategic objective, or even inflicting it as a tool of strategy, may seem absurd. To the Iranian regime, though, humiliation is potentially lethal. An unpopular regime that is presiding over a feeble economy, backed by a military that cannot protect its own airspace, dependent on a tired revolutionary ideology, led by a repressive and corrupt elite, and directed by the octogenarian last link to the regime's founder cannot afford humiliation.

One might think that, for Israel, simply parrying the Iranian blow would be enough, as it was in April. It is not. In the Middle East, as in most of the world, if you keep on taking punches without punching back, you look weak, and as Osama bin Laden famously said, "When people see a strong horse and a weak horse, by nature they will like the strong horse." This is why President Joe Biden's plea for a "proportional" response by Israel is absurd: The logical consequence would be a large-scale, expensive, and totally ineffective Israeli attack on Iran. Last April, Israel merely hit a radar site in Iran--a flick on the nose to warn of worse to come. This time, it has to deliver.

There are deeper reasons for Israel to hit back hard. Defense is often a mug's game; it costs more than offense. If Iran does not suffer (not merely "pay a price") as a result of this attack, it has every incentive to keep on building more advanced missiles and to have another go, and then another. Sooner or later, some of its missiles will hit their targets.

But this is also an opportunity, for the United States as it is for Israel, to confront an enemy who is in fact weak. Iran has been penetrated by Israeli--and, one must presume, by American and European--intelligence services. The Iranian military is equipped with a mix of obsolete American hardware from the shah's days, homemade missiles and drones largely intended for offensive use, and a small number of Russian supplied systems like S-300 surface-to-air missiles. Iran is suffering double-digit inflation, a double-digit poverty rate, and a brain drain brought about by its government's policies. It is heavily dependent on oil revenues to keep going--revenues earned on the 4 million barrels a day exported despite feeble sanctions imposed by the United States and its allies.

All of this argues not only for Israeli strikes--which will surely come--but for vigorous American action as well. Israel may well choose to attack economic targets, and in particular the oil industry that keeps Iran's economy afloat. Attacks on the nuclear program--buried and dispersed at different sites--would probably be more difficult. In either case, Israel will need American help.

Israel has a large and capable air force, including nearly 40 F-35s. But it lacks a large fleet of aerial refueling planes, necessary for long-range strikes, which the United States has in plenty. At the very least, the United States can quietly help supply that deficit. The question is: Should it do more?

The answer is yes. Presidents Obama, Trump, and Biden have all insisted that Iran must not acquire nuclear weapons. The first concluded an agreement that would slow but not stop that program; the second scrapped the agreement and tightened the screws of sanctions but did nothing to materially affect the program; the third attempted to resurrect the agreement but failed--and again, did nothing substantive. This is possibly the last opportunity to do something of consequence.

The Biden administration's plea for restraint or proportionality on Israel's part is obtuse, and its apparent reluctance to act decisively and forcefully here is not merely a display of culpable timidity, but the loss of an opportunity that may not come again.

The United States, unlike Israel, has long-range heavy bombers, unusual advanced weapons, and the ability to operate from bases and aircraft carriers in the region. It has long focused intelligence collection on Iran's nuclear program--the regime's ultimate ace in the hole--and thought about how to destroy it. Iran has killed and wounded plenty of Americans, and has never ceased to declare its enmity to the United States. It has now provided the U.S., a country whose avowed policy is to put an end to the menace of Iranian nuclear weapons, the opening to make good on what have been, until now, empty threats and emptier promises.

By taking counsel of its fears, the Biden administration set up Afghanistan for a return to the Dark Ages, set up Ukraine for a hideous war of attrition that it may lose, and will now set up the Middle East and the world beyond for a nuclear-armed Iran. This is not prudence, but strategic folly. There is little time to correct it and avoid worse to come.
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Fact-Checking Is Not a Political Strategy

A decade of myth-busting has had next to zero impact on Donald Trump's electoral viability.

by Tyler Austin Harper




In the lead-up to last night's vice-presidential debate between J. D. Vance and Tim Walz, CBS's decision not to have moderators provide live fact-checking became a minor controversy. One pundit argued that this amounted to giving the truth-challenged Vance "license to lie," and many of the Democratic faithful voiced similar complaints on social media. Mother Jones went so far as to precheck the debate. The X account for the Kamala Harris campaign declared: "JD Vance is going to lie tonight. A lot. So we are going to give you the facts." It then fact-checked the event in real time, pointing out Vance's dodges and deceptions.

At one moment early in the debate, the moderators seemed to struggle to suppress their journalistic impulse to correct the record. Contradicting Vance's talking points about "illegal immigrants" in Ohio, CBS's Margaret Brennan said, "Just to clarify for our viewers: Springfield, Ohio, does have a large number of Haitian migrants who have legal status," earning an irritated objection from Vance. "The rules were that you guys weren't going to fact-check," he protested.

Other than that one "clarification," the moderators mostly didn't. But contrary to what liberals might believe, the lack of fact-checking probably didn't help or hurt Vance (and by extension, Donald Trump). The uncomfortable truth is that if, journalistically, news outlets like CBS have a duty to contest lies, politically, fact-checking is less magic bullet and more magic beans.

Listen: When fact-checks backfire

Since Trump rode down his gaudy tower's escalator to announce his presidential bid nearly a decade ago, the public has been inundated with a deluge of his lies. And as the media, voters, and Trump's opponents attempted to figure out how to rein in a politician of unprecedented perfidy, fact-checking and combatting disinformation found new salience in public life. In the intervening years, fact-checking has transformed from a necessary piece of journalistic due diligence into a fetish object for Trump-weary Democrats. Some Democrats came to expect too much from fact-checking, and often seem to accord debunking a kind of political power to beat back Trumpism.

The 45th president has been subjected to a sustained fact-checking campaign for the better part of a decade. I do not think it's an exaggeration to say that no politician in American history has been fact-checked more thoroughly than Donald Trump. And yet, all those years of myth-busting have had next to zero impact on his electoral viability. He managed to attract new voters in the last election. And even as he spouts racist nonsense about immigrants--thoroughly myth-busted by journalists--he is increasing his share of non-college-educated voters of color in this election.

My point isn't that Democrats should give up on fact-checking, but that they need to remember that debunking is not a substitute for politics. At the presidential debate last month, when Trump repeated the conspiracy that Haitian immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio, the moderator duly corrected this bit of xenophobic fearmongering. For her part, Harris seemed to revel in Trump's lies being called out live on air. "Talk about extreme," she said, laughing, seeming to enjoy the moment.

What Harris didn't do was take the opportunity to articulate anything about her worldview or policy positions on immigration, or point out that Springfield had welcomed immigrants as a way to combat the economic toll of decades of deindustrialization, which was itself the result of conservative trade policies that helped offshore manufacturing. Basking in the glow of the freshly checked fact, she forgot to outline a positive agenda, as though beating Trump were a game of whack-a-mole in which you win by smacking down all the fibs that pop up.

Does anyone really believe that the kind of voter who hears Trump blather about cat-barbecuing immigrants--and isn't immediately disgusted--is likely to be moved by a CNN moderator tsk-tsking him and explaining that, actually, that isn't true? Is any right-leaning swing voter or nose-holding Republican actually going to rethink their vote when they log on to the CBS website--if they even bother--and discover that Vance lied when he claimed that Harris is not invested in clean air or that she had been appointed "Border Czar"? For that matter, is any Harris-pilled Democrat going to rethink their vote when they find out that Walz lied about being in China during Tiananmen Square?

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

Arguably, CBS should have fact-checked the debate, because it is a news outlet, news outlets provide journalism, and journalists fact-check. But journalists should also be honest about the limits of the practice. Because calling out every falsehood is impossible, journalists are forced to make judgment calls about which lies are significant enough to merit dispelling. Republicans distrust that selection process, rolling their eyes at misinformation-wrangling, which they believe is unfairly directed at their co-partisans, while Democratic dishonesty is given a pass. And all too often, journalists call out brazen lies while committing lies of omission themselves. Many journalists spent months ignoring the truth that Joe Biden was deteriorating before their eyes, and had the audacity to tell the American public that videos of the octogenarian president looking visibly confused were something called "cheap fakes."

Pinning political hopes on fact-checking isn't just bad for journalism, which gets reduced to a partisan instrument. It's also bad for Democrats, causing them to forget to make a clear case to the American public that they have better policies. Donald Trump remains a fixture in American life not because of insufficient fact-checking--everyone, including his supporters, knows that he's a bullshit artist--but because politicians, Republicans and Democrats alike, have failed to make a convincing case that they have truths on offer that are better than his lies.
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The Vance Warning

Trump's running mate is a polished debater--but he still left three big tells about the danger he'd be in the White House.

by David Frum




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


Tim Walz stumbled and struggled on the debate stage in New York last night, while J. D. Vance spoke smoothly and effectively.

I've known Vance for 15 years. In that time, I've witnessed many reinventions of the Vance story, heard many different retellings of who he is and what he believes. Last night, he debuted one more retelling. His performance of the role was well executed. The script was almost entirely fiction. Yet theater reviews aside, three issues of substance stayed with me.

The first is that Vance truly is no friend of Israel's.

The evening opened with a question about yesterday's Iranian missile barrage. This question presented Vance with a trap. On the one hand, Vance's party wants to criticize the Biden-Harris administration as weak on defense, soft on Iran. On the other hand, Vance is himself intensely hostile to U.S. alliances. He has led the fight to deny aid to Ukraine. He keeps company with conspiracy theorists who promote anti-Semitism. Vance managed that contradiction in the debate mostly by evading the question about what the U.S. might do to support Israel. Israel's actions, he said, were a matter for Israel to decide; beyond that, he had nothing to say.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

But the trick in evading a question is that the evasion works only if it goes unnoticed. This evasion does not. If you care about Israel, what you heard was nothing where there needed to be something. He offered no solidarity with the Israeli families who had spent the evening in bomb shelters because of the most massive country-to-country ballistic-missile attack in the history of the world. No friendship, no sympathy, for the state of Israel. Above all, what Vance delivered--Israel will do what Israel will do--was a message of abandonment, not a message of support. If you wondered what kind of voice Vance would be in the Situation Room when Israel is under threat, now you know: not a friend.

The second enduring impression is that Vance has thoroughly analyzed the Republican problem on abortion and decided that the only option is to lie his way out.

When the Trump Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022, it opened the door to a new regime of state-level policing and punishment of American women. After this year's election, Republicans may or may not have the votes in Congress to pass a national abortion ban. That's not the most important question, however. The most important question is: Will a Republican administration use executive power to aid Republican states in their surveillance of American women? Vance's own record on that is emphatic: Yes, he will, and, yes, he has.

Onstage, Vance disavowed his record. He professed support for generous investment in maternal health and child nutrition. But his record has not disappeared because he denied it. Vance's actual preferred health policy is to restore to health insurers the right to treat people with preexisting conditions differently--to do less risk-sharing, not more, even if that leaves many Americans without affordable insurance. Women and children face more health risks than able-bodied men. Vance's policies are the direct opposite of Vance's slogans.

American women have had their privacy and autonomy ripped away from them--and Vance offered nothing to protect them. He was able to purr his way past his own cat-lady comments. But if American women were wondering, What happens to us under a Trump-Vance administration?, they have their answer: Your sex life and reproductive rights will be subject to government control in a way it has not been for half a century.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The third enduring impression is that Vance remains all in on Trump plots to overthrow the election. At the podium last night, Vance refused to accept the results of the 2020 election. That's not just a lie about history. It's a threat to the future.

Right now, Republicans in key states are working to bend the law to convert voting defeats into Electoral College victories. They hope to disenfranchise unwanted voters, to disqualify unwanted votes, to use a bag of old Jim Crow tricks and some new ones to defeat the people's verdict in 2024. Vance's answer about Trump's violent coup after the last election expresses his willingness to support and assist his party's stealthier subversion of the coming election.

You have been warned.
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Mutation: Factor V

A poem for Wednesday

by Shara Lessley




Light through the blinds
 sprays the gray wall-
 paper. The sonographer
 hunts for things
 that could kill me,
 her wand wheezing
 like wind in a cave until
 she squeezes my calf
 and a heartbeat leaps
 on-screen. Vessels vibrate
 beneath the heat
 of a device running
 down my thighs. To pass
 time, I make the alphabet
 a game (a is for antibody;
 b for blood; c, coagulate;
 d, another dawn ...), multiply
 tiles massing the ceiling
 then return, finally, to
 the papered wall
 whose twiggy whisps
 race toward some unseen
 spring, their knobby
 ends clotted with little
 red knots that burst
 one by one into view.
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'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'

Americans shouldn't have their credit ruined over a medical bill.

by Annie Lowrey




Not long ago, Catherine did something many other people have done. She ignored a medical bill.

Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug. After her mother's death from brain cancer in 2022, she decided to get her life in order. "I'm on this big journey," she told me. "I had bills going back to an urgent-care visit I made in college. I was going to get on top of it."

Yet when she started calling hospitals, doctor's offices, and collection agencies, she realized that nobody could tell her what she was paying for and why she was being charged a certain amount. Some bills had been forgiven; some were miscoded. "I was like, I'm not going to just send you $500 for this random you-know-what," she told me. "My takeaway was: Nobody knows what these bills are for." So she did not pay them. She tossed new ones in the trash. She sent unknown numbers straight to voicemail. Getting on top of her debts meant ignoring them.

She wants to pay her bills, she told me; she's not the type to walk out on the tab. But "it's like no one even knows how much my procedures are going to cost," she said. "The whole thing is so convoluted."

In years past, Catherine's medical debt would have accumulated late fees and interest. Her creditors might have sued, seizing her assets or garnishing her wages. Her credit score would have plummeted, making it hard or even impossible for her to rent an apartment or buy a home. Some doctors might have refused to give her care. Some companies might have refused to employ her. But now, all of Catherine's debts might not augur much of anything. A quiet, confusing revolution is happening in the world of medical debt, one that--and I cannot believe I am typing this--actually bodes well for consumers.

Read: What happens when you don't pay a hospital bill

Medical debt is not like other debt. The stuff is omnipresent: Two in five American adults owe something to a health-care provider, and 3 million people each owe more than $10,000. But this is largely a financial burden dumped on consumers, not chosen by them. People often have no idea how much a medical procedure might cost, what their insurance might cover, or how much they might end up owing. Shopping around is rare and difficult to do, and sometimes--if you're brought to a hospital after an accident, say--impossible. Billing offices fudge the numbers they send to insurers and patients, taking into account who's paying, for what, where, how, and when. Half the time the bill is wrong.

That does not stop hospitals from sending debts to collectors or going after patients themselves. Nearly 60 percent of bills in collections are medical bills, and more than half of the debts on consumer credit reports are medical debts. Debt collectors buy bills and quietly "park" them on credit reports, to pressure individuals to pay up once they realize their score has dropped. "Americans are often caught in a doom loop between their medical provider and insurance company," Rohit Chopra, the director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), has argued. "Our credit reporting system is too often used as a tool to coerce and extort patients into paying medical bills they may not even owe."

Poor, sick Americans are much more likely to have medical debt than affluent, healthy ones; debt burdens are particularly heavy for the profoundly ill, such as cancer patients. Two in three people with medical debt report cutting back on food and other necessities to try to pay their bills; large shares skip other bills, work extra hours, or delay major purchases. Many avoid or delay getting more medical care. In extreme cases, medical bills have led Americans to lose their home.

That is just one way our broken medical system is broken: In a country in which most adults have insurance, and in which most pay hefty out-of-pocket costs in addition to insurance premiums, many are nevertheless hounded to fork over cash for specious medical charges that do little to shore up the health system's finances but a lot to trash family budgets and crush sick people's souls.

Ten years ago, an Occupy Wall Street-inspired nonprofit called RIP Medical Debt (now going by the name Undue Medical Debt) began publicizing how horrid this all was, while buying up medical debt from collections agencies and forgiving it. The debt abolitionists have erased $14.2 billion in debt owed by 8.6 million people, and counting.

Read: Americans are going bankrupt from getting sick

The relief had more muted financial effects than many consumer advocates had hoped: A randomized control trial showed that it had no impact on recipients' credit access, did not relieve measures of financial distress, and did not improve their mental health. "We were surprised," Neale Mahoney, an economist at Stanford, told me. "And, frankly, disappointed, because these are people who are struggling, and if there was a scalable way to make their lives a little bit better, that would be awesome."

But the nonprofit was nonetheless successful in raising awareness of the issue and setting the groundwork for policy change. In early 2022, municipal governments began purchasing and erasing medical debt, using money from the COVID-era American Rescue Plan. Cook County, Illinois, used $12 million to erase up to $1 billion in debt; New York City spent $18 million to forgive $2 billion for half a million residents; Washington, D.C., wiped out $42 million.

Private industry made changes too. In early 2022, Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion, the country's three major credit bureaus, announced that they would not put medical debts on consumers' credit reports until the bills were a year old. Shortly after, VantageScore removed medical debt in collections from its credit-scoring model. And in 2023, the credit bureaus declared that medical bills under $500 would no longer appear on credit reports at all. These companies were not changing their policies out of pure altruism, but with the understanding that medical debt is not a great predictor of creditworthiness, anyway: Getting hit by a car is not the same thing as buying a Corvette with a credit card.

The policies governing medical debt began shifting as well. Federal agencies are eliminating the consideration of medical debt when underwriting loans such as government-backed mortgages and small-business loans. Colorado, Rhode Island, and other states barred medical bills from credit reports. New York prohibited hospitals from putting liens on people's homes and garnishing their wages; Delaware forbid companies from foreclosing because of medical debt; Florida and Virginia made it harder for providers or collectors to sue; Delaware and Maine banned creditors from charging interest on medical bills.

Now a truly colossal change is pending. The CFPB has proposed excluding medical bills from credit reports altogether. The agency has a rule-making process that takes months, but if the changes go into effect as anticipated, $49 billion in debt will disappear from 15 million consumers' credit reports in an instant.

When that happens, will Americans simply start ignoring their medical bills? Well, no. Depending on the state, hospitals and providers could still sue, foreclose, or affect the chance of a person getting hired or being able to rent an apartment. "All the other ways to collect continue," a CFPB official told me. "Just because it's not on the credit report doesn't mean that it doesn't exist, and doesn't mean that there's no recourse for collecting it."

Plus, most people do pay their debts if they can. "There's this theory, this myth, that the American people won't pay their bills unless there's a sword of Damocles hanging over them," the official said. "We just don't have that same perspective on the nature of the American people."

Hospitals themselves don't seem that concerned. I asked the American Hospital Association, the powerful lobbying group, for comment, expecting fierce pushback against the CFPB proposal. A spokesperson instead directed me to a mild statement emphasizing the importance of insurance coverage. (Notably, cash coming from overdue medical bills constitutes as little as 0.03 percent of hospitals' revenue.) 

Still, the financial-protection agency is taking away the main lever--a lower credit score, with all the annoyances and costs that come with it--that debt collectors use to get people to pay up. The CFPB forecasts that the rule change will result in 22,000 additional mortgages being approved a year.

Even if consumers end up protected from harassment over their medical debts, they would be better off not accruing them in the first place, health experts told me. Sara R. Collins of the Commonwealth Fund, a health-care-policy think tank, described the underlying issue: First, hospitals charge too much, too opaquely, for medical services, and do not provide enough financial assistance to low-income patients, even when required to do so by law. Second, insurance coverage is not nearly comprehensive enough for lower-income Americans. "We still have about 25 million people who are uninsured, and they have high rates of medical debt," Collins said. "But the big issue is people are underinsured, with high deductibles or high out-of-pocket costs relative to their income."

Fixing those issues would be far more difficult and expensive than writing off past-due debts and scrubbing credit reports. The medical-billing system remains "impossible to navigate," Catherine told me. "If someone could tell you up front how much health care would cost, that would change the experience. For me, that would make the numbers real." For now, she is planning on just ignoring the numbers and enjoying her health.
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Did Donald Trump Notice J. D. Vance's Strangest Answer?

The senator from Ohio conspicuously refused to repeat his running mate's biggest lie.

by Helen Lewis




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


Here's what you could have had: That's what I kept thinking throughout the vice-presidential debate. The head-to-head between Tim Walz and J. D. Vance was a vision of what American politics could be without the distorting gravitational field generated by Donald Trump--a political interlude beamed to you from Planet Normal.

How soon will that day come? The most surprising moment of the debate arrived right at the end, when it became clear that the outwardly subservient Vance is already plotting his post-Trump future. Don't tell the mad old king, but his most loyal baron is looking at the crown and wondering how well it would fit his head.

More on that later, but first let's enjoy the climate on Planet Normal. Onstage in New York were two people with regular attention spans and an above-average ability to remember names and details. Vance, the Republican, offered slick, coherent, and blessedly short answers to the CBS moderators' questions. (The Bulwark compared him to a "smoother, 2016-vintage Marco Rubio.") Tim Walz, the Democrat, started nervously, quickly discovering that being folksy in an empty room is hard--although he certainly didn't go down in Dan Quayle-style flames. The debate was cordial--too cordial for many Democrats, who wondered why Walz was not delivering the smackdowns they longed to see.

Both candidates committed political sins well within the expected range: Vance freely ignored the first question on Iran, and instead recapped his appealing backstory for any viewers unfamiliar with Hillbilly Elegy. Walz dodged and weaved around a question about his inflated biography, before eventually conceding that he "misspoke" when he claimed to have been in Hong Kong during the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. The two men also managed to have several substantive exchanges on policy, arguing over what we can learn from Finland's approach to gun crime, and to what extent mental-health issues interact with mass shootings. All of that was a reminder of what American political debates used to be like in the distant past of, oh, the early 2010s.

The pundits have largely called this debate for Vance, who successfully downplayed his unpopular positions on abortion and health care, and took several opportunities to push his key ideological theme of protectionism. America needs to become more self-sufficient, and not just in heavy industry, he said, because "the pharmaceuticals that we put in the bodies of our children are manufactured by nations that hate us." That line sounded less paranoid than it once might have, after former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson revealed last week that, at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, he had flirted with sending a commando team to recover vaccines held by the European Union.

The audience polls were closer, however. Walz recovered from his shaky start to deliver several punchy lines. On gun violence, he talked about his own teenage son witnessing a shooting, drawing an empathetic response from Vance; he also recounted meeting with the parents of the pupils killed at Sandy Hook--realizing that he had a picture of his own child on the office wall, when the people in front of him had lost their own children. Asked to explain why he changed his mind and now supported a ban on assault weapons, Walz said simply: "I sat in that office with those Sandy Hook parents."

All very civil, sane, normal. Very demure. Every so often, though, an alternate reality began to bleed into the CBS studio. Or rather--our reality began to bleed in. The one where Donald Trump is the Republican candidate. The clearest signal was Vance's frequent tic of referring to his running mate: Donald Trump's energy policy, Donald Trump's border policy, Donald Trump's wisdom and courage. By contrast, Walz mentioned Kamala Harris more rarely.

You and I both know why Vance name-dropped with the zest of an out-of-work actor. Trump is one of those people who picks up a political memoir and flicks to the index to see how often he is mentioned. Over the past eight years, the entire Republican Party has reshaped itself around his giant ego, and it is filled with many men much smarter than Trump--men like J. D. Vance, in fact--who believe they can manipulate him through flattery. The former president won't have been paying attention to the finer details of Finnish policy, but he will have been instead listening for his name. Throughout the debate, the Trump campaign's rapid-response team blasted out "fact-checks," but the candidate's Truth Social feed rambled through his usual obsessions: the CBS anchors' low ratings; paeans to his own greatness and sagacity--"America was GREAT when I was President," "I SAVED our Country from the China Virus," "EVERYONE KNOWS I WOULD NOT SUPPORT A FEDERAL ABORTION BAN"--and praise for "a great defense of me" by Vance.

The big mystery of this moment in American politics is that Trump's flaws--his self-obsession, his lack of self-control, his casual lies--are so obvious. And yet all attempts to replace him with a lab-grown alternative, with those flaws removed, have failed. (Had Vance run in the Republican primary, I suspect he would have done about as well as Ron DeSantis.) The Republican base loves the chaos and the drama and the darkness that Trump offers, and resists all attempts to replace those qualities with boring competence.

All the way through, the times Vance really seemed in trouble were when he had to defend Trump's behavior, and his own switch from critic to sycophant. He gave an outrageous--but superficially convincing--explanation for how he went from thinking Trump was "America's Hitler" to its last and only hope. "I was wrong, first of all, because I believed some of the media stories that turned out to be dishonest fabrications of his record," he said. In the same way, the only real flash of the dislikable "childless cat ladies" version of Vance--familiar to me from edgy podcasts and cozy Fox News interviews--came when he had to defend Trump's lie about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. When the moderators noted that the Haitians in question were in America legally, Vance replied: "The rules were that you weren't going to fact-check." Not exactly the response of a man confident that he is telling the truth.

Right at the end, Vance was asked whether he would challenge the election results in ways that violated the law and the Constitution. "I think that we're focused on the future," he said, before jazz-hands-ing into standard Republican talking points about the threat of Big Tech censorship. (The two flagship cases of this in right-wing lore involve Hunter Biden's laptop and COVID discussions on Facebook and Spotify.) Harris, Vance said, would "like to censor people who engage in misinformation. I think that is a much bigger threat to democracy than anything that we've seen in this country in the last four years, in the last 40 years."

At this, Walz found a new gear. The Folksy Midwestern Dad was now not angry, but disappointed in his wayward son, who had returned long after curfew, smelling suspiciously of weed. Vance, Walz's demeanor implied, had let himself down. "I've enjoyed tonight's debate, and I think there was a lot of commonality here," he began, before mounting a devastating attack of Trump's actions on January 6, 2021. "He lost this election, and he said he didn't. One hundred and forty police officers were beaten at the Capitol that day, some with the American flag. Several later died." As Walz moved into a riff about being a football coach, telling his team that playing fair was more important than winning at any cost, Vance reflexively began to nod slightly.

In his response, Vance tried his best--pointing out that Hillary Clinton had raised the possibility of Russian interference in the 2016 election. But Walz shot back: "January 6 was not Facebook ads." (We might also note that, whatever her misgivings about the election, Clinton attended Trump's inauguration, explicitly acknowledging the peaceful transfer of power to an opponent. By contrast, Trump did not stay in Washington, D.C., to watch Joe Biden get sworn in as president, but instead flew off to Florida in a huff.)

Walz then asked Vance flat out whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Again, the Republican could only offer a cop-out--"Tim, I'm focused on the future"--and a pivot back to Big Tech censorship, which allowed Walz to go in for the kill. "This is not a debate," he said. "It's not anything anywhere other than in Donald Trump's world, because, look, when Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

The extraordinary part of Vance's waffle here isn't that he refused to tell the truth--to say the 2020 election was valid. The really remarkable thing is that the Republican vice-presidential nominee can't bring himself to agree with his boss and say that the 2020 election was stolen. In the past four years, the Trump campaign has filed multiple lawsuits to challenge the results; the candidate himself encouraged the crowd on January 6 to protest them--culminating in threats of violence to Congress and then-Vice President Pence--and his stump speeches regularly feature riffs about the issue. This year, he has suggested that he will lose only if the Democrats "cheat like hell."

Vance did not echo this language, nor did he repeat his previous suggestion that he would not have done what Pence did in January 2021, which was to certify the results. On the most fundamental issue of this year's contest--whether America is still a functioning democracy with free and fair elections--the Republican ticket is not entirely in sync.

Now, I'm beyond being surprised that Vance wouldn't tell the truth. But I am intrigued that, when given the biggest platform of his career to date, he couldn't bring himself to lie, either. After so many humiliating concessions, this is the point when Vance decided, to adapt the famous phrase of the poet E. E. Cummings, "There is some shit I will not eat." He switched so deftly to his talking points about misinformation that much of the instant punditry missed his sleight of hand.

Why not agree with his boss about what happened in 2020? The inevitable conclusion must be that J. D. Vance--smart, ambitious, and only 40 years old--is already contemplating the post-Trump future. Once the former president is out of the picture, what will be the point of harping on his personal bitterness about being rejected by the American people? The voters of 2028 or 2032 will undoubtedly care more about gas prices and housing costs than an old man's grievance. You might as well keep doing Trump's crazy material about sharks and Hannibal Lecter.

By any measure, Vance did quite well last night. But I wonder if Trump noticed that, amid all the name-drops and the flattery, his running mate is "focused on the future"--a future that doesn't include him.
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What's the Appeal of Indie Rock's New Golden Boy?

The singer-guitarist MJ Lenderman has been hailed as his genre's next big thing--probably because he's offering more of the same.

by Spencer Kornhaber




The great musical mystery of the year, for me at least, has been all the hype around a 25-year-old singer-songwriter named MJ Lenderman. He is "often described--accurately--as the next great hope for indie rock," The New Yorker's Amanda Petrusich wrote recently. I like Lenderman, but his pleasant, country-inflected new album, Manning Fireworks, certainly doesn't scream next anything. It almost could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003.

Petrusich's article made something click for me, though. She defined indie rock as "however one might now refer to scrappy, dissonant, guitar-based music that's unconcerned, both sonically and spiritually, with whatever is steering the Zeitgeist." She then said Manning Fireworks "could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003" ... but in a good way.

Such is the manner in which Lenderman has generally been praised: as a restorer, a throwback, a reassuring archetype. The North Carolina native plays guitar and sings backup in the genre-bending band Wednesday, but his solo music--laid-back, witty, tuneful while noisy--seems designed to trigger deja vu. He fits in a clear lineage stretching back through mysterious slackers such as Mac DeMarco, Pavement, and R.E.M. to the Boomer goddaddies of wry disaffection: Neil Young, Bob Dylan, the Velvet Underground. In a glowing review of Lenderman's new album, the critic Steven Hyden wrote, "As a young, curly-haired brunet dude, he made exactly the kind of music you would expect from a young, curly-haired brunet dude." Patterson Hood of Drive-By Truckers told Rolling Stone, "He checks all the boxes for me."

This is going to sound earnest in that intolerably Millennial way, but: Isn't box-checking not very indie? When I first dabbled in hipsterdom, in the early 2000s, Wilco was defacing folk guitars with electronic chaos, Animal Collective was inventing barbershop psychedelia, and Joanna Newsom was writing supernatural symphonies on her harp. What united these artists wasn't commercial independence--some were on major labels--but rather their belief that authenticity arose from experimentation. Whereas normie genres such as country and mainstream rock seemed to be chasing faded glory, acclaimed indie acts honored their influences by pushing their ideas further: Think of Sonic Youth intensifying John Cale's drones to screeching frequencies, Modest Mouse's yelpy profundity emerging from the Pixies' yelpy absurdity, and so on.

For more than a decade now, though, that sense of forward movement has been harder to detect--because it's not been quite as rewarded as it once was. When Spotify came to America in 2011, it decimated the profitability of recordings and overwhelmed the public with choice. It also empowered listeners in ways that eroded the importance of music critics, record stores, and real-life scenes. Tidy narratives of progress--always somewhat fictive, useful to journalists and publicists more than to consumers and artists--started to degrade. Prestige, based on a few pundits' idea of boundary-pushing genius, stopped paying the bills like it once did (because people stopped shelling out for buzzy music without hearing it first). Die-hard fandom became crucial (the trendy phrase for this is parasocial relationship). This confluence of factors influenced indie rock much as it influenced the mainstream: by making identity more important.

The most discussed indie-rockers of the past decade were thus singer-songwriters with strong points of view, such as Mitski, Waxahatchee, Soccer Mommy, and Bartees Strange. The breakout bands tended to be glorified solo projects (Japanese Breakfast, Tame Impala, the War on Drugs) or, in the case of Haim, a sisterly trio ripe for stanning. As the media caught up to the internet's amplification of long-marginalized voices, issues of race, gender, and sexuality became more explicit in the critical conversation. All of these new stars were serious talents, and all of them did, in various small ways, innovate; the layered and whispery vocal style of Phoebe Bridgers, for example, has proved influential. But in general, the progression of indie in the streaming era can be tracked less through sound than through the question of who's singing and what they're singing about.

Of course, indie rock--like any musical tradition--has always been rooted in questions of identity. It's just that in the past, the default identity tended to be a white guy who's only comfortable revealing himself through cryptic poetry, buried under aural distortion. Stephen Malkmus and Jeff Tweedy absolutely wrote about their own maleness, but most listeners and critics didn't focus on that. Now, when identity has moved from cultural subtext to text--and indie rock has come to seem more like a settled language of self-expression than an unruly journey into the unknown--the next big thing seems oddly familiar: a man, in a once-male-dominated genre, singing about being a man.



The cover of Lenderman's 2021 album, Ghost of Your Guitar Solo, features a photo of a naked guy holding a cat, framed by happy-faced stars and moons. It was a fitting statement of winsome, self-exposing masculinity--of a bro who knows he's babygirl.

Stylistically, the cover also conveyed his musical approach: concise, funny, building layers of meaning through simple juxtapositions. Much of Lenderman's early work made him out to be a lo-fi magpie, pairing wonky riffs with understated punch lines delivered in a flat, vaguely fearful drawl. On Guitar Solo's "I Ate Too Much at the Fair," Lenderman encapsulated an entire relationship--who cares for whom, who spends and who saves--in one couplet: "I ate too much at the fair / Despite what you said." Gobs of reverb, with sweetness at the edges, conveyed his lovelorn bloat.

That album and his breakthrough follow-up, 2022's Boat Songs, felt rooted in what you might call the "woke first person," situating individual desires with an anxious nod to the society around him. In one song, he fantasized about becoming a Catholic priest so he wouldn't have to worry about girls anymore. Another, the rollicking "Hangover Game," used an anecdote about Michael Jordan to probe his own drinking habit. I always laugh at "Inappropriate," whose noodling organ sounds like the Doors being recorded from the other side of a wall:

Accidentally saw your mother
 Sleepin'
 She looked so peaceful and disgusting
 
 It felt inappropriate
 To catch her like that
 I never want to see her sleep again


Manning Fireworks, his new album, shifts the perspective a bit: He now often seems to be singing about other guys. Lenderman told The New York Times that some of the album's lyrics were inspired by misogynistic podcasters such as Andrew Tate, who preach an alpha, acquisitive view of how men should behave. The album is at its best when it links sorrow and pigheadedness, suggesting that the contemporary Problem With Men has something to do with the heartbreak and impotence that rockers like Lenderman have long plumbed (he sings tenderly of one character "punching holes in the hotel room"). At times, though, Lenderman is as predictable as a political cartoonist, employing glib ironies to mock smartwatches and guys who rent Ferraris after a breakup.

These themes are modern--listen closely, and the album actually couldn't have come out in 1975, 1994, or 2003--but the album's sound is not. Lenderman is now making blast-at-a-barbecue Americana, bedecked in pedal steel and tragic-hero guitar solos. Some elements hit the ear as unexpected: doomy riffing in "Wristwatch," drifting clarinet in "You Don't Know the Shape I'm In," the rumbling uplift of "On My Knees." Yet fundamentally, the album feels unmoored, assembled through reference points. Although the music scans as the work of a full band, it makes sense that Lenderman played most of the instruments: This is one rock geek's modest vision, unimpeded. Lenderman's skills aren't debatable, and when I watch videos of him performing with his heavy-lidded eyes and boyish smirk, I get why people are obsessed. But if this is the next great hope for indie rock, then indie rock is becoming a costume closet.



Luckily, other contenders exist for that title, and one of them is Lenderman's own band, Wednesday, a quintet founded in 2017. When I first listened to the group's 2023 album, Rat Saw God, I felt a rush of recognition--not for any particular sound, but for the way Wednesday took for granted that its job was to break ground. The songs blended noise-rock and country into gnarled, surprising shapes. The lead singer Karly Hartzman--Lenderman's now-ex-girlfriend--told tales of small-town life through sweet warbles and harsh screams. All five of the band members at the time were credited as songwriters, and all of the album's songs seemed like they could have arisen only through a collision of creative minds.

Wednesday is part of a fascinating trend sweeping through Gen Z rock: a revival of shoegaze. The subgenre originated in the late '80s as bands such as My Bloody Valentine blanketed concert venues in slow-churning guitar squall while staring down at their effects pedals. The new incarnation--check out the fearsome young trio Julie--draws not just from traditional shoegazers but also from heavy metal, emo, and even electronica. The trend can probably be attributed to TikTok's demand for sounds that make banal images seem profound. But another reason might be a latent hunger for rock that's abstracted, collaborative, and sensation-first. Shoegaze is, after all, a term for subsuming individual personalities into pure sound.

Read: How indie rock changed the world

Even outside of that fad, to my ear, many of the most exciting things happening in 2020s indie are bands. Recent consensus-masterwork albums have come from Dry Cleaning and Wet Leg, whose spoken-sung vocals enmesh with spry, unpredictable post-punk; Turnstile, a hard-core act that veers into dance music and power pop; and Big Thief, whose ornate folk jams radiate sci-fi eeriness. The state of the music industry--especially after the dangers and disruptions of COVID-19--is broadly discouraging of bands: Groups are just more expensive and harder to market than solitary figures. But if indie rock means anything, it means trying to carve out a refuge from the forces shaping the mainstream.

And make no mistake: If indie mostly defines itself around solo stars, pop will devour its last shred of differentiation. The streaming years have seen tremendous evolution in the sound of mass-market music, in part because identity-based imperatives have pushed the world's biggest entertainers to act more underground. Inspired by the alt-mainstream bridge-builder Lana Del Rey, Taylor Swift and her proteges have started to employ indie-rock producers to furnish them with classic signifiers of authenticity. Listening to recent pop is like playing record-snob bingo, trying to identify the musical touchstones used to illustrate the singer's confessional zingers. Much the same thing can be said of Manning Fireworks--and it's likely no coincidence that Lenderman is getting memed in the same manner as a pop girlie.

Time for a confession that will make me sound like a parasocial hypocrite: I'm worried about Lenderman's breakup. He and Hartzman were dating for years, and many of their songs chronicle their love. But they split recently (and--here's more lore--moved out of the Asheville property where they and some other cool musicians lived). The breakup is apparently amicable: Lenderman is still in Wednesday, and the two just performed together on The Tonight Show. Still, with all the fame building around his solo career, it's natural to wonder about the band's fate. Speaking about Wednesday's future, Hartzman recently told Rolling Stone, "There has to be a lot of change." That's scary as a fan--but then again, change is what a fan of music like this should want.
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A Chance for Biden to Make a Difference on the Death Penalty

It's too late for the president to abolish the death penalty. But he can do this.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Joe Biden's presidency is ending sooner than he hoped, but he can still cement his legacy by accomplishing something no other president has: the commutation of every federal death sentence.

In 2020, Biden ran partly on abolishing the federal death penalty. His campaign website promised that he would "work to pass legislation to eliminate the death penalty at the federal level, and incentivize states to follow the federal government's example," adding that death-row prisoners "should instead serve life sentences without probation or parole." The Democratic Party platform that year also provided for the abolition of the death penalty, and shortly after Biden's inauguration, a White House spokesperson confirmed that the president was indeed opposed to capital punishment.

But the actual practice of his administration has been mixed. In July 2021, Biden's attorney general, Merrick Garland, imposed a moratorium on executions. "The Department of Justice must ensure that everyone in the federal criminal justice system is not only afforded the rights guaranteed by the Constitution and laws of the United States, but is also treated fairly and humanely," Garland wrote in a memo. "That obligation has special force in capital cases." Asked for comment on Garland's announcement, a Biden spokesperson said, "As the president has made clear, he has significant concerns about the death penalty and how it is implemented, and he believes the Department of Justice should return to its prior practice of not carrying out executions."

Read: Can America kill its prisoners kindly?

Biden's administration has not carried out any federal executions, but neither has he instructed Garland to stop pursuing new death sentences, or to stop defending ongoing capital cases. Biden's Department of Justice has continued pursuing death sentences for mass murderers and terrorists, including Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, the Boston Marathon bomber, and Dylann Roof, the Charleston, South Carolina, church shooter. And Biden has declined to advocate for legislation that would eliminate the federal death penalty. Opponents of the death penalty have criticized Biden for failing to honor his campaign promises concerning capital punishment.

So far, Biden has approached federal executions in the same way Barack Obama did: leaving the architecture for carrying out capital sentences in place but benevolently neglecting to use it. Donald Trump's example, however, demonstrates how easy it is to resume executions even after a long gap. From 2003 to 2020, the federal government did not carry out executions. Then the Trump administration put to death 13 prisoners in a few months. Garland's defense of current federal death sentences and pursuit of new ones has laid the groundwork for adding new prisoners to federal death row.

Perhaps Biden is hoping to leave abolition up to his successor. But that, too, would be a mistake. His successor could well be Trump, and his vice president is unlikely to act boldly in this area, as she isn't reliably opposed to capital punishment. In 2004, when Kamala Harris refused as San Francisco district attorney to seek a death sentence for the murderer of a police officer, Democratic politicians skewered her decision publicly. Then-Senators Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer as well as then-Oakland Mayor Jerry Brown all called for the death penalty. The experience was apparently formative for Harris, who reportedly became much more politically cautious as a result. Since then, Harris's position on the death penalty has shifted several times. Right now, Harris won't clarify whether she intends to authorize her DOJ to seek death sentences or advance current ones, and the 2024 Democratic platform has been stripped of references to capital punishment. I doubt Harris intends to resume federal executions, but neither does she seem primed to commute every sentence on death row, or to advocate vigorously for abolition.

So the opportunity is in Biden's hands. If he really does abhor capital punishment as he has claimed, then he has several avenues through which to act with the last of his executive power. He could instruct his DOJ to withdraw its pending notice of intent to seek capital punishment in the 2022 Buffalo, New York, shooting case; rescind a Trump-era letter saying the FDA has no right to regulate the distribution of lethal drugs; and commute the death sentences of the roughly 40 prisoners on federal death row. The president no longer has to worry about the political ramifications of decisive work on capital punishment, and therefore has the freedom to act on his values and save dozens of lives. He ought to take this opportunity to keep his campaign promises, and to honor the dignity of human life.
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The Only Way the Ukraine War Can End

Russia has to stop fighting.

by Anne Applebaum


A damaged statue of Vladimir Lenin in the Ukrainian-controlled town of Sudzha, in Russia's Kursk province (Yan Dobronosov / AFP / Getty)



In an underground parking lot beneath an ordinary building in an ordinary Ukrainian city, dozens of what appear to be small, windowless fishing boats are lined up in rows. The noise of machinery echoes from a separate room, where men are working with metal and wires. They didn't look up when I walked in one recent morning, and no wonder: This is a sea-drone factory, these are among the best engineers in Ukraine, and they are busy producing the unmanned vessels that have altered the trajectory of the war. Packed with explosives and guided by the world's most sophisticated remote-navigation technology, these new weapons might even change the way that all naval wars are fought in the future.

Certainly, the sea drones are evolving very quickly. A year ago, I visited the small workshop that was then producing the first Ukrainian models. One of the chief engineers described what was at the time the drones' first major success: a strike that took out a Russian frigate, damaged a submarine, and hit some other boats as well.

Since then, the sea drones, sometimes alone and sometimes in combined attacks with flying drones or missiles, have sunk or damaged more than two dozen warships. This is possibly the most successful example of asymmetric warfare in history. The Ukrainian drones cost perhaps $220,000 apiece; many of the Russian ships are worth hundreds of millions of dollars. The military impact is enormous. To avoid Ukrainian strikes, Russian ships have mostly left their former headquarters, in the occupied Crimean port of Sevastopol, and moved farther east. They no longer patrol the Ukrainian coast. They can't stop Ukrainian cargo ships from carrying grain and other goods to world markets, and Ukrainian trade is returning to prewar levels. This can't be said often enough: Ukraine, a country without much of a navy, defeated Russia's Black Sea fleet.

Nor is Ukraine's talent for asymmetric warfare confined to water. During a recent trip, I visited another basement, where another team of Ukrainians was working to change the course of the war--and, again, maybe the course of all subsequent wars as well. (I was allowed to tour these operations on the condition that I not identify their locations or the people working at them.) This particular facility had no machines, no engines, and no warheads, just a room lined with screens. The men and women sitting at the screens were dressed like civilians, but in fact they were soldiers, members of a special army unit created to deploy experimental communications technology in combination with experimental drones. Both are being developed by Ukrainians, for Ukraine.

Read: The 'Gray Zone' comes to Russia

This particular team, with links to many parts of the front lines, has been part of both offensive and defensive operations, and even medical evacuations. According to one of the commanders, this unit alone has conducted 2,400 combat missions and destroyed more than 1,000 targets, including tanks, armored personnel vehicles, trucks, and electronic-warfare systems since its creation several months ago. Like the sea-drone factory, the team in the basement is operating on a completely different scale from the frontline drone units whose work I also encountered last year, on several trips around Ukraine. In 2023, I met small groups of men building drones in garages, using what looked like sticks and glue. By contrast, this new unit is able to see images of most of the front line all at once, revise tools and tactics as new situations develop, and even design new drones to fit the army's changing needs.

More important, another commander told me, the team works "at the horizontal level," meaning that members coordinate directly with other groups on the ground rather than operating via the army's chain of command: "Three years of experience tells us that, 100 percent, we will be much more efficient when we are doing it on our own--coordinating with other guys that have assets, motivation, understanding of the processes." Horizontal is a word that describes many successful Ukrainian projects, both military and civilian. Also, grassroots. In other words, Ukrainians do better when they organize themselves; they do worse when they try to move in lockstep under a single leader. Some argue that this makes them more resilient. Or, as another member of the team put it, Russia will never be able to destroy Ukraine's decision-making center, "because the center doesn't make all the decisions."


Members of Ukraine's 22nd Mechanized Brigade assemble a Poseidon reconnaissance drone in Sumy province, near the Russian border, in August. (Roman Pilipey / AFP / Getty)



I recognize that this account of the war effort differs dramatically from other, grimmer stories now coming out of Ukraine. In recent weeks, Russian glide bombs and artillery have slowly begun to destroy the city of Pokrovsk, a logistical hub that has been part of Ukraine's defensive line in Donetsk for a decade. Regular waves of Russian air strikes continue to hit Ukraine's electricity infrastructure. The repeated attacks on civilians are not an accident; they are a tactic. Russian President Vladimir Putin is seeking to deprive Ukrainians of heat and light, to demoralize the people as well as the government, and perhaps to provoke a new refugee exodus that will disrupt European politics.

Russia remains the larger and richer country. The Kremlin has more ammunition, more tanks, and a greater willingness to dispose of its citizens. The Russian president is willing to tolerate high human losses, as well as equipment losses, of a kind that almost no other nation could accept. And yet, the Ukrainians still believe they can win--if only their American and European allies will let them.

Two and a half years into the conflict, the idea that we haven't let Ukraine win may sound strange. Since the beginning of the war, after all, we have been supporting Ukraine with weapons and other aid. Recently, President Joe Biden reiterated his support for Ukraine at the United Nations. "The good news is that Putin's war has failed in his core aim," he said. But, he added, "the world now has another choice to make: Will we sustain our support to help Ukraine win this war and preserve its freedom, or walk away and let a nation be destroyed? We cannot grow weary. We cannot look away." Hoping to rally more Americans to his side, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky spent much of last week in the United States. He visited an ammunition factory in Pennsylvania. He met with former President Donald Trump, and with Vice President Kamala Harris.

Eliot A. Cohen and Phillips Payson O'Brien: How defense experts got Ukraine wrong

Zelensky also presented a victory plan that asked, among other things, for Ukraine to have the right to use American and European long-range missiles to strike military targets deep inside Russia. This kind of request is now familiar. In each stage of the war, the Ukrainians and their allies have waged public campaigns to get new weapons--tanks, F-16s, long-range missiles--that they need to maintain a technological edge. Each time, these requests were eventually granted, although sometimes too late to make a difference.

Each time, officials in the U.S., Germany, and other Western powers argued that this or that weapon risked crossing some kind of red line. The same argument is being made once again, and it sounds hollow. Because at this point, the red lines are entirely in our heads; every one of them has been breached. Using drones, Ukraine already hits targets deep inside Russia, including oil refineries, oil and gas export facilities, even air bases. In the past few weeks, Ukraine's long-range drones have hit at least three large ammunition depots, one of which was said to have just received a large consignment from North Korea; when attacked, the depot exploded dramatically, producing an eerie mushroom cloud. In a development that would have been unthinkable at the beginning of the war, Ukraine has, since early August, even occupied a chunk of Russian territory. Ukrainian troops invaded Kursk province, took control of several towns and villages, set up defenses, repelled Russian troops, and have yet to leave.

But in truth, the imaginary red lines, the slow provision of weapons, and the rules about what can and can't be hit are not the real problem. On its own, a White House decision to allow the Ukrainians to strike targets in Russia with American or even European missiles will not change the course of the war. The deeper limitation is our lack of imagination. Since this war began, we haven't been able to imagine that the Ukrainians might defeat Russia, and so we haven't tried to help those who are trying to do exactly that. We aren't identifying, funding, and empowering the young Ukrainian engineers who are inventing new forms of asymmetric warfare. With a few exceptions, Ukrainians tell me, many allied armies aren't in regular contact with the people carrying out cutting-edge military experiments in Ukraine. Oleksandr Kamyshin, Ukraine's minister of strategic industries, says that the Ukrainians have spare capacity in their own drone factories, and could produce more themselves if they just had the money. Meanwhile, $300 billion worth of frozen Russian reserves are still sitting in European clearinghouses, untouched, waiting for a political decision to use that money to win the war. Biden is right to tout the success of the coalition of democracies created to aid Ukraine, but why not let that coalition start defending Ukraine against incoming missiles, as friends of Israel have just done in the Middle East? Why isn't the coalition focused on enforcing targeted sanctions against the Russian defense industry?

Worse--much worse--is that, instead of focusing on victory, Americans and Europeans continue to dream of a magic "negotiated solution" that remains far away. Many, many people, some in good faith and some in bad faith, continue to call for an exchange of "land for peace." Last week, Trump attacked Zelensky for supposedly refusing to negotiate, and the ex-president continues to make unfounded promises to end the war "in 24 hours." But the obstacle to negotiations is not Zelensky. He probably could be induced to trade at least some land for peace, as long as Ukraine received authentic security guarantees--preferably, though not necessarily, in the form of NATO membership--to protect the rest of the country's territory, and as long as Ukraine could be put on a path to complete integration with Europe. Even a smaller Ukraine would still need to be a viable country, to attract investment and ensure refugees' return.

Right now, the actual obstacle is Putin. Indeed, none of these advocates for "peace," whether they come from the Quincy Institute, the Trump campaign, the Council on Foreign Relations, or even within the U.S. government, can explain how they will persuade Russia to accept such a deal. It is the Russians who have to be persuaded to stop fighting. It is the Russians who do not want to end the war.


Portraits of Russian service members killed during the invasion of Ukraine are projected onto the State Council building in Simferopol, in Russian-occupied Crimea, in April. The letter Z is a symbol of the Russian invasion. (AFP / Getty)



Look, again, at the situation on the ground. Even now, two and a half years into a war that was supposed to be over in a few days, the Kremlin still seeks to gain more territory. Despite the ongoing Ukrainian occupation of Kursk province, the Russian army is still sending thousands of men to die in the battle for Donetsk province. The Russian army also seems unbothered by losing equipment. In the long battle for Vulhedar, a now-empty town in eastern Ukraine with a prewar population of 14,000, the Russians have sacrificed about 1,000 tanks, armored vehicles, and pieces of artillery --nearly 6 percent of all the vehicles destroyed during the entire war.

Russia has not changed its rhetoric either. On state television, pundits still call for the dismemberment and destruction of Ukraine. Putin continues to call for the "denazification of Ukraine," by which he means the removal of Ukraine's language, culture, and identity--as well as "demilitarization, and neutral status," by which he means a Ukraine that has no army and cannot resist conquest. Nor do Russian economic decisions indicate a desire for peace. The Russian president now plans to spend 40 percent of the national budget on arms production, sacrificing living standards, health care, pensions, broader prosperity, and maybe the stability of the economy itself. The state is still paying larger and larger bonuses to anyone willing to sign up to fight. Labor shortages are rampant, both because the army is eating up eligible men and because so many others have left the country to avoid conscription.

Negotiations can begin only when this rhetoric changes, when the defense machine grinds to a halt, when the attempts to conquer yet another village are abandoned. This war will end, in other words, only when the Russians run out of resources--and their resources are not infinite--or when they finally understand that Ukraine's alliances are real, that Ukraine will not surrender, and that Russia cannot win. Just as the British decided in the early 20th century that Ireland is not British and the French decided in 1962 that Algeria is not France, so must the Russians come to accept that Ukraine is not Russia. At that point, there can be a cease-fire, a discussion of new borders, negotiations about other things--such as the fate of the more than 19,000 Ukrainian children who have been kidnapped and deported by the Russians, an orchestrated act of cruelty.

We have not yet reached that stage. The Russians are still waiting for the U.S. to get tired, to stop defending Ukraine, and maybe to elect Trump so that they can dictate terms and make Ukraine into a colony again. They are hoping that the "Ukraine fatigue" they promote and the false arguments about Ukrainian corruption ("Zelensky's yachts") that they pay American influencers to repeat will eventually overwhelm America's strategic and political self-interest. Which, of course, might be the case.

But if it is, we are in for a nasty surprise. Should Ukraine finally lose this war, the costs--military, economic, political--for the U.S. and its allies will not go down. On the contrary, they are likely to increase, and not only in Europe. Since 2022, the military and defense-industry links among Russia, North Korea, Iran, and China have strengthened. Iran has delivered drones and missiles to Russia. Russia, in turn, may be providing anti-ship missiles to the Houthis, Iranian proxies who could use them against American and European commercial and military ships in the Red Sea. According to a recent Reuters report, the Russians are now constructing a major drone factory in China. The Chinese stand to benefit, that is, from the huge technological gains that the Russians have made, in many cases by imitating the Ukrainians in drone warfare and other systems, even if Americans aren't paying close attention.

Read: Confessions of a Russian propagandist 

A failure to defeat Russia will be felt not just in Europe but also in the Middle East and Asia. It will be felt in Venezuela, where Putin's aggressive defiance has surely helped inspire his ally Nicolas Maduro to stay in power despite losing an election in a landslide. It will be felt in Africa, where Russian mercenaries now support a series of ugly regimes. And, of course, this failure will be felt by Ukraine's neighbors. I doubt very much that Germany and France, let alone Poland, are prepared for the consequences of a truly failed Ukraine, for a collapse of the Ukrainian state, for lawlessness or Russian-Mafia rule at the European Union's eastern doorstep, as well as for the violence and crime that would result.

The means to prevent that kind of international catastrophe are right in front of us, in the form of Ukraine's drone factories, the underground sea-drone laboratory, the tools now being designed to enable the Ukrainian army to beat a larger opponent--and also in the form of our own industrial capacity. The democratic world remains wealthier and more dynamic than the autocratic world. To stay that way, Ukraine and its Western allies have to persuade Russia to stop fighting. We have to win this war.
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Shh, ChatGPT. That's a Secret.

Your chatbot transcripts may be a gold mine for AI companies.

by Lila Shroff




This past spring, a man in Washington State worried that his marriage was on the verge of collapse. "I am depressed and going a little crazy, still love her and want to win her back," he typed into ChatGPT. With the chatbot's help, he wanted to write a letter protesting her decision to file for divorce and post it to their bedroom door. "Emphasize my deep guilt, shame, and remorse for not nurturing and being a better husband, father, and provider," he wrote. In another message, he asked ChatGPT to write his wife a poem "so epic that it could make her change her mind but not cheesy or over the top."

The man's chat history was included in the WildChat data set, a collection of 1 million ChatGPT conversations gathered consensually by researchers to document how people are interacting with the popular chatbot. Some conversations are filled with requests for marketing copy and homework help. Others might make you feel as if you're gazing into the living rooms of unwitting strangers. Here, the most intimate details of people's lives are on full display: A school case manager reveals details of specific students' learning disabilities, a minor frets over possible legal charges, a girl laments the sound of her own laugh.

People share personal information about themselves all the time online, whether in Google searches ("best couples therapists") or Amazon orders ("pregnancy test"). But chatbots are uniquely good at getting us to reveal details about ourselves. Common usages, such as asking for personal advice and resume help, can expose more about a user "than they ever would have to any individual website previously," Peter Henderson, a computer scientist at Princeton, told me in an email. For AI companies, your secrets might turn out to be a gold mine.

Would you want someone to know everything you've Googled this month? Probably not. But whereas most Google queries are only a few words long, chatbot conversations can stretch on, sometimes for hours, each message rich with data. And with a traditional search engine, a query that's too specific won't yield many results. By contrast, the more information a user includes in any one prompt to a chatbot, the better the answer they will receive. As a result, alongside text, people are uploading sensitive documents, such as medical reports, and screenshots of text conversations with their ex. With chatbots, as with search engines, it's difficult to verify how perfectly each interaction represents a user's real life. The man in Washington might have just been messing around with ChatGPT.

But on the whole, users are disclosing real things about themselves, and AI companies are taking note. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman recently told my colleague Charlie Warzel that he has been "positively surprised about how willing people are to share very personal details with an LLM." In some cases, he added, users may even feel more comfortable talking with AI than they would with a friend. There's a clear reason for this: Computers, unlike humans, don't judge. When people converse with one another, we engage in "impression management," says Jonathan Gratch, a professor of computer science and psychology at the University of Southern California--we intentionally regulate our behavior to hide weaknesses. People "don't see the machine as sort of socially evaluating them in the same way that a person might," he told me.

Of course, OpenAI and its peers promise to keep your conversations secure. But on today's internet, privacy is an illusion. AI is no exception. This past summer, a bug in ChatGPT's Mac-desktop app failed to encrypt user conversations and briefly exposed chat logs to bad actors. Last month, a security researcher shared a vulnerability that could have allowed attackers to inject spyware into ChatGPT in order to extract conversations. (OpenAI has fixed both issues.)



Chatlogs could also provide evidence in criminal investigations, just as material from platforms such as Facebook and Google Search long have. The FBI tried to discern the motive of the Donald Trump-rally shooter by looking through his search history. When former  Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey was charged with accepting gold bars from associates of the Egyptian government, his search history was a major piece of evidence that led to his conviction earlier this year. ("How much is one kilo of gold worth," he had searched.) Chatbots are still new enough that they haven't widely yielded evidence in lawsuits, but they might provide a much richer source of information for law enforcement, Henderson said.



AI systems also present new risks. Chatbot conversations are commonly retained by the companies that develop them and are then used to train AI models. Something you reveal to an AI tool in confidence could theoretically later be regurgitated to future users. Part of The New York Times' lawsuit against OpenAI hinges on the claim that GPT-4 memorized passages from Times stories and then relayed them verbatim. As a result of this concern over memorization, many companies have banned ChatGPT and other bots in order to prevent corporate secrets from leaking. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



Of course, these are all edge cases. The man who asked ChatGPT to save his marriage probably doesn't have to worry about his chat history appearing in court; nor are his requests for "epic" poetry likely to show up alongside his name to other users. Still, AI companies are quietly accumulating tremendous amounts of chat logs, and their data policies generally let them do what they want. That may mean--what else?--ads. So far, many AI start-ups, including OpenAI and Anthropic, have been reluctant to embrace advertising. But these companies are under great pressure to prove that the many billions in AI investment will pay off. It's hard to imagine that generative AI might "somehow circumvent the ad-monetization scheme," Rishi Bommasani, an AI researcher at Stanford, told me.

In the short term, that could mean that sensitive chat-log data is used to generate targeted ads much like the ones that already litter the internet. In September 2023, Snapchat, which is used by a majority of American teens, announced that it would be using content from conversations with My AI, its in-app chatbot, to personalize ads. If you ask My AI, "Who makes the best electric guitar?," you might see a response accompanied by a sponsored link to Fender's website.

If that sounds familiar, it should. Early versions of AI advertising may continue to look much like the sponsored links that sometimes accompany Google Search results. But because generative AI has access to such intimate information, ads could take on completely new forms. Gratch doesn't think technology companies have figured out how best to mine user-chat data. "But it's there on their servers," he told me. "They'll figure it out some day." After all, for a large technology company, even a 1 percent difference in a user's willingness to click on an advertisement translates into a lot of money.

People's readiness to offer up personal details to chatbots can also reveal aspects of users' self-image and how susceptible they are to what Gratch called "influence tactics." In a recent evaluation, OpenAI examined how effectively its latest series of models could manipulate an older model, GPT-4o, into making a payment in a simulated game. Before safety mitigations, one of the new models was able to successfully con the older one more than 25 percent of the time. If the new models can sway GPT-4, they might also be able to sway humans. An AI company blindly optimizing for advertising revenue could encourage a chatbot to manipulatively act on private information.

The potential value of chat data could also lead companies outside the technology industry to double down on chatbot development, Nick Martin, a co-founder of the AI start-up Direqt, told me. Trader Joe's could offer a chatbot that assists users with meal planning, or Peloton could create a bot designed to offer insights on fitness. These conversational interfaces might encourage users to reveal more about their nutrition or fitness goals than they otherwise would. Instead of companies inferring information about users from messy data trails, users are telling them their secrets outright.

For now, the most dystopian of these scenarios are largely hypothetical. A company like OpenAI, with a reputation to protect, surely isn't going to engineer its chatbots to swindle a divorced man in distress. Nor does this mean you should quit telling ChatGPT your secrets. In the mental calculus of daily life, the marginal benefit of getting AI to assist with a stalled visa application or a complicated insurance claim may outweigh the accompanying privacy concerns. This dynamic is at play across much of the ad-supported web. The arc of the internet bends toward advertising, and AI may be no exception.

It's easy to get swept up in all the breathless language about the world-changing potential of AI, a technology that Google's CEO has described as "more profound than fire." That people are willing to so easily offer up such intimate details about their life is a testament to the AI's allure. But chatbots may become the latest innovation in a long lineage of advertising technology designed to extract as much information from you as possible. In this way, they are not a radical departure from the present consumer internet, but an aggressive continuation of it. Online, your secrets are always for sale.
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Revenge of the Office

Many of America's corporate executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment.

by Rose Horowitch




More than a year since the World Health Organization declared the end of the pandemic public-health emergency, you might expect the remote-work wars to have reached a peace settlement. Plenty of academic research suggests that hybrid policies, which white-collar professionals favor overwhelmingly, pan out well for companies and their employees.

But last month, Amazon CEO Andy Jassy announced that the company's more than 350,000 corporate employees must return to the office five days a week come January. In a memo, Jassy explained that he wants teams to be "joined at the hip" as they try to out-innovate other companies.

His employees don't seem happy about it. The Amazon announcement was met with white-collar America's version of a protest--a petition, angry LinkedIn posts, tense debates on Slack--and experts predict that some top talent will leave for companies with more flexible policies. Since May 2023, Amazon has allowed corporate employees to work from home two days a week by default. But to Jassy, 15 months of hybrid work only demonstrated the superiority of full-time in-office collaboration.

Derek Thompson: The biggest problem with remote work

Many corporate executives agree with him. Hybrid arrangements currently dominate white-collar workplaces, but a recent survey of 400 CEOs in the United States by the accounting firm KPMG found that 79 percent want their corporate employees to be in the office full-time in the next three years, up from 63 percent the year before. Many of America's executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment, and as the Amazon announcement suggests, some are ready to fight to end it. They seem to be fighting not only because they believe that the evidence is on their side, but also because they long to return to the pre-pandemic office experience. (Management professors even have a name for this: "executive nostalgia.") Quite simply, they are convinced that having employees in the office is good for business--and that having them in the office more is even better.

Managers have some empirical basis for preferring in-person work. A 2023 study of one Fortune 500 company found that software engineers who worked in proximity to one another received 22 percent more feedback than engineers who didn't, and ended up producing better code. "When I was on Wall Street, I learned by showing up to the office," Imran Khan, a hedge-fund founder and the former chief strategy officer of Snap, told me. "How do you learn if you don't come to work?"

Remote work can also take a toll on creativity and culture. A study of Microsoft employees found that communication stalled when they went remote during the pandemic. Another found that people came up with less creative product pitches when they met over Zoom rather than in person. Eric Pritchett, an entrepreneur and a Harvard Business Review adviser, had the ill fortune to launch Terzo, his AI start-up, in March 2020. He left California for Georgia, where social-distancing rules were laxer and he could call people into the office. "You think of these iconic companies," he said, counting off Amazon, Tesla, and Nike. "These iconic companies didn't invent themselves on Zoom." (Even Zoom, in August 2023, told employees to come into the office two days a week.) Jassy, the Amazon CEO, wrote in his back-to-office memo that he wanted Amazon to operate "like the world's largest startup."

But some Amazon employees don't buy Jassy's argument. CJ Felli has worked at Amazon Web Services since 2019. When the pandemic sent workers home, he was apprehensive about spending every day at his Seattle apartment. Now he's a work-from-home evangelist. "I was able to deliver projects," he told me. "I could work longer than I could in the office, I could eat healthier, and I was able to get more done." He earned a promotion during the pandemic and was praised for his efficiency, which he sees as further evidence of his productivity gains. His colleagues who have kids or who get distracted in Amazon's open-floor-plan office tell him that their work has improved too.

If remote work is such a drag, its defenders ask, then why has business been booming since the pandemic? Profits are up, even as employees code in sweatpants or practice their golf swing. As one Amazon employee wrote on LinkedIn, "I'd rather spend a couple of days being really productive at my house, taking lunch walks with my dog (or maybe a bike ride). This is how my brain works." One mid-level manager at Salesforce, who spoke on condition of anonymity in order to publicly criticize his employer's policies, pointed to the company's success throughout the pandemic. "We're not machines either," he told me. "People aren't meant to just be wrung like a towel to get every drip of productivity out of them."

The big-picture data are a bit fuzzy. Some studies have found a modest negative effect on productivity--defined as work accomplished per hour on the clock--when companies switch to fully remote work. But this can be at least partly offset by the commuting time that workers regain, some of which they spend working longer hours. "There is no sound reason to expect the productivity effects of remote work to be uniform across jobs, workers, managers, and organizations," as one academic overview puts it. The debate between bosses and workers "feels a lot like my view of how productive my teenager is being when she says she's working while talking to her friends on her cellphone," Nicholas Bloom, a Stanford professor who co-authored the study, told me. "She's probably doing more work than I think--which is zero--and probably less work than she thinks, which is a lot."

In theory, hybrid work should be the compromise that satisfies both sides. A May Gallup poll found that only 7 percent of employees wanted to work in person five days a week, 33 percent wanted to be fully remote, and 60 percent wanted some kind of hybrid arrangement. A study by Bloom found that employees of the travel site Trip.com who spent three days in the office were just as likely to be promoted as their fully in-person counterparts. They wrote code of the same caliber, and were more likely to stay at the company. Crucially, after a six-month trial, managers who had initially opposed hybrid work had revised their opinion. All of that helps explain why the percentage of companies with a hybrid policy for most corporate employees doubled from 20 percent at the start of 2023 to about 40 percent today, according to the Flex Index, which tracks work arrangements.

Ed Zitron: Why managers fear a remote-work future

But as Amazon's announcement shows, the decisions around work arrangements were never going to be just about the data. When Jassy spoke last year about the company's decision to move from a remote policy to a hybrid one, he said that it was based on a "judgment" by the leadership team but wasn't informed by specific findings. Executives might just have an intuition that in-office work is better for the companies they helped build. It may make their jobs easier to have everyone close by. They also seem to find it hard to believe that their employees are doing as much work when they're at home as when they're in the office, where everyone can see them. Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google, said the company fell behind in the AI arms race because employees weren't in the office. "Google decided that work-life balance and going home early and working from home was more important than winning," he said in a speech at Stanford. "The reason start-ups work is because the people work like hell." (He later claimed that he "misspoke about Google and their work hours.")

"I largely do believe we are moving toward some truce between executives and employees," Rob Sadow, the CEO of Flex Index, told me. "But I also think this is much less settled than the average person thinks it is." He predicts that the battle will drag on for years. Companies might have trouble actually enforcing a full-time in-office policy for workers who have gotten used to flexibility. Talented coders are still in high demand. Theoretically, if enough people from Amazon decamp to Microsoft, say, then Jassy could be all but forced to backtrack. Bloom has followed one company that officially requires people to be in the office three days a week; most employees spend fewer than two days in person. He was skeptical that Amazon would discipline a high-performing employee who preferred to code from the couch. The middle manager at Salesforce told me that he is preparing a list of excuses he can offer to executives who ask why his team isn't in the office.

But executives have tools at their disposal too. Amazon and Google have already begun tracking badge data and confronting hybrid workers who don't show up as often as they're told to. (An Amazon spokesperson told me that the company hopes to eventually stop surveilling employees' work locations.) Even if bosses struggle to penalize their employees, perhaps they can lure them in with promises of career advancement. Eighty-six percent of the CEOs in the KPMG survey said they would reward employees who worked in person with promotions and raises. "You're a young person coming out of college, and you want to be CEO someday--you will not get there via remote work," Ron Kruszewski, the CEO of the investment bank Stifel, says of his company. "It just won't happen."
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The Journalist Who Cried Treason

Craig Unger's career was nearly destroyed when he investigated a possible election conspiracy. Three decades later, he says he's got the goods.

by Gal Beckerman


"I don't like to be wrong," says Craig Unger, the author of a new book that sets out to prove the infamous October Surprise conspiracy. "And worse, I don't like to be called wrong when I'm right." (Benedict Evans for The Atlantic)



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


The obsession that would overtake Craig Unger's life, get him labeled a member of the "tinfoil-hat brigade," and nearly destroy his career as an investigative reporter took root on an April morning in 1991. Scanning The New York Times and drinking his coffee, he came upon an op-ed detailing a treasonous plot that had sabotaged Jimmy Carter's reelection efforts a decade earlier--a plot that would become known, somewhat ironically, as the October surprise.

Gary Sick, a former Iran specialist on the National Security Council, was alleging that during the 1980 presidential campaign, while more than 50 Americans were being held hostage in Iran, Ronald Reagan's team made a backroom arms deal with the new Islamic Republic to delay the hostages' release until after the election. Carter, bedeviled by the international fiasco, would be denied the narrative he needed to save his sinking chances--an October surprise, that is--and Reagan could announce the Americans' freedom just after he was sworn in (which he went on to do).

This story was "literally unimaginable," Unger writes in his new book, Den of Spies--a crime of the highest order. He was hooked.


American hostages depart an airplane on their return from Iran. Their release was announced minutes after President Ronald Reagan's inauguration. (Getty)



Speaking with me about the October surprise from a leather booth at a Greenwich Village tavern more than three decades later, Unger, now 75, lit up. Uncovering exactly how Republican operatives had improbably and secretly worked out an agreement with Ayatollah Khomeini would give him a chance to be Woodward and Bernstein, or Seymour Hersh--journalistic heroes whose crusading investigations he revered. "For anyone who had missed out on Watergate, the October Surprise seemed to offer another shot," he writes in Den of Spies. But it would not be Unger's Watergate. It would be his undoing. Within a year, the story was downgraded to a hoax and Unger was both out of a job at Newsweek and being sued for $10 million. He had become, he writes, "toxic."

Now, though, on the strength of newer and more credible evidence, he is returning to the story. Den of Spies is not just a summation of his years of steady research into the plot, and not even just a play for redemption; it's a referendum of sorts on a style of journalism that once ruled the day.

Unger is what anyone would call an old-school reporter. His instincts were formed during the Watergate era, when the public's reflexive trust in government was high (somewhere near 70 percent before Richard Nixon took office, as opposed to about 20 percent today) and journalists began fashioning themselves as adversaries with the presumption that the worst abuses of power were happening behind closed doors. Their role was to break Americans' credulity--and they did. When I met Unger in mid-September, a second apparent attempt on Donald Trump's life had just occurred. I asked him for his first thought. "Cui bono?" he said. "Who benefits from it?" He wasn't saying it had been a false-flag operation. But he definitely started from the premise that it might have been.

James Fallows: An unlucky president, and a lucky man

This is how Unger thinks. His previous two books tried to cement the idea that Donald Trump is an asset of Vladimir Putin. Unger's modus operandi is to point to many different dots and then wonder at how they might connect, even when he can't connect them himself or when those dots are being served up by deeply unreliable sources, such as a former KGB agent. Suspicion is what matters. He traffics in doubt. One negative review of his book American Kompromat in The Guardian described it as "dozens and dozens of wild stories and salacious accusations, almost all 'too good to check,' in the parlance of old-time journalists."

When it comes to the October surprise, Unger couldn't give up on it, even after it rapidly moved from news to apparent fake news. A friend called the story his "white whale" ("I did not need to be reminded that things had ended badly for Captain Ahab," Unger writes). Without any publication to support his continued pursuit of the story, he traveled to Paris and Tehran on his own to interview sources, made his way through thousands of pages of documents and sales receipts, combed through it all year after year. His book contains all of this evidence, published during another consequential October--and landing, as a sort of personal gift, on Carter's 100th birthday.

But the world in which Unger is now laying out his proof is very different from the America of 1980, or even of 1991, when his fixation began. Trust in leaders has eroded so completely that no one is moved anymore by the revelations of secrets, lies, or treachery--if you want to hear about stolen elections, just tune in to any Trump rally. Definitive evidence will now have to compete with loopy conspiracy theories. This is unfortunate, because the once-debunked October surprise has shifted over the same decades into the realm of high plausibility (though nothing close to agreed-upon history). And Unger and a few other reporters of his generation are responsible. They think that what actually happened still matters.

"I don't like to be wrong," Unger told me, glaring through tortoiseshell glasses. "And worse, I don't like to be called wrong when I'm right."



The alleged linchpin of the October surprise was William Casey, Reagan's campaign manager through most of 1980. Casey was the head of secret intelligence for Europe in the Office of Strategic Services, the precursor to the CIA, during World War II, and for the rest of his life maintained a broad network of contacts among the spies and dodgy arms dealers of the world. He was a furtive, mumbly guy; a Manichaean thinker; a Cold Warrior; and, as Unger put it to me, a "dazzlingly brilliant spy." Casey also seemed to have few scruples about doing what was needed to win. He was accused of having obtained Carter's debate briefing papers during the 1980 campaign. And once the election was over, Casey was made director of the CIA.


Then-CIA Director William Casey accompanies President Reagan after signing a bill prohibiting the exposure of CIA agents in 1982. (Bettman / Getty)



Much of Unger's book focuses on Casey and the connections and motives that would place him at the center of such a plot, one that would involve breaking an embargo to illegally supply Iran with much-needed spare parts and weapons and using Israel as a conduit to do so (a shocking collaboration to consider today).

After Sick's 1991 op-ed, every major news publication sought to follow up and investigate. Most of the reporting focused on whether Casey was present at meetings in Madrid at the end of July 1980, when the plan was supposedly hatched. Endless minutiae surrounded this question. Unger showed me a copy of an attendance chart from a conference in London around the end of July, at which Casey was a participant. For the two days he was supposedly in Madrid for the meetings, some of the check marks on the chart indicating his presence in London are in light pencil, not in pen, meaning that he was expected but possibly never showed; did he sneak off to Spain? "Anyone can see this, right?" Unger said, squinting at the chart.

The pieces of this puzzle were that tiny. Or they involved shady characters who said they were at the Madrid meetings or their follow-ups and could attest to the plotting--people such as the brothers Cyrus and Jamshid Hashemi, Iranian businessmen who were acting, Unger alleges, as double agents, pretending to negotiate the hostage release with Carter while working with Casey to stall it for Reagan's benefit.

Unger, who had been a freelance investigative reporter, was hired by Newsweek, shortly after Esquire published his first article on the October surprise, to join a team dedicated to tracking down the plot. Like Woodward and Bernstein on Watergate, Unger imagined the team would do a series of stories leading, eventually, all the way to the White House. One version of the theory even placed George H. W. Bush, who in 1991 was beginning a reelection campaign, in Paris for the final planning meetings with the Iranians.


Craig Unger (pictured, right) points to an allegedly incriminating chart in his new book, Den of Spies. (Benedict Evans for The Atlantic)



And as with Watergate and other conspiracy investigations of various credibility--whether the cigarette industry's cover-ups or Iraq's purported weapons of mass destruction--this one relied on a rogues' gallery of sources. Unger made contact with Ari Ben-Menashe, an arms dealer who claimed to be an intelligence asset for the Israeli Military Intelligence Directorate. Ben-Menashe gave Unger details about the deal and described Casey's participation. Unger knew that Ben-Menashe was not exactly to be trusted--most Israeli intelligence officials dismissed him as a low-level translator--but Unger considered it worth the risk. "The truth is, people who know most about crimes are criminals," he told me. "People who know most about espionage are spies. And what you want to do is hear them out and corroborate." When he tried to do that, Unger said, he was "eviscerated."

Newsweek was not interested in an incremental Watergate-like build. Instead of Unger's scoops, they published an article about how Ben-Menashe was a liar who had helped invent the story of the October surprise. Other publications followed. Unger had no time and no outlet to make his case, and he looked like he'd been taken for a ride. These characterizations, he said, "carried the day in terms of creating a critical mass that overwhelmed any data we could surface."

Unger was soon out at Newsweek. Then he and Esquire were sued for libel by Robert "Bud" McFarlane, Reagan's national security adviser (the case was thrown out, and McFarlane lost his subsequent appeal). Two congressional investigations looking into the plot were launched in the early 1990s; the House produced a nearly 1,000-page report. Both inquiries concluded that no proof of a conspiracy existed. According to the chair of the House task force, the whole story was the product of sources who were "either wholesale fabricators or were impeached by documentary evidence."



There was no question that if you pursued this, you were finished," Unger told me. He tried to rebuild his career, eventually becoming the editor of Boston magazine and then moving back into freelance journalism. He wasn't exactly the Ahab of the October surprise; that dubious honor belongs to Robert Parry, another old-school type who modeled himself on I. F. Stone, the paragon of independent journalists. It was Parry who kept discovering more clues, including, in 2011, a White House memo that definitively put Casey in Madrid for the July 1980 meetings. Parry died in 2018, leaving behind all of his collected files, including 23 gigabytes of documents. Unger used this material to reopen his own investigation.

In the years since that first op-ed was published, a lot of other testimony and evidence had helped bolster the October-surprise theory, some of it from more reliable sources--notably Abolhassan Bani-Sadr, the president of Iran in 1980, who insisted to anyone who would listen that he had been aware of the plot. Unger went to meet with Bani-Sadr at his home in Versailles, and traveled to Iran in 2014 to see if he could pick up any leads. Among the new material in the book, Unger reveals records he uncovered that appear to document shipments of military equipment from Israel to Iran around the time of the November 1980 election.

David A. Graham: The Iranian humiliation Trump is trying to avenge

And just last year, The New York Times published a bombshell report in which Ben Barnes, a prominent Texas politician, revealed a secret he had been keeping for nearly 43 years: In 1980, he traveled throughout the Middle East with John Connally, the former Texas governor, seemingly at the behest of Casey to ask Arab leaders to persuade Iran to delay the hostage release. Barnes said he wanted to add to the record while Carter was still alive. "History needs to know that this happened," Barnes told the Times.

After this story, The New Republic ran an essay co-authored by Sick, the former National Security Council official; Stuart Eizenstat, Carter's chief domestic-policy adviser; and two prominent Carter biographers, Kai Bird and Jonathan Alter. Under the headline "It's All but Settled," they wrote that they now "believe that it's time to move past conspiracy theories to hard historical conclusions about the so-called October Surprise." Like Unger, they had little doubt that Casey "ran a multipronged covert operation to manipulate the 1980 presidential election."



The odds that Unger will get a renewed hearing for the October surprise--vindicating himself and maybe Carter too--are low. The most recent bizarro episode in the current election might explain why. As anyone following along will recall, the vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance, seeking to stoke fears about immigrants, helped spread a rumor that Haitians in Springfield, Ohio, were eating residents' cats and dogs. This was not true--and he knew it. "If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do," he recently told CNN.

Unger wants to unmask politicians and reveal the truth. But we now live in a country where politicians seem to openly brag about lying, and enough people despise the media so much that they're willing to believe those lies anyway. We have an epistemic problem that no Woodward or Bernstein could solve. Detailing a nearly half-century-old conspiracy theory, even with Unger's mass of evidence--the receipts, a videotaped interview with Jamshid Hashemi, those little pencil check marks on an old attendance chart--would read like old news to one half of the country and partisan revisionism to the other half.


Benedict Evans for The Atlantic



Reporters used to be able to change the "national conversation," Unger told me. That's what he was hoping to do, impossible as it seems even to him. Once upon a time, the large newspapers and television networks had, Unger said, "enough authority that a big story would really just land big and change the conversation, and that the organs of government would suddenly click into action to respond with congressional investigations. It is so hard to get that done."

I wondered, though, in my discussions with Unger, whether reporters like him bore some of the responsibility--whether the kind of skepticism and mistrust that marked his generation of journalists had helped create our post-truth reality. There were moments when he slipped from crusading truth teller to something closer to a conspiracy theorist willing to believe the most outlandish speculations. In the book, for example, with very little proof, he entertains the idea that rogue spies looking to undermine Carter sabotaged the helicopters used in a failed hostage-rescue mission in April 1980, which ended with eight soldiers dying in a crash. I asked Unger whether he really believed this. "Well, I think it is a possibility," he told me.

It was easier to sympathize with Unger--to see the genuine idealism behind the swagger--when he explained why he couldn't ever let go of the theory that had so hobbled his career.

He grew up in Dallas; his father was an endocrinologist and his mother owned the biggest independent bookstore in the city. Unger told me about a visit he took to the Dachau concentration camp when he was 14, in 1963. This was instead of a bar mitzvah. While there, he saw Germans atoning for their national sins, not even 20 years after the end of the war, and it stayed with him, that honest reckoning with the past. He told me it made him think of his city's own Lee Park, named after the Confederate general and defender of slavery, and how shameful it was that so long after the end of the Civil War, Lee's name was unapologetically honored.

"When my colleagues and I first took on the October Surprise more than thirty years ago, we became actors in a case study of America's denial of its dark history, its refusal to accept the ugly truth," Unger writes in his book. After Unger told me the story about his childhood and Lee Park, I looked up the green space and saw that it had been renamed Turtle Creek Park in 2019. Ugly truths, even in America, do occasionally get acknowledged--but it can take longer than one journalist's lifetime for that to happen.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/10/craig-unger-den-of-spies-book-on-reagan-carter-october-surprise/680104/?utm_source=feed
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        About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?""Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that y...
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        Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working clas...
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        Adam Serwer

        The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by frau...
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        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsJanuary 6 could have faded for Republicans as a day they'd rather not talk about. But then six months later, Donald Trump landed on a story that's become useful to him. He started talking about Ashli Babbitt, the woman who was fatally shot by a Capitol Police officer. Over a few weeks, Trump started spinning a new story: Babbitt was a martyr, and the people imprisoned for January 6 were political prisoners, and the vi...
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        The great musical mystery of the year, for me at least, has been all the hype around a 25-year-old singer-songwriter named MJ Lenderman. He is "often described--accurately--as the next great hope for indie rock," The New Yorker's Amanda Petrusich wrote recently. I like Lenderman, but his pleasant, country-inflected new album, Manning Fireworks, certainly doesn't scream next anything. It almost could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003.Petrusich's article made something click for me, though...
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        In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing th...
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        John Hendrickson

        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.J. D. Vance has floundered in the day-to-day "retail politics" aspect of the running-mate gig. (Take, for example, his recent strained interaction with a doughnut-shop employee.) But he nonetheless came across lucid at the lectern during last night's vice-presidential debate. In the face of Democrats' c...
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        For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.According to early reports,...
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        Light through the blinds
sprays the gray wall-
paper. The sonographer
hunts for things
that could kill me,
her wand wheezing
like wind in a cave until
she squeezes my calf
and a heartbeat leaps
on-screen. Vessels vibrate
beneath the heat
of a device running
down my thighs. To pass
time, I make the alphabet
a game (a is for antibody;
b for blood; c, coagulate;
d, another dawn ...), multiply
tiles massing the ceiling
then return, finally, to
the papered wall
whose twiggy whisps
race toward some uns...
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        Not long ago, Catherine did something many other people have done. She ignored a medical bill.Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug. After her mother's death from brain cancer in 2022, she decided to get her life in order. "I'm on this big journey,...
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The Rise of the Right-Wing Tattletale

In Texas and elsewhere, new laws and policies have encouraged neighbors to report neighbors to the government.

by Adam Serwer




Last year, in Texas, a deteriorating marriage became the testing ground for a novel legal strategy favored by some of the country's most prominent right-wing lawyers and politicians.

Marcus and Brittni Silva's divorce had just been finalized when Marcus filed a lawsuit against two of Brittni's friends. According to his complaint, Brittni had discovered that she was pregnant with their baby in July 2022, and ended the pregnancy by taking abortion medication. Marcus alleges that her friends Jackie Noyola and Amy Carpenter "assisted Brittni Silva in murdering Ms. Silva's unborn child." He is suing for wrongful death and asking for at least $1 million in damages from each defendant.

Noyola and Carpenter tell their own version of what happened in a countersuit they filed. Marcus drank often, they allege, and when he did, he was prone to verbally abusing Brittni. He got so drunk at one of her work events that he had to be escorted off the premises--but not before he called her a "slut," a "whore," and an "unfit mother" in front of her co-workers. Brittni had stayed in the marriage for the sake of their two daughters, but Marcus's outburst convinced her that there was no saving it. In the spring of 2022, she filed for divorce.

That summer, soon after Roe v. Wade was overturned but before Texas's abortion "trigger ban" went into effect, Brittni got a positive result on a pregnancy test. Certain that she did not want to have another child with Marcus, Brittni texted Noyola and Carpenter to talk about her options. Noyola and Carpenter allege that Marcus disapproved of the friendship; he would sometimes hide Brittni's car keys to try to prevent her from seeing her friends.

Brittni kept her pregnancy test a secret from Marcus, but according to Noyola and Carpenter's suit, he learned about it when he riffled through her purse and discovered a Post-it note with the number for an abortion hotline and, on her phone, her texts with her friends. Marcus took photographs of the texts. The next day, he looked through her purse again and found a pill that can be taken to induce abortion.

Later, Marcus confronted her, Brittni told her friends. She wrote in a text message that he had demanded that she give him her "mind body and soul" and act "like his wife who loves him." If she didn't agree to give him primary custody of their daughters, Brittni wrote, he would "make sure I go to jail." Brittni was surprised by Marcus's reaction, her friends' suit alleges; he'd never been opposed to abortion. Now he was accusing her of killing a baby and threatening to go to the police. (Noyola and Carpenter have denied all the claims in Marcus's lawsuit, and he has denied all the claims in their countersuit.)

In fact, Marcus had already filed a police report. Soon, he obtained legal representation. Jonathan Mitchell, a conservative activist and attorney and the former solicitor general of Texas, became his lawyer in the case. Mitchell is often cited as the brains behind Texas's 2021 "bounty law," which provides a reward of at least $10,000 to plaintiffs who successfully sue someone who "aids or abets" abortion. The Silva case follows a similar logic: Marcus is, in effect, seeking a reward for reporting his ex-wife's friends to the state.

Mitchell declined to comment for this article. But his work on the Silva case and the bounty law, among other matters, reflects a tactic that conservatives have recently embraced in a range of social battles, including those over abortion, LGBTQ issues, and school curricula. Across the nation, Republican-controlled state legislatures and conservative activists have passed bills and embraced legal strategies that encourage Americans to monitor one another's behavior and report their friends, family members, and neighbors to the authorities. Call it the Snitch State.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution is whatever the right wing says it is

Texas has been particularly hospitable to rules that promote such monitoring in service of advancing conservative ideological goals. Perhaps it's a matter of necessity: Despite right-wing victories in court and at the ballot box in recent decades, public sentiment on a variety of cultural issues has drifted leftward. And so, in an effort to impose their values, Republicans have turned to invasive forms of coercion.

Most Americans, including most Texas voters, believe that abortion should be legal in some form. The architects of this new anti-privacy regime do not. Republican legislators in Texas have proposed numerous additional restrictions since Roe v. Wade was overturned, including bills that would punish employers who help their workers get abortions, outlaw abortion funds that help women seek the procedure in another state, and circumvent local district attorneys who refuse to criminally prosecute abortion providers. Some proposed measures would restrict access to contraception. One would criminalize speech by making it illegal to provide "information on how to obtain an abortion-inducing drug" and forcing internet providers in Texas to censor such information.

It's hard not to conclude that the people pushing for bills like these want women to be scared to even contemplate having an abortion, let alone seek one out. They have said so themselves; in 2021, for example, the anti-abortion organization Texas Right to Life said it was "optimistic that," in light of the bounty law, "the day is soon coming when abortion will not only be illegal, but unthinkable." Even expressing support for abortion rights could be considered suspect. Indeed, the Silva lawsuit seems to foreshadow this reality: It alleges that Brittni and her friends "celebrated the murder by dressing up in Handmaid's Tale costumes for Halloween," as if their costumes indicate liberal views on abortion that deserve sanction by the state.

From the October 2024 issue: What abortion bans do to doctors

As of this writing, no one has yet been successfully sued under Texas's bounty law, and other measures that seek to turn citizens into informants have faced challenges in court. (If reelected, former President Donald Trump is likely to appoint more federal judges who would look favorably upon such measures.) But these policies have chilling effects whether or not they are strictly enforced. The mere threat of having one's privacy invaded and one's life potentially destroyed is sufficient to shape people's speech and behavior. American history shows us where this could lead.

The roots of this political style lie in the state-sponsored efforts of the first and second Red Scares. During the first, in the years following World War I, a wave of anarchist violence provided a predicate for suppressing free speech, as well as a justification for mob violence against people perceived to be disloyal to the government. But it was during the second Red Scare, in the 1940s and '50s, that the informant emerged as a paramount figure in American politics, when the federal government's attempts to block Soviet espionage metastasized into a national panic. Dozens of states passed laws criminalizing speech deemed subversive. Private employers, unions, and professional groups adopted loyalty oaths and administrative tests that inquired about personal beliefs and past associations.

According to the constitutional scholar Geoffrey R. Stone, from 1947 to 1953, more than 4.7 million people were scrutinized as part of the federal government's loyalty program, leading to about 40,000 "full-field investigations" undertaken by J. Edgar Hoover's FBI. The bureau relied on allegations from informants, many of which were "unsubstantiated hearsay--mere gossip, rumor, and slander," Stone writes. The accuracy of the allegations hardly mattered; federal investigators often did not take the time to verify informants' claims. As a result, people policed their own thoughts, actions, and relationships out of fear that someone might tell on them.

Soviet espionage and expansionism were both very real threats. Many Red hunters, however, were not merely trying to prevent the establishment of Soviet-style communism in the U.S., or to protect U.S. atomic secrets. At a moment when liberalism appeared to be ascendant, conservative beliefs about economics, labor, race, gender, and sexuality could all be imposed in the name of "fighting communism." As historians such as Ellen Schrecker and Landon R. Y. Storrs have argued, the second Red Scare was, in this way, successful at constraining the radical possibilities of New Deal social democracy. The power of organized labor was curtailed, and the potential for a more generous welfare state was limited. Even in books, films, and television shows, Americans sought to avoid topics and storylines that might be interpreted as left-wing.

Black workers--who were asked questions like "Have you ever danced with a white girl?" and "Have you ever had dinner with a mixed group?"--were among those who "suffered disproportionately" from loyalty investigations, Schrecker has written. Homosexuality, or perceived homosexuality, was also punished. As the historian David K. Johnson writes in The Lavender Scare, at one point during the Truman administration, "in the State Department alone, security officials boasted that on average they were firing one homosexual per day, more than double the rate for those suspected of political disloyalty." Ruining someone's life with an anonymous accusation was, for a time, a relatively simple matter.

During the second Red Scare, communism was frequently described as a plague that infected and transformed unwilling victims. Modern conservatives use similar rhetoric to justify fighting "wokeness" or "the woke mind virus," presenting liberalism as a civilizational threat that justifies extreme measures to suppress it--particularly, these days, in the name of protecting children. But whereas conservatives in the '40s and '50s depicted the Soviet Union as a dystopian cautionary tale, their counterparts today openly venerate the oppressive tactics of illiberal societies abroad. In March, for example, Kevin D. Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, described Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban's tenure as "a model for conservative governance." In September, Trump praised Orban from the presidential-debate stage.

The contemporary crackdown is different in another crucial respect: Although many of the people targeted during the second Red Scare chose to withdraw from public service or public life in the face of invasive surveillance and constant suspicion, that is much harder to do in the 21st century. Today, many of us share intimate details of our personal lives online with friends, loved ones, and, often, total strangers. Whether we intend to or not, thanks to the data economy, we are all our own informants, sharing our location, reading habits, search terms, menstrual-cycle dates, online orders, and more. In exchange for using online services and social-media platforms, we make ourselves more visible to those who would become the eyes and ears of the state.

If you live in a part of the country where your very person could attract unwanted attention from the state and its informants, abstaining from social media or even withdrawing from public life may not guarantee safe harbor. Sometimes, you just need to leave.

Karen Krajcer grew up in a conservative religious family in Houston before moving to Austin, where she and her husband raised their kids. When their eldest child, who is trans, was in first grade, she came up to Krajcer in the kitchen and said, "Mom, I'm a girl." Krajcer replied, "You don't have to be a girl to like girl things." "I know," her daughter said. "But I'm a girl who likes girl things."

"She just held my stare," Krajcer told me. "And I realized that I didn't understand what she meant, but that I'm her parent, and it's my job to find out."

Then, one day when she was in fourth grade, Krajcer's daughter asked if she was going to die. "She's not prone to questions like that," Krajcer told me. "She wasn't talking about self-harm or suicide. She was afraid."

It was February 2022, and Texas Governor Greg Abbott had ordered the state's Department of Family and Protective Services to investigate the parents of minors who were receiving gender-affirming medical care. "The Texas Family Code is clear," Attorney General Ken Paxton wrote in a legal opinion that Abbott used to justify his order. "Causing or permitting substantial harm to the child or the child's growth and development is child abuse." Abbott called upon "licensed professionals" and "members of the general public" to tell the government about families who were known to have trans children, so that they could be investigated for abuse. These families were now surrounded by potential informants: teachers, friends, neighbors--even extended family.




Professional medical groups, including the American Psychiatric Association and the American Medical Association, objected to the order, noting in one legal brief that "the medical treatments characterized as 'child abuse' in the Abbott Letter are part of the widely-accepted treatment guidelines for adolescents suffering from gender dysphoria, and are supported by the best available scientific evidence."

The portrayal of gender-affirming care as child abuse nevertheless led to a rash of reports. People called DFPS to report students "even if they're just simply going by a nickname, or different pronouns," Brian Klosterboer, an attorney with the ACLU of Texas, told me.

DFPS representatives appeared at Texas schools to pull students out of class for questioning, and showed up at children's homes to speak with their parents. "As an investigator, when you go in to speak to a child, as easy as you try to be and as kind, it's traumatizing; it just is. It's invasive," Morgan Davis, a former Texas child-welfare investigator, told me. Davis, who is trans, eventually resigned in protest of the order. A DFPS employee testified in court that, unlike with other kinds of investigations, she and her colleagues did not have discretion to set aside cases involving trans kids despite finding no evidence of abuse.

One DFPS employee who herself has a trans daughter asked her supervisor for clarification on the new policy. Would she now be considered an abuser for obtaining health care for her daughter? And if so, would her child be taken from her? According to a lawsuit that the ACLU filed on behalf of the employee and her family, she was put on leave hours later, and told the next day that she was under investigation. A state investigator came to her family's home, seeking access to her daughter's medical records.

The order threatened to separate trans children from their parents, which could lead to expensive legal battles for families who wanted to keep custody. Tracy Harting, a lawyer in Travis County who has been involved in child welfare for more than two decades, immediately grasped the cruel irony: If trans kids were taken from their parents, she told me, they would be entering a foster-care system "that's already overrun with kids who were actually being physically and emotionally abused by their families."

In response to the ACLU's lawsuit, a judge blocked enforcement of Abbott's order in March 2022, and two years later, a state appeals court upheld the injunction. But an exodus of families with trans children was already under way, particularly after Texas outlawed gender-affirming medical care for children in 2023. "I don't want to live in this state of terror anymore," one mother who left for Colorado told Texas Monthly.

Listen: Radio Atlantic on when the state has a problem with your identity

Krajcer and her family, who live in Oregon now, felt the same way. Although her daughter was not undergoing any medical interventions, Krajcer still feared that she could be reported to the authorities by someone who disapproved of her gender identity. The implications of staying in Texas, Krajcer said, were too terrifying to contemplate. "What happens if I'm out in a rural area and our trans daughter breaks her arm? Am I going to be able to take her to the ER for basic medical care? Or is there a chance that a nurse or a receptionist or just a person sitting in the waiting room could turn us in?"

"I imagined being led into some small windowless room for my monitored child visitation," Krajcer said, "and looking at our children and knowing that we could have gone, that we could have left, but we didn't."

In August 2023, Michael Troncale, then an English teacher in Houston, was upset about what he saw as the "anti-trans propaganda coming from the right wing in Texas." Wanting to show support for his transgender students, he put up a poster in his classroom that said trans people belong.

No one seemed to mind at first. But two months later, a school administrator told him that a parent had complained that the sign was "divisive." Troncale didn't know who the parent was, or if their child was in his class.

" 'Look, I'm sorry, but our legal team says you can't have this up, because it's a political message,' " Troncale says he was told. "I didn't consider it political."

Perhaps he should have. In the past few years, Texas conservatives have undertaken a campaign of censorship in schools that longtime educators told me is unprecedented in its breadth and ferocity--part of a nationwide backlash against what conservatives perceive as left-leaning books and ideas, many of them involving LGBTQ and racial issues. A major means of enforcement for this campaign is tattling: Parents and students alike are encouraged to report the teaching of forbidden ideas, so that those who teach them may be punished.

The recent spate of regulations against so-called critical race theory in K-12 schools exemplifies this logic. (Actual critical race theory is an academic framework conceived of by the Black legal scholar Derrick Bell; it is not generally taught outside higher education.) In 2021, Texas passed House Bill 3979, which included the provision that educators cannot "require or make part of a course" the idea that "an individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress on account of the individual's race or sex." Using language designed to sound egalitarian, the law purportedly safeguarded all students' psychological well-being: Educators, it stipulated, cannot teach students that "one race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex."

When Representative Steve Toth introduced the bill, he said it was "about teaching racial harmony by telling the truth that we are all equal, both in God's eyes and our founding documents." The alternative, he suggested, was communist indoctrination, "a souped-up version of Marxism" from which children needed to be protected.

In practice, though, H.B. 3979 and the similar Senate Bill 3--which went into effect three months later, replacing the House bill--constitute a de facto government ban on material that conservatives oppose, and essentially mean that the feelings of a certain category of student are the only ones that matter. In 2023, a school-district trustee in Montgomery County asked for "personal ideologies" to be "left at the door." One parent, she said, had told her that their first grader had been so distressed by a poster celebrating racial inclusivity that he moved classrooms. Another trustee suggested that displaying LGBTQ flags in schools might be illegal.

Texas's recent cascade of book bans has also been framed as an attempt to protect children from distress. "Parents have the right to shield their children from obscene content used in schools their children attend," Governor Abbott has written. But parents already have the right to tell their kids which books they can and can't read; what Abbott is calling for is the right to control which books other people's children read.

Read: Book bans are targeting the history of oppression

Matt Krause, a former attorney for the Christian conservative law firm Liberty Counsel, was a Texas state legislator in the fall of 2021 when he sent a letter to superintendents inquiring about "books or content" in schools that "might make students feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress because of their race or sex." He attached a list of roughly 850 books, requesting that the school districts tell him how many copies of each they had. Krause--who later acknowledged to The Dallas Morning News that he did not believe he had read the books in question--had no power to order any books banned, but his list, and his invocation of the language in H.B. 3979, helped spur an avalanche of challenges across the state.

According to a lawsuit filed by library patrons in Llano County, one woman, who would later be appointed to the county's library board, sent an email to a county official with the subject line "Pornographic Filth at the Llano Public Libraries." Attached was a spreadsheet of books from Krause's list that were in the libraries. Another concerned citizen, who herself would also later be appointed to the library board, was more direct about what she found objectionable: In an email to allies, she referred to Krause's list as the "16-page list of CRT and LGBTQ book[s]." Indeed, the titles on Krause's list, many of which deal with topics such as racism, LGBTQ rights, and abortion, highlight the political nature of his effort.

Soon, the Llano County libraries began removing some of these books from their shelves. One librarian alleges that she was fired after she refused to remove targeted books. She is now working as a cashier to make ends meet while she sues the county over her dismissal. (The county has denied any wrongdoing.)

After a court ordered the books returned to the shelves, county officials appealed the order and considered shutting down the libraries altogether rather than allow community members to access the material. (County officials said the removal of books had nothing to do with their content. They ultimately decided to keep the library open, and an appeals court later ruled that some of the books must be returned. That court is now reconsidering its order.) The officials are represented by Jonathan Mitchell, the same attorney who is representing Marcus Silva. According to Axios, Mitchell has also reportedly drafted hypothetical bounty laws that would provide financial remuneration to those who snitch on librarians for keeping banned books on their shelves--or even just for expressing pro-LGBTQ sentiments.

In 2024, the purpose of banning books is not to keep children from accessing disturbing material--the internet exists--but to use the power of the state to stigmatize certain ideas and identities. Nelva Williamson, an Advanced Placement history teacher from Houston, told me that she sees efforts like Krause's as part of a right-wing response to the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 and the earnest desire of many young white people to learn more about the country's history of injustice. At the core of the backlash, Williamson thinks, is a fear that children will leave their parents' politics behind. "They just put CRT as an umbrella over everything," she said.

"What is included in the obscenity standard is actually very vague," Jeremy Young, a historian who runs PEN America's anti-censorship program for education, told me. "And this is something that you'll see across these bill types. The vagueness is the point; the vagueness is the way that the bills are enforced. Which is to say, when a bill has very vague definitions, it can be either overenforced or underenforced, depending on the person doing the enforcing."

Texas legislators cannot embed themselves in every classroom to monitor whether forbidden concepts and books are being discussed and assigned. But they can rely on informants. According to NBC News, a chief deputy constable in Hood County, recently spent two years attempting to bring criminal charges against a group of school librarians after activists filed a complaint alleging that their libraries were carrying obscene books (the county district attorney ultimately said there was not enough conclusive evidence to charge the librarians). In October 2021, Rickie Farah, a fourth-grade teacher in the Dallas area who had previously been named Teacher of the Year, was reprimanded by the school board after a parent complained about a book that her child brought home from Farah's classroom--This Book Is Anti-racist, by Tiffany Jewell. Farah contested the reprimand and kept her job. But her colleagues got the message: Even allowing a student to encounter a book that a parent disapproved of might lead to consequences.

Higher education has also been a target for Republicans, who see universities as sources of "woke ideology." Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick has argued that "tenured professors must not be able to hide behind the phrase 'academic freedom,' and then proceed to poison the minds of our next generation." A 2023 bill to end tenure at state universities was rejected, but the legislature instead passed a law that gives politically appointed university overseers broad leeway to terminate tenured faculty for reasons of "professional incompetence" or "conduct involving moral turpitude." Thus, in Texas, academic freedom may now be contingent on the political approval of state officials.

In 2022, Lauren Miller, who lived in Dallas, was pregnant with twins and suffering from such severe nausea that she found it difficult to eat and had to go to the emergency room twice. When one twin was diagnosed with a genetic disorder that is almost always fatal, she and her husband struggled to get clear guidance from medical professionals. No one would even say the word abortion out loud. "We would have genetic counselors--so, people who don't even give abortions; they just counsel on options--get midway through a sentence and then just stop, just scared to say more," Miller told me.

Then one genetic counselor, who had lived and worked in New York, let slip that in cases like these, doctors would usually perform a procedure called a "single fetal reduction." Miller asked what that meant.

"She immediately clammed up and she started apologizing; you could tell she was scared," Miller said. "It was truly like we had Greg Abbott, Ken Paxton, and, you know, other politicians, Texas Supreme Court justices, just sitting in that room taking notes, chewing on a pen cap right there with us."

Miller decided to have the single fetal reduction--aborting one fetus--to protect her health and that of the other twin. Afraid to leave a paper trail, she told friends in a group text of the diagnosis, but not about her plans. She had a quick, careful phone conversation with a friend who was a gynecologic oncologist, who recommended a doctor in Colorado. As she spoke over the phone with the Colorado doctor, Miller noticed that he made sure to say explicitly that he was not in the state of Texas.

"People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say."

At a party with friends that fall, Miller and her husband were careful not to mention that they were going to Colorado. "Who was there who would overhear and report us because they want that $10,000?" Miller said. "We didn't know everybody who was at the house that evening."

They also worried about the logistics of their trip. "The first question," Miller said, was "what kind of digital footprint are we leaving? Do we leave our phones behind? Do we drive? Do we do everything in cash?" Because of her severe nausea, she didn't think she would make it 12 hours in a car from Dallas to Colorado, and she was concerned about driving through rural Texas on her way to get an abortion at 14 weeks pregnant, especially if she ended up in an emergency room. She decided to fly.

Miller was perhaps more fearful than she needed to be about her trip to Colorado. The Texas bounty law has not been used against people who travel out of state, and women themselves cannot be punished for having an abortion--only people who help them can. Still, given the political climate in Texas, her cautious behavior doesn't seem irrational. What would the ultrasound tech back in Dallas say or do when they noticed there was only one heartbeat instead of two?

The procedure went well. Miller's severe nausea subsided, and the remainder of her pregnancy was smooth. She delivered a healthy baby in March 2023. As it turned out, Miller's doctor in Dallas, Austin Dennard, had also recently fled Texas for an abortion because of a pregnancy complication of her own. Miller recalled that at her first appointment with the doctor after her abortion, Dennard simply said, in a formal tone, "There is only one heart rate. I will note in your file that there is an intrauterine fetal demise of one twin." The two women later joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights, which sought to set clear standards for exceptions to the state's abortion ban. This past May, the Texas Supreme Court issued a ruling leaving the vague exceptions language intact.

Such lack of clarity can have a chilling effect. "There's a lot of confusion," Damla Karsan, a Houston ob-gyn, told me. "People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say." In December 2023, Karsan was personally warned by Paxton against performing an abortion for Kate Cox, a Texas mother who was ultimately forced to leave the state to get an abortion after her fetus was diagnosed with the same genetic condition as Miller's. (Karsan was also a plaintiff with Miller and Dennard in the Center for Reproductive Rights lawsuit.)

Still, rules that provoke this kind of fear and uncertainty around private choices have flourished primarily in conservative enclaves; when I spoke with teachers in more liberal and diverse areas of Texas, they seemed less afraid of being reported to authorities. Areas like Llano County, where support for Trump is strong, have so far been most successful in their efforts to root out subversives and promote self-policing. For the time being, abortion laws like Texas's, as restrictive as they are ambiguous, don't stand a chance outside Republican-dominated states; women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox can still travel elsewhere--if they can afford it--to legally receive the care they need. Similarly, families with trans children can move out of state, and library patrons can go to court when books are removed from the shelves.

But for how long? In September, Texas sued to overturn federal privacy regulations that prevent investigators from seizing the medical records of women who leave the state to get an abortion. And just as the influence of the federal government supercharged the first and second Red Scares, it could very well, under a Republican president, expand the reach of the Snitch State nationwide. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump administration, suggests adopting a measure that would allow for a political purge of anyone in the federal government who is not obsequiously loyal to Trump. The former president, and conservative legal elites, have called for the traditional independence of the Justice Department to be disregarded, which would allow Trump, if reelected, to use the immense power of federal law enforcement to target abortion providers, political dissidents, and even local prosecutors who do not use their discretion as the administration demands.

In his foreword to Project 2025's 900-page Mandate for Leadership, Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, writes that "pornography"--which he describes as "manifested today in the omnipresent propagation of transgender ideology and sexualization of children"--"should be outlawed," and that "the people who produce and distribute it should be imprisoned." He adds that "educators and public librarians who purvey it should be classed as registered sex offenders." Roberts also describes gender-affirming care as "child abuse," and echoes the legal language used to ban "critical race theory" in places like Texas. The policy blueprint outlines a plan for forcing states to report abortion and miscarriage data to the federal government, referring to the harrowing experiences of women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox with the dismissive euphemism of "abortion tourism." Presumably, executing these plans would depend on a steady supply of willing informants.

Conservatives have long railed against the chilling effect of "cancel culture." But by encouraging people to tell on their neighbors, Republicans have, in effect, constructed a legal framework for socializing the means of cancellation. Having routinely mocked left-wing college students as "snowflakes" for their use of content warnings and their desire for "safe spaces," Republicans have now institutionalized their own opposition to points of view they dislike with laws that punish those who disagree with them. They have attempted to subject teachers, librarians, and educational administrators to harsh punishments should they express--or even make available--ideas that conservatives deem offensive. They have attempted to criminalize the parents of trans children, and have forced pregnant women to flee their home in order to receive lifesaving care. All of this has been done in the name of "liberty," to combat what Roberts has called the "totalitarian cult" that is the "Great Awokening."

The first and second Red Scares created oppressive societies in the name of preventing America from becoming one. The version of "liberty" being promoted by right-wing legislators and activists today rings just as hollow, a stifling political and social conformity enforced by the fear that someone, somewhere, might report you.
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Not All Men, but Any Man

The mass rape trial in France exposes a case that's both wholly unprecedented and dully familiar.

by Sophie Gilbert




So many aspects of the trial of Dominique Pelicot and 50 other defendants in France over the past month have been so extraordinary to experience that they feel somehow surreal, or upside-down. In 2020, Gisele Pelicot, a 67-year-old retiree living in the small French town of Mazan, was told by police that her husband of almost 50 years, Dominique, had been arrested after trying to film up women's skirts in a shopping center. At first, Gisele was cautiously understanding. If Dominique was willing to go into therapy, she thought, they could stay together. But then the police confronted her with something infinitely more shocking. On his hard drive, a folder titled "abuse" contained some 20,000 photographs and videos of Gisele being raped and assaulted by strange men--72 in total--as well as her husband. For about a decade, they told her, he had been drugging her food and drink, and inviting men he met on the internet to abuse her. In court last month, Dominique Pelicot validated the charges against him. "I am a rapist, like the others in this room," he said. Fourteen of the other men on trial have pleaded guilty to the charges against them, but the majority claim innocence, arguing that they thought they were simply participating in a "libertine" game between husband and wife.

Before his arrest, with regard to his own security, Dominique was meticulous to a fault. The men who came to his home had to warm their hands on a radiator before entering his bedroom. They had to undress in the kitchen. They weren't to smell of cigarette smoke or aftershave, lest they leave any discernible trace of themselves behind. If Gisele stirred while an assault was ongoing, Dominique ordered the assailant to leave the room. He kept detailed records, saving videos and photographs of each man in file folders categorized by their first name--"part pleasure," he later explained in court, "but also, part insurance." With regard to his wife's safety, however, he was strikingly nonchalant. He didn't require that any of the men accused of raping his wife use condoms. Some are accused of choking her while Dominique watched; others, of assaulting her with objects. One man, who was HIV-positive, allegedly raped Gisele on six separate occasions, telling Dominique that he couldn't maintain an erection if he wore protection. When Gisele began to complain of strange physical symptoms--substantial weight loss, hair loss, huge gaps in her memory, difficulty moving her arm--Dominique drove her to doctor appointments, but didn't stop drugging her, or facilitating her abuse. When she mentioned that she'd been having unexplained gynecological issues, he accused her of cheating on him. Of her husband, she said in court: "In 50 years, I never imagined for a second that he could rape."

Read: A memoir about recovering from men

The mass trial of Dominique and 50 other men who could be identified (more than 20 alleged assailants remain at large) began in September, exposing a case that's both wholly unprecedented and dully familiar. The fact that we're aware of it at all is because of Gisele, who gave up her right to privacy so that the allegations of what happened to her could be made public. What she believed, her lawyer said, was that "shame must change sides"--for the men accused of raping and assaulting her to be the ones whose characters were stained, whose reputations were maligned. In the process, she's become a feminist icon in France, in whose name women's groups have rallied, seeking to raise awareness about sex crimes involving drugging and pointing out that women are most likely to be raped by someone they know. Every day, before she enters the courtroom, Gisele is applauded by crowds who have gathered outside to support her.

In court, though, Gisele's cross-examination has mostly been by the book, which is to say that lawyers for the defense--more than 40 in number--have done everything they can to impugn her character. "There's rape and there's rape," one defense attorney told her, implying, as many of the defendants have argued, that Gisele and her husband were swingers participating in an elaborate sex game. "No, there are no different types of rape," she replied. Although the judges in the trial denied the prosecution's request that videos documenting her abuse be shown in court, agreeing with defense lawyers that doing so would compromise the dignity of the defendants, they did allow those lawyers to show some 27 pictures that revealed Gisele's genitalia, and her face with her eyes apparently open. (A medical expert has testified that, given the medication Dominique was secretly administering, Gisele was so heavily sedated, she was closer to being in a coma than being asleep.) Lawyers asked her whether she was an alcoholic, and whether she had "a secret inclination for exhibitionism." In response, Gisele stated that every day since the beginning of the trial, she'd been intentionally humiliated, and that she understood why most rape victims don't press charges. Although she appears composed on the surface, she has said that, internally, she is "a field of ruins." Even so, a few weeks into the trial, one defense lawyer, Nadia El Bouroumi, posted an Instagram Reel of herself in her car, miming to the Wham song "Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go." (She later deleted the video and posted a statement saying she was profoundly sorry if her meaning had been misinterpreted.)

This kind of ritualized cruelty toward victims is standard in legal systems worldwide, and yet the Pelicot case has stripped away all the usual obfuscations and muddying of details to make certain things clear. There are just so many accused rapists in this case, each one caught on camera. There are so many men who are alleged to have assaulted a drugged grandmother of seven that before they go into the courtroom, they have to form a queue, shuffling one by one in hunched, sullen fashion, as though waiting in a breadline, or for a bus. The men range in age from their 20s to their 70s. One was a firefighter. One was a nurse. One was a journalist. One was a prison guard, one a civil servant. Many were apparently happily married with children. One, a 22-year-old, missed the birth of his daughter the night he went to allegedly rape Gisele.

Not all men rape women, the adage goes. But the Pelicot case has upended that argument: not all men, but any man, of any age, any profession, any marital status. Living in a small town of 6,000 people, Dominique was able to find 72 men nearby who were allegedly willing--as per his invitation on a forum titled "Without Their Knowledge"--to "abuse my sleeping, drugged wife." The site he used, Coco.fr, was shut down earlier this year, but it has been implicated in 23,000 separate crimes that are under investigation by more than 70 public prosecutors' offices across France. Not all men but, still, so many men. One defendant in the Pelicot case, a 72-year-old former firefighter and truck driver who was described by friends and family as "kind," "attentive," and "open to others," told the courtroom that he had "a deep respect for women," and that if his ex-wife were present, she'd tell them, "He loves the woman in all her diversity, all her complexity." Nevertheless, he is accused of raping an unconscious woman, Gisele's lawyer countered; the man has denied the accusation. Another defendant explained that he realized what he was doing was wrong when Gisele moved while he was assaulting her, and Dominique quickly ushered him out of the room. "When I crossed the garden, I thought about reporting the incident," he said in court. "Then life resumed its course; the next day, I went to work very early, and that was that."

Read: The unending assaults on girlhood

The men accused of raping and assaulting Gisele, it's worth remembering, are so numerous that they were arrested in five separate waves, spanning almost a year. In court every week, a new group of defendants has been presented to the judges for consideration, so that their psychological profiles and the testimony of their partners and ex-partners can be taken into account. One defendant, a private nurse, was apparently extremely empathetic to his patients, whom he considered family. He and his wife tried for many years to have children, undergoing multiple rounds of IVF and eventually hoping to adopt. Another, a mason, was reportedly a wonderful father whose friends testified that he was respectful and quiet, never even making dirty jokes at parties. Some of the men have been described as egocentric, aggressive, and routinely unfaithful. One was incarcerated for acts of sexual violence against three other women at the time of his arrest. One has asked about the possibility of restorative justice. Some confessed to having been abused as children. One, although not charged with assaulting Gisele, is accused of being mentored by Dominique in the drugging and rape of his own wife, who has stayed with him despite learning that both her husband and Dominique allegedly raped her while she was unconscious on several occasions. One defendant was described by his fiancee, with whom he shares a 15-month-old child conceived after his arrest, as having a "heart of gold."

Following along with the trial, what's been hard to process is the disconnect between how the defendants are being treated and what Gisele has endured. The men's psychological profiles are inherently humanizing--it's difficult not to feel pity for those whose children have died, or who were reportedly abused themselves, or who apparently fought for their children with special needs to receive the educational assistance they needed. And yet these men also allegedly participated in the abuse and rape of a passed-out woman: an immobile, voiceless, dehumanized body served up to them by her husband, whose actions implied--and were accepted by the men--as ownership. "If a man came to have intercourse with me, he still should have asked for my consent," Gisele said in court. But that acquiescence itself would have been in opposition to what so many men apparently wanted: ultimate sexual domination over someone who couldn't consent, orchestrated by the one man whom she loved and trusted the most.
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The Nobel Laureate Who Takes the Supernatural Seriously

In her latest novel, Olga Tokarczuk champions a world governed by myth, not reason.

by Bekah Waalkes




A classic bildungsroman follows the growth and development of a young person, who typically matures from a dreamer into a rational being. Jane Austen was a master of the genre: In her posthumously published novel Northanger Abbey, she satirizes the overly imaginative Catherine Morland, a voracious reader who perceives her life as a Gothic story. Catherine finds intrigue and plot everywhere she looks: A cabinet in her room might hold morbid secrets; a laundry bill might be a clue to a dark scheme. Her salacious imagination gets her into trouble, but like a good heroine, she eventually sees things as they really are. She becomes an adult, a person of reason, and learns to live in the real world.

The Nobel laureate Olga Tokarczuk's latest novel, The Empusium: A Health Resort Horror Story, is also a bildungsroman, following the education of a young man. But in contrast with Northanger Abbey, The Empusium charts the opposite trajectory: What if a person could instead be taught to see the world as an unreasonable place, dominated by the supernatural or mystical? Pulling from folktales, mythology, art, and literature, Tokarczuk's novel spins a story that feels eerily familiar and yet totally new. The book challenges the supremacy of the "rational" that has held sway since the Enlightenment, painting a picture of a world that is illogical, fantastical, and often simply unexplainable.

The Empusium, which has been translated from Polish by Antonia Lloyd-Jones, opens at a train station, where "the view is obscured by clouds of steam from the locomotive that trails along the platform. To see everything we must look beneath them, let ourselves be momentarily blinded by the gray haze, until the vision that emerges after this trial run is sharp, incisive, and all-seeing." Like a camera panning across a set, the collective first-person narration slowly scans across the train platform, where a left shoe appears, then a right one: a new arrival. This is "our" protagonist, to adopt the novel's language, a young Mieczyslaw Wojnicz, who has arrived at Gorbersdorf, a sanatorium in the Prussian province of Silesia, now part of Poland. Wojnicz is here, as many other gentlemen would have been in September 1913, to pursue a rest cure for tuberculosis.

The novel's opening signals that Tokarczuk is returning to hallowed literary ground: Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain, on its 100th anniversary. The older novel follows a young man's lengthy stay at Davos, a Swiss sanatorium. Like Mann's protagonist, Hans Castorp, Wojnicz has studied to be an engineer, and like Castorp, he mostly passes the time in the sanatorium by listening to debates among other, older guests. But unlike Castorp, who lived at Davos for seven years, Wojnicz finds himself a spot at a discounted inn, the Guesthouse for Gentlemen in Gorbersdorf, while waiting for a vacancy at the main resort, the Kurhaus.

Read: The tyranny of English

In The Magic Mountain, Castorp learns a great deal from his fellow guests. The resort acts as a microcosm of the intellectual climate in Europe before World War I: Over the course of the novel, the guests represent and dissect ideas put forth by Nietzsche, Marx, Hegel, and Freud, among other thinkers. In contrast, Wojnicz has a front seat to what reads hilariously as a cut-rate, drunken version down the street. The debates in the guesthouse never soar to the intellectual heights reached in Mann's book, or even come to a definitive conclusion, instead petering out as the local liquor takes hold. By parodying Mann's discourse, The Empusium seems designed to take The Magic Mountain down a peg or two.

Though Wojnicz is a keen observer of the social dynamics that unfurl around him, he prefers to listen to the debates and rarely weighs in. He is naive, "an odd creature, so completely unaware, so innocent." He spends his long afternoon rest cures reflecting on his past: his childhood after his mother's early death, his strict education in Lwow and then Dresden, his torment by a father determined to toughen a sensitive son. Wojnicz is clearly at Gorbersdorf at the insistence of his father, who believes that it will make him into more of a man. "To be a man," Wojnicz reflects sadly, "means learning to ignore whatever causes trouble. That's the whole mystery."

Yet as the novel progresses, Wojnicz is unable to disregard disturbing events. The guesthouse proprietor's wife hangs herself the day after his arrival, and sensitive Wojnicz is alarmed that no one, including her husband, Willi Opitz, appears to care. Wojnicz registers other oddities as September turns into October, then November. The attic emits cooing noises at night. The town's residents claim that witches live in the forest. The liquor that the guesthouse gentlemen imbibe at night, Schwarmerei (German for "excessive sentiment"), seems to have hallucinogenic properties. On a hike in the woods, Wojnicz is horrified to come across earthen sculptures called Tuntschi--objects that, according to his companions, are used as sex toys by the local coal burners. The nearby cemetery is full of tombstones for young men who recently died; the previous year, a young man had been found ripped apart in the forest. Is all this mere coincidence, as Dr. Semperweiss, a psychoanalyst who works at the main sanatorium, suggests? Or is there something sinister, maybe even supernatural, in the woods beyond Gorbersdorf?

The answer to these questions might be a matter of perspective. Wojnicz's only friend in the guesthouse, a young landscape painter named Thilo von Hahn, encourages him to pay attention to these odd events. On his own, Wojnicz doesn't notice anything interesting about the tombstones; it's not until Thilo presses him to look more closely that Wojnicz realizes that a young man seems to die each November. Together they look at Thilo's prized possession, a painting by the Flemish artist Herri met de Bles called Landscape With the Offering of Isaac. The canvas looks normal to Wojnicz until he moves in closer: "Once the viewer's attention was well and truly put to sleep, a new sight loomed out of the picture, the old contours arranged themselves into something completely different that had not seemed to be there before." Wojnicz is horrified by what emerges--something "alive," a grotesque face or body. Thilo then tells Wojnicz that once a year in Gorbersdorf, the land "takes its sacrifice and kills a man." Wojnicz thinks that his friend might be delusional from fever, but the eerie sense of being "watched by the local landscape" persists. Everything visible might be mirrored by a shadowy world.

Read: A novel in which nightmares are all too real

Yet for all the creepiness of Gorbersdorf, one of the most disturbing parts of The Empusium is Tokarczuk's depiction of the everyday misogyny of the time. No matter the topic at hand, each debate among the men at the guesthouse seems to come back to the problem of women. Do they have souls? Are they merely minor men? What social purpose do they serve? "We cannot regard the act of a woman as entirely conscious," one character opines. "Female psychology has proved that a woman is at once a subject and object, and so her choices can only be partly conscious." Not long after the death of his wife, Willi Opitz concludes that "motherhood is the one and only thing that justifies the existence of this troublesome sex." In a note at the end of the novel, Tokarczuk explains that these conversations are paraphrased from more than 30 male authors, ranging from Ovid to Saint Augustine, Henry Fielding to William Butler Yeats. Underneath their discussions about democracy, rationalism, and religion lies one consensus: Women are subordinate and subhuman. If the narrative of the 20th century is one of male greatness and genius, a pantheon of figures such as Nietzsche and Freud, Tokarczuk insists that this history obscures a world of shameful sexism.

Female inferiority is perhaps the only topic on which the gentlemen of the guesthouse can agree. In one scene, a character proffers that the "surest sign" of brilliant literature "is that women do not like it." Puffing on a cigar, he contends that women writers "often yield to the attraction of all manner of oddities: ghosts, dreams and nightmares, but also coincidences and other chance circumstances, with which they try to conceal their lack of talent in sustaining a consistent plot." It's easy to picture Tokarczuk writing this line with a kind of satirical glee, perhaps because her own work has consistently incorporated supernatural elements, through characters such as the Jewish mystic Jacob Frank in The Books of Jacob and the devoted astrologer Janina Duszejko in Drive Your Plow Over the Bones of the Dead. Her oeuvre is marked by a dedication to the strange and the unbelievable.

For Tokarczuk, telling odd and sometimes incredible stories seems to be a political choice, a way of challenging the official histories that get passed down. She wants her reader to recognize that the history of modern, rational thought that has been so prized since the Enlightenment--the kind of thinking memorialized in The Magic Mountain--is simply one side of the story. Tokarczuk's work points to an alternative world where humans may not be the only actors and reason is not the end of knowledge, an alternative history that finds its roots in the kinds of stories that go unrecorded.
 
 The Empusium is a masterful novel, with a breadth of possible readings. I won't spoil the twists and turns of its deft story--"sustaining a consistent plot" is just one of Tokarczuk's many gifts--but I will say that the novel defied my expectations, turning me into Wojnicz confronted with the de Bles landscape. It's fitting, then, that The Empusium's title comes from a creature from Greek mythology: Empusa, a shape-shifting female who feeds on young men. Just when you think you have this novel in your sight, it shimmers into something else entirely.
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Republicans Hate Electric Cars, Right? ... Right?

The EV culture wars aren't what they seem.

by Matteo Wong




For years, Donald Trump has taken seemingly every opportunity to attack electric vehicles. They will cause a "bloodbath" for the auto industry, he told Ohio crowds in March. "The damn things don't go far enough, and they're too expensive," he declared last September. EVs are a "ridiculous Green New Deal crusade," he said a few months earlier. "Where do I get a charge, darling?" he mocked in 2019.



But of late, the former president hasn't quite sounded like his usual self. At the Republican National Convention in July, Trump said he is "all for electric [vehicles]. They have their application." At a rally on Long Island last month, he brought up EVs during a winding rant. "I think they're incredible," he said of the cars, twice. To hear Trump tell it, the flip came at the bidding of Tesla CEO Elon Musk: "I'm for electric cars--I have to be," he said in August, "because Elon endorsed me very strongly." Not that Trump is unambiguously praising plug-in vehicles: He still opposes incentives to boost EV sales, which he repeated at his Long Island rally. The crowd erupted in cheers.



In America, driving green remains a blue phenomenon. Many Republicans in Congress have rejected EVs, with one senator calling them "left-wing lunacy" and part of Democrats' "blind faith in the climate religion." The GOP rank and file is also anti-EV. In 2022, roughly half of new EVs in America were registered in the deepest-blue counties, according to a recent analysis from UC Berkeley. That likely hasn't changed since: A Pew survey conducted this May found that 45 percent of Democrats are at least somewhat likely to buy an EV the next time they purchase a vehicle, compared with 13 percent of Republicans.



If anyone can persuade Republican EV skeptics, it should be Trump--when he talks, his party listens. During the pandemic, his support for unproven COVID therapies was linked to increased interest in and purchases of those medications; his followers have rushed to buy his Trump-branded NFTs, watches, sneakers. But when it comes to EVs, Trump's apparent change of heart might not be enough to spur many Republicans to go electric: His followers' beliefs may be too complex and deep-rooted for Trump himself to overturn.



EVs were destined for the culture wars. "When we buy a car, the model and the brand that we choose also represents a statement to our neighbors, to the public, of who we are," Loren McDonald, an EV consultant, told me. Like the Toyota Prius in years prior, zero-emission electric cars are an easy target for Republicans who have long railed against climate change, suggesting that it's not real, or not human-caused, or not a serious threat. EVs have been "construed as an environmental and liberal object," Nicole Sintov, an environmental psychologist at Ohio State University who studies EV adoption, told me. Her research suggests that the cars' perceived links to environmental benefits, social responsibility, and technological innovation might attract Democrats to them. Meanwhile, most people "don't want to be seen doing things that their out-group does," Sintov said, which could turn Republicans away from EVs.



Republicans' hesitance to drive an EV is remarkably strong and sustained. The Berkeley analysis, for instance, found that the partisan divide in new EV registrations showed up in not only 2022, but also 2021, and 2020, and every year since 2012, when the analysis began. It remains even after controlling for income and other pragmatic factors that might motivate or dissuade people from buying an EV, Lucas Davis, a Berkeley economist and one of the authors, told me.



All of this suggests that Trump's flip-flop has at least the potential to "go a long way toward boosting favorability" of electric cars among Republicans, Joe Sacks, the executive director of the EV Politics Project, an advocacy group aiming to get Republicans to purchase EVs, told me. If you squint, there are already signs of changing opinions, perhaps brought on more so by Musk than the former president. After Musk's own public swing to the far right, a majority of Republicans say he is a good ambassador for EVs, according to the EV Politics Project's polling. Tucker Carlson began a recent review of the Tesla Cybertruck by saying that "the global-warming cult is going to force us all to drive electric vehicles," but admitted, at the end, that it was fun to get behind the wheel. Adin Ross, an internet personality popular with young right-leaning men, recently gave Trump a Cybertruck with a custom vinyl wrap of the former president raising his fist moments after the assassination attempt in Pennsylvania. "I think it's incredible," Trump reacted.



But ideology might not account entirely for Republican opposition to EVs. The other explanation for the partisan gap is that material concerns with EVs--such as their cost, range, or limited charging infrastructure--happen to be a bigger issue for Republican voters than for Democrats. The bluest areas, for instance, tend to have high incomes, gasoline taxes, and population density, all of which might encourage EV purchases. EVs typically have higher sticker prices than their gas-powered counterparts, and in urban areas, people generally have to drive less, ameliorating some of the "range anxiety" that has dogged electric cars. Consider California, which accounts for more than a third of EVs in the U.S. Climate-conscious liberals in San Francisco may be seeking out EVs, but that's not the whole story. The state government has heavily promoted driving electric, public chargers are abundant, and California has the highest gas prices in the country.



The opposite is true in many red states. For instance, many Republicans live in the South and Upper Midwest, especially in more rural areas. That might appear to account for the low EV sales in these areas, but residents also might have longer commutes, pay less for gas, and live in a public-charging desert, McDonald told me. California has more than 47,000 public charging stations, or 1.2 stations per 1,000 people; South Dakota has 265 public chargers, or less than 0.3 per 1,000 residents. "If you part all of the politics, at the end of the day I think the nonpolitical things are going to outweigh people's decisions," he said. "Can I afford it? Does it fit my lifestyle? Do I have access to charging?" In relatively conservative Orange County, California, 27 percent of new passenger vehicles sold this year were fully electric--higher than statewide, and higher than the adjacent, far bluer Los Angeles County.



Indeed, after the Berkeley researchers adjusted for pragmatic considerations, for instance, the statistical correlation between political ideology and new EV registrations remained strong, but decreased by 30 percent. Various other research concurs that political discord isn't the only thing behind EVs' partisan divide: In her own analyses, Sintov wrote to me over email, the effect of political affiliation on EV attitudes was on par with that of "perceived maintenance and fuel costs, charging convenience, and income." McDonald's own research has found that fuel costs and income are stronger predictors than political views. In other words, partisanship could be the "icing on the cake" for someone's decision, McDonald said, rather than the single reason Democrats are going electric and Republicans are not.



From the climate's perspective, Trump's EV waffling is certainly better than the alternative. But his new tack on EVs is unclear, and it doesn't speak to conservatives' specific concerns, whether pragmatic or ideological. As a result, Trump is unlikely to change many minds, Jon Krosnick, a social psychologist at Stanford who researches public opinions on climate change, told me. Teslas are a "great product," Trump has said, but not a good fit for many, perhaps even most, Americans. He's "all for" EVs, except that they're ruining America's economy. "Voters who are casually observing this are pretty confused about where he is, because it is inconsistent," Sacks said. But they know where the rest of the party firmly stands: Gas cars are better.



Perhaps most consequential about Trump's EV comments is what the former president hasn't changed his mind on. By continuing to say that he wants to repeal the Biden administration's EV incentives, Trump could further entrench EV skeptics of all political persuasions. The best way to persuade Republicans to buy a Tesla or a Ford F-150 Lightning might simply be to make doing so easier and cheaper: offering tax credits, building public charging stations, training mechanics to fix these new cars. Should he win, Trump just might do the opposite.
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My Deepest Condolences. Signed, ChatGPT.

When a friend's in need and you're at a loss for words, why not use AI?

by Matthew Schnipper




A friend recently sent me a link to a popular social-media post, a screenshot of a text message. The caption made clear that the text was the response someone had received from a friend after asking for support because of a divorce. "I'm so sorry to hear you're going through such a tough time," the text read. "It's very normal to feel what you're feeling for a while. Love is a hard come down." The recipient was livid. The message was "weird." Canned. Out of character. "Told another friend about it," the tweet said, and "she said you can tell if an iMessage is ChatGPT if the apostrophes are straight, not curved. Well guess what." No need to guess; the apostrophes were straight as arrows.

Since ChatGPT launched in 2022, it's been a ghostwriter for all sorts of hard things--breakup texts, obituaries, wedding vows. The public reaction is usually negative: The machines are taking over, and they're not particularly eloquent, and this is absolutely a sign of the downfall of society. My friend sent the (since-deleted) divorce post to me with a bit of eye-rolling gall. That made sense: "Love is a hard come down." Strange condolences, live from the matrix. There was a certain absurdity to the whole situation, one person yearning for human comfort after a severing of human connection, the other (allegedly) providing it via a digital ghostwriter. Was saying something from the heart so hard?

Apparently, yes. And surmounting that difficulty is too much for many people; it's why ghosting exists. So if someone is struggling to find the right words, or any words at all, perhaps turning to AI for help isn't so bad. Reading that post, my thought was At least the person texted back.

Read: Four ways to make grief more bearable

Not knowing what to say to someone in need, someone in pain, is an eternal problem. Many of our rituals around death, for example, are ancient, and have adapted awkwardly to the modern era. Sitting shiva is not something you can really do in the metaverse. Are you supposed to mute yourself during a Zoom funeral? But the most basic, fundamental rule of support for those going through a hard time remains: Show up. Bring some bagels, buy someone a drink, log on. And if you're so stumped by the need for human language in the face of sorrow that you use ChatGPT to formulate a thought for you, so be it.

After a particularly debilitating death in my own life, I found myself in need of a lot of comfort. In the immediate aftermath, I received it in abundance. But as time inevitably marched along and I was left alone, I often texted my friends. I wasn't looking for a specific solution, just some company, a confirmation of my existence. Some sent warm platitudes, others recommended movies or sent me funny TikToks. I don't really remember the specific conversations or who said exactly what, but I do remember who was present. More so, though, I remember who was not. I remember who didn't respond at all.

Grief is a lonely and totalizing emotion. It can feel like you're slipping into a black hole. So when you get the wherewithal to reach out to someone, you're essentially asking them to pull you out of that hole. They're on the other side; they have the power. Can they grab your hand? When they don't respond, it can feel as if you're sinking away while they look on.

In his book about the death of his two children, Finding the Words, Colin Campbell laments that so many friends, when trying to articulate their sympathy, landed on "There are no words." He was hoping for more, arguing that the approach treated grieving "as a taboo subject that is too sensitive to discuss openly." What I think this overlooks, though, is that There are no words are, in fact, literal words.

I've thought a lot about the people who didn't respond to my messages, tried to puzzle out their motives (or lack thereof). What would make someone ghost a friend in pain? Having to commit to a sentiment, the intimidation of being called on to respond, can be overwhelming. Some may fear saying something that could inadvertently make the pain worse. For those scrambling to articulate the massive blob of feeling swelling within their mind, it may seem easier to simply not respond.

I considered this as I imagined the person on the other end of the viral tweet. Someone wanting to be helpful, available, conciliatory. Someone totally overwhelmed by the very alive and immediate need of their friend. I imagined them turning to ChatGPT, typing Help me write a note to my friend who is hurting from a recent divorce, and feeling that what they got back did resemble what they felt. I understood them sending it.

I imagined other scenarios that felt more plausible: someone asking their spouse, their parents, their therapist, their neighbor, their priest, their rabbi, anyone they trust, for guidance. I wondered if maybe asking ChatGPT for help wasn't so different.

Read: It's your friends who break your heart

People are flummoxed by other people's pain. Type What to say to someone into Google, and it turns up an endless scroll of scenarios: "with cancer," "who is dying," "who had a miscarriage." For many tragic life milestones, we are without a handbook. Pain shape-shifts. What is comforting to one person may be upsetting to another. So I imagined a friend wanting to be there for a friend and turning to the tools they had at hand.

To be clear, I am not a ChatGPT enthusiast. The technology poses a real threat to the value of both writers and the written word, and using AI to help a friend is definitely a "break glass in case of emergency" situation. But emergencies happen, and I won't pretend that AI's not here, just as I won't pretend that text messaging is not, for many people, a dominant form of communication. Though some psychologists have argued that a conversation about deep matters shouldn't be happening over text in the first place, the reality is that in modern life, our friends live in our phones. It's like arguing that someone who drives 10 miles to work is missing out on the benefits of walking there. Sure, but that's not really the point. Phones are just a part of life now. It's as natural to ask a friend for support via text as it is to use a phone to read a recipe or catch up on the news. And it's natural to want help composing a meaningful response if you know that a friend could refer to it on that same phone, days later.

Distaste for the use of ChatGPT for texts probably isn't about the technology anyway. A 2023 study found that people reacted negatively when they learned that a friend had used AI to write supportive texts, thinking that the friend had "expended less effort"--but the study's participants felt similarly when they discovered that the friend had received writing assistance from another human, a practice that's been common for years.

Turns out, people would prefer to receive an authentic human response, yet many feel nearly helpless to offer one themselves. It's an understandable double standard, but it's a double standard nonetheless. Even if the words of support are less than perfect, should we not try to extend the same generosity that we would hope to receive? Learning empathy is a long project that takes trial, error, and maturity--and people may not feel properly equipped when a friend in need asks for help. But they can try to break through that brick wall with whatever pickax they've got. Whether the words come from the heart or they come from ChatGPT, at least they're coming.
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Please Don't Make Me Download Another App

Our phones are being overrun.

by Ian Bogost




Fifteen years ago, an Apple ad campaign issued a paean to the triumph of the smartphone: There's an app for that, it said. Today, that message sounds less like a promise than a threat. There's an app for that? If only there weren't.

Apps are all around us now. McDonald's has an app. Dunkin' has an app. Every chain restaurant has an app. Every food-delivery service too: Grubhub, Uber Eats, DoorDash, Chowbus. Every supermarket and big-box store. I currently have 139 apps on my phone. These include: Menards, Home Depot, Lowe's, Joann Fabric, Dierbergs, Target, IKEA, Walmart, Whole Foods. I recently re-downloaded the Michaels app while I was in the Michaels checkout line just so I could apply a $5 coupon that the register failed to read from the app anyway.

Even when you're lacking in a store-specific app, your apps will let you pay by app. You just need to figure out (or remember, if you ever knew) whether your gardener or your hair salon takes Venmo, Cash App, PayPal, or one of the new bank-provided services such as Zelle and Paze.

It's enough to drive you crazy, which is a process you can also track with apps for mental health, such as Headspace and Calm. Lots of apps are aiming to help you feel your best. My iPhone comes with Apple Health, but you might also find yourself with Garmin or Strava or maybe Peloton if you're into that, or whichever app you need to scan into your local gym, or Under Armour, a polyester-shirt app that is also a jogging app. The MyChart app may help you reach a subset of your doctors and check a portion of your medical-test results. As for the rest? Different apps!

The tree of apps is always growing, always sending out its seeds. I have an app for every airline I have ever flown. And in every place I ever go, I use fresh apps to get around. In New York, I scan into the subway using just my phone, but the subway app tells me which lines are out of service. For D.C., I have the SmarTrip app. At home, in St. Louis, I have a physical pass for the Metrolink, but if I want to buy a ticket for my kid, I need to use the Transit app. For hiring a car, I've got the Uber app, which works almost anywhere, but I also have the app for Lyft, and Curb for taxis, just in case. Also, parking: I have ParkMobile, PayByPhone, and one other app whose name I can't keep straight because it doesn't sound like a parking app. (The app is called Passport. It took me many minutes of browsing on my phone to figure that out.)

If you've got kids, you'll know they are the Johnny Appleseeds of pointless apps. An app may connect you to their school for accessing their schoolwork or connecting to their teachers; only thing is, you might be assigned a different app each year, or different apps for different kids in different classes. It could be Class Dojo, Brightwheel, Bloomz, or TalkingPoints. It could be ClassLink, SchoolStatus, or PowerSchool. The school bus might also have an app, so you can track it. And if your kids play sports, God help you. A friend has an app, SportsEngine, that describes itself as "the one app that does it all." And yet, she has several more youth-sports apps on top of that.

Let's talk about the office. Yes, there's an app for that. There are a thousand apps for that. Google Docs has an app, as do Google Sheets, Slides, Mail, and Search. Microsoft is highly app-enabled, with separate apps for Outlook, Word, and Excel. Then, of course, you've got the groupware apps that allow you to coordinate with colleagues, such as Slack, Teams, Zoho, and Pumble. And the office-infrastructure apps that your employer may be using to, you know, make your job easier: Workday, Salesforce, Notion, Zendesk, Jira, Box, Loom, Okta.

Read: The app that monetized doing nothing

And what about all the other apps that I haven't yet brought up, the ones that may now be cluttering your phone? What about Doova, Nork, PingPong, and Genzillo?  Those are not actually apps (as far as I'm aware), but we all know that they could be, which is my point. Apps are now so numerous, and so ubiquitous, that they've become a form of nonsense.

Their premise is, of course, quite reasonable. Apps replaced clunky mobile websites with something clean and custom-made. They helped companies forge more direct connections with their customers, especially once push notifications came on the scene. They also made new kinds of services possible, such as geolocating nearby shops or restaurants, and camera-scanning your items for self-checkout. Apps could serve as branding too, because their icons--which are also business logos--were sitting on your smartphone screen. And apps allowed companies to collect a lot more data about their customers than websites ever did, including users' locations, contacts, calendars, health information, and what other apps they might use and how often.

By 2021, when Apple started taking steps to curtail that data harvest, the app economy was already well established. Smartphones had become so widespread, companies could assume that any customer probably had one. That meant they could use their apps to off-load effort. Instead of printing boarding passes, Delta or American Airlines encouraged passengers to use their apps. At Ikea, customers could prepay for items in the app and speed through checkout. At Chipotle or Starbucks, an app allowed each customer to specify exactly which salsa or what kind of milk they wanted without holding people up. An apartment building that adopted a laundry app (ShinePay, LaundryView, WASH-Connect, etc.) spared itself the trouble of managing payments at its machines.

In other words, apps became bureaucratized. What started as a source of fun, efficiency, and convenience became enmeshed in daily life. Now it seems like every ordinary activity has been turned into an app, while the benefit of those apps has diminished.

Parking apps offer one example of this transformation. Back before ParkMobile and its ilk, you might still have had to drop coins into a street meter. Some of those meters had credit-card readers, but you couldn't count on finding one (or one that worked). Parking apps did away with these annoyances. They could also remind you when your time was up and, in some cases, allow you to extend your parking session remotely. Everyone seemed to win: individuals, businesses, municipalities, and, of course, the app-driven services taking their cut. But like everything, app parking grew creaky as it aged. Different parking apps took over in different places as cities chose the vendors that gave them the best deals. These days, I use ParkMobile in some parts of town and Passport in others, a detail about the world I must keep in mind if I want to station my vehicle within it. The apps themselves became more complex too, burdened by greater customization and control at the user and municipal level. Sometimes I can use Apple Pay to park with ParkMobile; other times I can't. Street signage has changed or vanished, so now I find myself relying on the app to determine whether I even have to pay after 6 p.m. on a weekday. (Confusingly, sometimes an app will say that parking is unavailable when it really means that payment is unavailable--because payment isn't required.) The apps sometimes sign me out, and then I have to use my password-manager app just to log back in. Or, worse, my phone might have "off-loaded" whichever parking app I need because I haven't used it in a while, such that I have to re-download it before leaving the car.

Similar frustrations play out across many of the apps that one can--or must--use to live a normal life. Even activities that once seemed simple may get you stuck inside a thicket of competing apps. I used to open the Hulu app to watch streaming content on Hulu--an app equivalent of an old television channel. Recently, Hulu became a part of Disney+, so I now watch Hulu via the Disney+ app instead. When HBO introduced a premium service, I got the HBO Go app so I could stream its shows. Then HBO became HBO Max, and I got that app, before HBO Max turned into  Max, a situation so knotty that HBO had to publish an FAQ about it.

I'd like to think that this hellscape is a temporary one. As the number of apps multiplies beyond all logic or utility, won't people start resisting them? And if platform owners such as Apple ratchet up their privacy restrictions, won't businesses adjust? Don't count on it. Our app-ocalypse is much too far along already. Every crevice of contemporary life has been colonized. At every branch in your life, and with each new responsibility, apps will keep sprouting from your phone. You can't escape them. You won't escape them, not even as you die, because--of course--there's an app for that too.
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Why Music Really Does Make You Happier

Philosophers, theologians, and scientists agree: A great melody is good for your mood.

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.

The 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer believed that the truth about life is largely invisible to humans. What we perceive around us is mostly a set of illusions, while reality--the inner essence of the world, or will (Wille, in German), as he conceived it--is generally out of our grasp. Yet he believed in one oracle that could reveal the secret verities: listening to music.

Schopenhauer's theory was that the will is so ineffable that the nonverbal language of music alone could grant access to this apprehension of reality. Music, for Schopenhauer, thus opened up a unique channel of higher consciousness.

Although Schopenhauer was an atheist, his conception bears a strong resemblance to the idea held by many thinkers who find in music the language of the Divine. For example, the American Catholic scholar Peter Kreeft wrote in his 1989 book, Three Philosophies of Life, that "God is love, and music is the language of love; therefore, music is the language of God."

I am not an expert in the academic debate about the metaphysics of music, but I do find this notion very suggestive--and it captures for me experiences I can't access in any other way. I learned to read music at the age of five and spent all of my 20s as a professional classical musician. Like many musicians, I am synesthetic: Different pitches and chords evoke in my brain colors and even smells. These sensory effects make listening to, or playing, a great composition into an experience beyond the greatest fireworks show on Earth. To take in a Bach cantata or a Bruckner symphony is, for me, to glimpse for fleeting moments the majesty of creation and grasp why I exist in the universe.

Your experience of music may be a bit more, well, grounded than mine, and you're thinking, frankly, that I should go get checked out by a neurologist for this issue. Fair enough. But Schopenhauer was onto something: We have plenty of evidence that music truly is one of the greatest ways to understand life more deeply.

Arthur C. Brooks: Schopenhauer's advice on how to achieve great things

Music has appeared in every human society for which ethnographic evidence exists, according to research by a top scholar at Harvard's Music Lab. Music is enmeshed with all of the important areas of our experience, from sweet lullabies to sappy love songs to hymns of religious praise. Although styles of music vary greatly around the world, the making and appreciation of music are such ubiquitous parts of human life that it can seem as much a phenomenon of our nature as a product of our culture.

Indeed, our brains are built to enjoy music, as scientists showed in a 2018 study conducted through the Berklee Music and Health Institute (part of the Berklee College of Music in Boston). We're even hardwired to use music to help us heal. For example, when the brains of patients with Parkinson's disease are stimulated by hearing a rhythmic piece such as a march, their symptoms may diminish and they are able to walk more naturally. Alzheimer's patients who can't remember family members typically are nonetheless able to recognize familiar songs. And people suffering from epilepsy can experience a dramatic decrease in seizures when listening to certain kinds of classical music--the so-called Mozart effect.

Over the past two decades, neuroscientists have also conducted experiments on the effects of music upon human emotions. For example, one 2006 experiment exposed people to chords that varied in degree of dissonance while scanning the limbic systems of the subjects' brains, which is where emotions are produced. The paper found that positive emotions generally had an inverse correlation with dissonance. So we might practically deduce that a good way to raise your mood could be to block out the racket of street sounds (sirens, traffic, construction) in Manhattan with headphones delivering your favorite music.

The research findings on which genres of music bring the most happiness are inconclusive. One study found--based on characteristics of harmony, structure, and rhythm--that the world's happiest song is the Beach Boys' "Good Vibrations." Another study found that grunge rock--known for its distorted electric guitar and nihilistic lyrics--is especially bad for happiness. Grunge not only raised hostility, sadness, tension, and fatigue for its listening participants, but also lowered caring, relaxation, mental clarity, and vigor. As a native of Seattle, where this genre was born, I found that this explained a thing or two about my misbegotten youth.

You might ask why someone would want to listen to miserable music, but obviously we do. You have very likely listened to sad songs after a bad breakup at some point. The function of sad music is not only to soothe you. Scholars also find that when people suffering from negative emotions consume disconsolate music, it helps them understand their feelings and find meaning in them. A sad song can help you feel less alone in your sadness and make sense of it.

In general, music amplifies positive and negative emotions most under two circumstances. First, when it's performed live. British researchers asked participants to listen to classical music in three ways: live, prerecorded, and in an MTV-style video. Using sensors attached to the subjects' scalps, the scholars detected significantly more brain activity for the in-person performance, indicating that this elicited the most engagement and focus in the listeners. Second, when one listens by oneself. In a 2018 experiment, researchers showed that happy music seems happier and sad music seems sadder when you listen to it alone, as opposed to listening with others.

Read: Finding happiness in angry music

If you want to use music more strategically to heighten your emotional experiences and gain a deeper sense of meaning and self-understanding, here are a few ideas to consider.

1. Decide what you want from your music.
 The research indicates that a trade-off takes place between using music to bond socially and using it to intensify emotions. If you want the former result, listen with friends; if you want the latter outcome, listen by yourself. If you want a mixture of both, try going to a live concert with friends. If you want the richest emotional experience, go to a concert by yourself.

2. Follow a recipe.
 The effects of music depend to a large extent on its underlying ingredients. For example, the music that typically elicits the most positive emotion has a fast tempo (between 140 and 150 beats per minute), features chords that include the seventh tone to create a sense of expectation, or is familiar to you. You could go study at the local conservatory to learn more about these elements, but the shortcut is just to create a catalog of songs you like. Pay attention to how each one makes you feel and write down its characteristics, in your own words; then look for patterns. You can build a personal music library this way based on emotional effect rather than style or artist.

3. Learn and grow.
 Thinking about your music in terms of its effects on you will probably increase your appetite for new genres and help your tastes become more sophisticated. Once you start getting interested in increasing the emotional and cognitive effects of love songs, say, you might want to cultivate an interest in Italian opera. (I'd suggest starting with Giacomo Puccini's Tosca or La Boheme.) If you like how an electric guitar shredding sick riffs stimulates your limbic system, try taking that experience to the next level with a flamenco virtuoso such as Paco de Lucia.

4. Play it yourself.
 Among professional and amateur musicians, opinions differ about whether emotional experiences and life understanding are deeper when playing music as opposed to merely listening to it. Personally, I find listening better, but this may be influenced by having played in symphony orchestras under some of the world's most tyrannical conductors. In fact, many musicians (including amateurs) find a kind of ecstasy in playing. One 2020 study looked at the well-being effects of playing music and found them to be significant and positive. Take a few lessons on your favorite instrument and see for yourself. I should note, however, that the researchers on that study included a comparison group of knitters--and they derived even more happiness than the musicians. Perhaps the ideal formula for bliss is to listen to music while knitting.

Arthur C. Brooks: Here's 10,000 hours. Don't spend it all in one place.

Living long before the era of recorded music, Schopenhauer had to get his transcendent musical experiences by going to concerts in Frankfurt, as well as playing his flute in his apartment, which he did for an hour a day. By the end of his life, he dedicated his attention almost entirely to just one composer, the Italian Gioachino Rossini, who was a contemporary (they were born four years apart). When he spoke of Rossini's music, Schopenhauer is said to have rolled his eyes up toward heaven.

If you do the work, you too can make music a part of your life that goes beyond a pleasant background and becomes a lifelong journey into higher levels of consciousness and self-awareness. In short: Find your Rossini.
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For How Much Longer Can Life Continue on This Troubled Planet?

New data on the end times

by Ross Andersen




Wikipedia's "Timeline of the Far Future" is one of my favorite webpages from the internet's pre-slop era. A Londoner named Nick Webb created it on the morning of December 22, 2010. "Certain events in the future of the universe can be predicted with a comfortable level of accuracy," he wrote at the top of the page. He then proposed a chronological list of 33 such events, beginning with the joining of Asia and Australia 40 million years from now. He noted that around this same time, Mars's moon Phobos would complete its slow death spiral into the red planet's surface. A community of 1,533 editors have since expanded the timeline to 160 events, including the heat death of the universe. I like to imagine these people on laptops in living rooms and cafes across the world, compiling obscure bits of speculative science into a secular Book of Revelation.

Like the best sci-fi world building, the Timeline of the Far Future can give you a key bump of the sublime. It reminds you that even the sturdiest-seeming features of our world are ephemeral, that in 1,100 years, Earth's axis will point to a new North Star. In 250,000 years, an undersea volcano will pop up in the Pacific, adding an extra island to Hawaii. In the 1 million years that the Great Pyramid will take to erode, the sun will travel only about 1/200th of its orbit around the Milky Way, but in doing so, it will move into a new field of stars. Our current constellations will go all wobbly in the sky and then vanish.

Some aspects of the timeline are more certain than others. We know that most animals will look different 10 million years from now. We know that the continents will slowly drift together to form a new Pangaea. Africa will slam into Eurasia, sealing off the Mediterranean basin and raising a new Himalaya-like range across France, Italy, and Spain. In 400 million years, Saturn will have lost its rings. Earth will have replenished its fossil fuels. Our planet will also likely have sustained at least one mass-extinction-triggering impact, unless its inhabitants have learned to divert asteroids.

The events farther down the page tend to be shakier. Recently, there has been some dispute over the approximate date that complex life will no longer be able to live on Earth. Astrophysicists have long understood that in roughly half a billion years, the natural swelling of our sun will accelerate. The extra radiation that it pours into Earth's atmosphere will widen the planet's daily swing between hot and cold. Continents will expand and contract more violently, making the land brittle, and setting into motion a process that is far less spectacular than an asteroid strike but much deadlier. Rainfall will bring carbon dioxide down to the surface, where it will bond with the silicates exposed by cracking earth. Rivers will carry the resulting carbonate compounds to the ocean, where they will sink. About 1 billion years from now, this process will have transferred so much carbon dioxide to the seafloor that very little will remain in the air. Photosynthesis will be impossible. Forests and grasslands will have vanished. A few plants will make a valiant last stand, but then they, too, will suffocate, wrecking the food chain. Animals on land will go first; deep-sea invertebrates will be last. Microbes may survive for another billion years, but the era of complex life on Earth will have ended.

Researchers from the University of Chicago and Israel's Weizmann Institute of Science have now proposed an update to this crucial part of the timeline. In a new paper called "Substantial Extension of the Lifetime of the Terrestrial Biosphere," available as a preprint and accepted for publication in The Planetary Science Journal, they argue that the effects of silicate weathering may be overstated. In a billion years, they say, enough carbon dioxide may yet remain for plants to perform photosynthesis. That doesn't mean plants will last forever. Even if they can continue breathing, the sheer heat of the ballooning sun will eventually kill them and every other living thing on Earth. The question is when, and the researchers note that there is reason for optimism on this score. Some plant species have already evolved to withstand extreme heat. (One flowering shrub in Death Valley appears to thrive at 117 degrees Fahrenheit.) In the future, they could evolve to withstand higher temperatures still. With carbon-dioxide starvation out of the picture, these hardy plants could perhaps live for 800 million extra years.

Read: Scientists found ripples in space and time. And you have to buy groceries.

Claims like these are laughably hard to test, of course. But in this case, there could be a way. Astronomers plan to use the next generation of space telescopes to zoom into the atmospheres of the nearest hundred Earthlike planets, looking for precise chemical combinations that indicate the presence of life. With this census, they hope to tell us whether life is common in the universe. If it is, and if humans keep on building bigger and bigger telescopes, then the astronomers of the 22nd century may be able to survey lots of planets at once, including those that orbit suns that are more swollen than ours. If in the atmospheres of these planets--these future Earth analogues--we see the telltale exhalations of photosynthesis, that could suggest that plantlike lifeforms here are indeed more resilient than we'd once imagined.

Until then, we will just have to keep tabs on the Timeline of the Far Future. Yesterday morning, I visited it again and scrolled down a billion years to see if it had been updated. It had not. I kept scrolling anyway, to remind myself how it all turns out. (Doomscrolling in its purest form.) I went 3, 4, and 5 billion years into the future, by which time the Milky Way will have merged with the Andromeda galaxy. Together, the two will gobble up all the other galaxies in our local, gravitationally bound group. Because the universe is expanding, everything beyond this consolidated mega-galaxy will recede away, leaving it to float alone like an island in a void. The longest-lasting of its stars will shine reddish-orange for trillions of years. Eventually, they'll twinkle out, and only a black hole will remain. It, too, will evaporate, but over a period of time so long that expressing it in years is comical. The number runs for hundreds of digits.

It is a strange thing that humans do, calculating these expiration dates, not just for life but for stars and black holes. Scientists have even tried to determine when every last fizzing bit of energy in the cosmos will come to rest. We have no obvious stake in these predictions, and at a moment when there are more pressing reasons to doomscroll, they might rightly be called a distraction. I have no straightforward counterargument, only a vague suspicion that there is something ennobling in trying to hold the immensities of space and time inside our small and fragile mammal brains.
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The Fight to Be the Most 'Pro-family'

So many wives and daughters in campaign ads

by Hanna Rosin




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

The American family continuously evolves. People are marrying later, and having fewer children. Gay people get married. People can publicly swear off marriage altogether without being ostracized. But in politics the attachment to the traditionally nuclear family seems unwavering, and especially this year. As Republicans are losing support among women, more candidates are leaning on their wives and daughters to soften their image. So strong is the pressure that one candidate in Virginia posed with his friend's wife and daughters and left the impression he was married.

Why is there this enduring notion that there is just one version of the "ideal family"? In this episode of Radio Atlantic we talk to Jessica Grose, a New York Times columnist and author of Screaming on the Inside. Grose pinpoints the origin of the American fixation on the nuclear family. And she explains how the candidates' evoking of this ideal gets in the way of supporting policies that might actually help families



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I think it's fair to say that the family has been deployed in this election in more overt ways than usual. A great example: the very tight, very closely watched race for Virginia's Seventh Congressional District. The Democrats are hoping to flip the seat.

Their candidate is Eugene Vindman, an Army veteran and lawyer. But not only that: He's a dad.

Eugene Vindman's daughter: This is our dad.
 Eugene Vindman: I'm Eugene Vindman.
 Eugene Vindman's son: And he is running for Congress.
 Vindman: And I approve this message.
 Daughter: Just say hi, Dad.
 Vindman: Hi, Dad.


Rosin: Vindman's adorable, red-headed daughter gives him the sitcom-dad treatment. She jabs him in the ribs, and his wife and son laugh. It's all very cute, and it's all part of a very explicit strategy.

In a place like exurban Virginia, Republicans are vulnerable, especially with women voters. The gender divide between the two parties is big and growing. So in Vindman's other ad, he takes on his opponent, Derrick Anderson, for being a MAGA extremist and, particularly, on this one important issue.

Campaign ad narrator: When Roe v. Wade was overturned, Derrick Anderson said the Supreme Court got it right. He's wrong because now, women face criminal prosecution and life-threatening complications.


Rosin: In campaign ads across the country, Republicans and Democrats are fighting for the hearts and minds of women by showcasing the women--more specifically, their wives and daughters.

Dave McCormick: When we call a family meeting, the first vote's always the same: 6 to 1.
 Dina Powell: 7 to 1.
 McCormick: I want one thing and our six daughters want something else--6 to 1.
 Powell: And me, 7 to 1.


Matt Gunderson: I believe abortion should be safe, legal, and rare. I don't want politicians dictating health care for my daughters.


Jaymi Sterling: When Larry Hogan married my mom, he became a father to three strong, independent women. As pop-pop to four granddaughters, we know you can trust him too.
 Larry Hogan: I'm Larry Hogan, and I'm proud to approve this message.


Rosin: To bring it back around to that Virginia race: The Republican in that race, Derrick Anderson, doesn't have a wife or daughters--or any children--just a fiance.

News clip: Derrick Anderson, an unmarried GOP candidate in Virginia, posed with his friend's wife and kids to give the impression he is a family man. The photo was used in a campaign video. But, again, they are not his family.


Rosin: He posed with his friend's wife and children in front of a house and a lawn in a holiday-card configuration that very much left the impression that this was his family. Which begs the question: Why, in an era of declining marriages, delayed marriages in parenting, all different kinds of marriages, is the ideal of a traditional family still so strong?

Why would a candidate pull a risky move like that, rather than just say to the voters, I'm not married yet?

I'm Hanna Rosin, and this is Radio Atlantic.

"Cat ladies," "our dad in plaid," "Mamala"--judging from this week's VP debate, both sides are fighting for who has a lock on being more pro-family.

But that fixation didn't start in 2024. It has deep roots in American history. And, weirdly, the more the American family shifts and changes, the more certain segments of society cling onto it for dear life.

Certain men are drifting conservative, while women are drifting more liberal. And the irony is, that's affecting the actual American family. Fewer people are falling in love and starting a family.

So I wanted to understand this gap between the ideal family that shows up in politics, on Instagram, on TV and the living, breathing, actual American family.

And the perfect person to talk to about that is Jessica Grose, a New York Times columnist and author of the book Screaming on the Inside. She writes about these stories we have about gender and family, what she calls scripts. Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: So, Jess, one of the things I deeply appreciate about your book is how you make explicit these scripts that we've inherited about what the American family should be, what it should look like. I feel like these are things we don't even think about. We just think, Oh, yeah. That's normal. That's what it should be.

Can you talk about what some of these scripts are and where they come from, where their roots are?

Jessica Grose: So even these ideas of the nuclear family--so mom, dad, 2.5 kids, house, all that--that was allegedly the main and only form of family ever in the United States. It was never true for everyone, even at its peak.

There was lots of sex outside of marriage. There was lots of divorce. There was lots of separation that didn't become a divorce. There were single parents. There's all sorts of different family structures. But where does it come from? Shorthand is: The Industrial Revolution created a real divide between the domestic sphere and the public sphere.

So in preindustrial America, everybody was in and around the home: moms, dads, extended family, servants if you were wealthy. And kids worked.

The Industrial Revolution happens. They create this sort of separation between the workplace and the home. The home was seen as women's domain. The workplace was seen as the male domain. And even now--where the majority of women work, the majority of mothers even with young children at home work--we still are stuck in these sort of old-fashioned scripts that, if they ever were true, were true for maybe a hundred years.

Rosin: Which is amazing to me, how enduring these scripts are and how much they pervade our sense of how things should be and what is normal, and particularly in the U.S., and particularly in American politics. It seems like in every era, the script takes on a slightly different form. We'll just, for shorthand, say: in every political era. So how do you see them showing up now? Like, what is the ideal American family, as reflected in the current political dialogue?

Grose: I would say that it is pretty uncontroversial now for women to work. It is still valorized in some places for women to stay home, and it's still unacceptable in some sort of cultural enclaves.

But I would say, in American culture writ large, it's pretty uncontroversial for a woman to work. However, they are still expected to do the majority of domestic tasks, which many of them--us--don't love. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah.

Grose: And I think in this political era, marriage and long-term commitment is still so normative that--and I'm so curious about what you think about this--I think we will see a married, gay president before we see a single president.

Rosin: Yes. I mean, it's funny you should say that, you know, it's normal for women to work. What surprises me is--we'll take the "childless cat ladies" moment: I understand that everybody made fun of vice-presidential candidate J.D. Vance for saying, "childless cat ladies." He got a lot of grief for it. But it is a little bit amazing to me that that would even come up, that you could still vilify a single, working woman.

Grose: Yeah, that's why, you know, a lot of conservative commentators will say, The culture is so anti-marriage. The culture is so anti-family, you know, Democrats and liberals are trying to destroy the American family, when, you know, every pop-cultural thing is about marriage.

I mean, look at not even just modern things, like Bridgerton--hugely successful Netflix show about the marriage plot, right? The idea that somehow now the goal for most people still isn't marriage and kids is demonstrably untrue based on polling. Whether or not they actually accomplish that and it happens for them--that's another story. But still, do most people want to get married and have children? Most young people, yes.

Rosin: And is that statistically true?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: On the left and the right?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. Then I want to run this theory by you because that's what I thought was true, that on the left and the right, the desire to be married is the same. But there's something splitting in the--

Grose: Well, I wouldn't say it's the same, but I would say it is the majority on both.

Rosin: It's the majority on both.

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. So I want to try and locate what is splitting between men and women. Because if men and women both still want to get married, and yet there seem to be just wide divergences about what that looks like--what the marriage looks like, what the ideal looks like--I just want to locate where the split is.

So I wrote an article for The Atlantic called "The End of Men" and then turned that into a book, like, over a decade ago. So I've been tracking this gender divide for a while. Back then I would say it was nascent. Like, you could see that women were pulling ahead in sectors of the economy, and men were resisting adapting. And I wasn't really sure how it would play out, either in the economy or in the marriage market.

And I would say, you know, a decade-plus--it's gotten more extreme. And what's gotten more extreme is that men have hunkered down in their attachment to traditional male-female roles, which is, like--that's not obvious. It's not how it rolled out in many other countries. And just one more part of this theory is that women are then resisting that. Like, it's a reactive cycle. Like, the more that men dig in--in corners of the internet, in the culture, in politics--the more women resist.

Grose: I think that is true for some. I mean, if you look at the polling, there is definitely a gender divide in terms of how liberal women have become and that there are just simply more conservative men. That is true.

I think the education part of it is really important, because I think college-educated men have, for the most part, accepted more egalitarian structures. They, you know, need their wives to work. I mean, the idea that you're going to be a two-income family, I think, is, for most people who have children, just a necessity.

Like, you cannot, you know, support in any sort of real way multiple children on one income in most parts of the country. So I think, however they feel about it, they need the money.

Rosin: You're resisting the broader research about diverging worldviews, it sounds like. So where do men and women diverge then?

Grose: Well, no. I'm not resisting it. I just think it's concentrated among men who are already conservative. So I think those men are becoming more polarized and more conservative.

But I'm not sure, again. Based on the sort of polling about these, it's like: So the way the question is asked and by whom and in what way--there's just so much noise in this data. So I definitely buy that there is a subset of young men--and there are maybe more of them--who were already conservative, who are pushed to more extreme versions of conservatism.

Does that mean that in Gen Z, we're just going to have this massive gender divide, and no heterosexual people will ever get married again, which is what the Washington Post argued in an op-ed? I don't buy that--for many reasons, number one being: I just think thirst outweighs politics.

Rosin: Thirst? (Laughs.)

Grose: Horniness. Desire.

Rosin: Oh, thirst. Desire. Yes. To get married.

Grose: Yes. To get married.

Rosin: I mean, that's cute.

Grose: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I mean, very cute. I know you love your husband. I've seen you post many wonderful things about him, but--

Grose: I'm a normie. I'm sorry. I can't help it.

Rosin: It's okay. You're a normie and a romantic, as far as I can tell.

But there are countries where it hasn't rolled out that way. I mean, there are countries--say, South Korea, to some extent Japan--where the pressures on women, combined with their increasing presence in the workforce, combined with the unyielding social and cultural pressures, has actually resulted in lower marriage rates, refusal to marry, and lower birth rates.

Like, that is a real thing.

Grose: It is a real thing, but we're just so much less homogenous, culturally and racially and religiously, than those countries, and our attitude towards women working is much more advanced and always has been. So, you know, I don't see the future for the United States as a South Korea.

Is it possible that the future for the United States could be more like Germany or one of the other Western European countries where the birth rates are really pretty low? I think that is more of a realistic possibility.

But there is a lot of variation. And I think young men, in my experience in reporting, do want to be more involved in their children's lives. Like, they don't see it necessarily as "unmanly." The thing that they do see as unmanly is earning significantly less than their wives.

That always does seem to be the sticking point. So I do think we have successfully--for some, not for everybody--made caretaking seen as an acceptable thing for men to do.

Rosin: Across social classes?

Grose: It depends. It really depends. I think we live in such a big country. We live in such a specific country, regionally. I think that that does cut across class to some extent.

I often think about this Republican pollster that I interviewed, and she was talking about how paid leave is popular for everyone. Like, men really want it too. And she described talking to a rural dad who had an hourly job, and he was talking about how his wife had a C-section, and she really couldn't lift anything, and he really wanted to be there to help her. That was not seen as unmanly or whatever to him. Like, that was extremely desirable and what he really wanted, and he couldn't afford to take the time off work, because he's an hourly worker. So he doesn't work; doesn't get paid.

So I think about that a lot. I think it just really depends. But I do think more women going to college and college graduates, for the most part, out-earning non-college graduates--I see that as a potentially bigger problem.

Rosin: Right. You just have women in the middle class who are just out-earning the marriageable men around them.

Grose: Right.

Rosin: After the break, we go back to politics and talk about how these gender dynamics are affecting the upcoming election.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so back to this election. The gender divide just keeps getting wider and wider in the U.S. between Republicans and Democrats. Given all the statistics you just said about marriage and family, what would you mark as the origin point of that growing divide?

Grose: Trump. Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump. I literally saw a graph today that showed that the divide really became a yawning gap starting in 2015 among young people. Even the fall of Roe didn't move the needle the way Trump and his rhetoric moved the needle.

Rosin: Really?

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: That's surprising.

Grose: I mean, he is so uniquely repellent to young women. And who can blame them?

And I wonder if also--I mean, and this is more speculation--the outpouring of #MeToo, which I think is an immediate cause, was a response to Trump being elected, in many ways. And perhaps, seeing that sort of outpouring of storytelling and upset, and then seeing that nothing really changed, right? Like, can we point to sort of any demonstrable policy outcomes of #MeToo? Harvey Weinstein's in jail. But sort of on an individual level, is young women's daily experience of sexism markedly different? I don't know.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Grose: And then seeing, like, We did this whole movement. We marched in the streets. And what's changed, socially and culturally, you know? We're now--what?--the third generation post-sexual revolution, post-women really flooding into the workplace and colleges. And so I wonder if that is sort of another frustration.

Rosin: Meaning what?

Grose: Well, cultural progress has stalled somewhat for women, right?

Rosin: I see.

Grose: So you know, obviously Roe was overturned. But it's like, my mom was one of--her medical-school class was like 5 to 10 percent women, right? And so I was raised in a community where my mom was one of the few full-time working moms, right?

And now my daughters are being raised in a community where, I think, all of their friends' moms work full-time.

I do think that there is possibly a sense among young women--it's like, Well, I saw my grandma. My grandma was working. My mom was working. Why, culturally, am I still doing the majority of the work? Why am I still more mature than all of these boys? Why are the expectations on me to be different, a certain kind of way, still what they are when we've been fighting for this for so long?

Rosin: I see. That makes some sense to me, that we had for the last, let's say--it's not even that long, but let's say--50, 60 years been making progress on quantifiable issues, like wages, workplace participation, certain kinds of social acceptability, and now we've landed at the difficult, murky cultural issues, and those do seem stalled in many ways.

Grose: That's exactly what I was trying to say.

Rosin: So digging more into this election, the interesting thing to me in this election is that everyone is fighting over the "normal" territory, like who's weird and who's normal. And while it's novel that Democrats are making headway, it does actually make me a little nervous when people start defining normal--like, collecting around normal, because we all kind of know who they mean and who they're excluding.

So to start with just the low-hanging fruit--that's J.D. Vance. In 2021, when he was running, this is when the "childless" situation came up. And he used the word normal. He said: "Is this just a normal fact of American life, that the leaders of our country should be people who don't have a personal and direct stake in it via their offspring, via their own children and grandchildren?"

This is a policy view that some people in the conservative world like, that people with children should have greater voting power, sort of greater influence in how the country is run.

Grose: One of the things that I find saddest is that there are a lot of policies that pro-family liberals and pro-family conservatives agree on, or at least can come to the table to talk about--child tax credits being the main one, but paid leave is pretty universally popular. I think childcare will never happen, because that is something that they can't agree on, because many conservatives feel the government should not have a role in supporting children being cared for by anybody but their own parents. But, you know, that's another topic.

There are a lot of low-hanging fruit of policy that we could come to a somewhat bipartisan agreement on, but when you frame it as, you know, quote-unquote, "normal people," "parents versus everybody else," it just makes it impossible.

Rosin: Yeah, what's confusing about J. D. Vance is sometimes he talks about the family issues in this culture-war-ish ways, like the Vance who talks to Tucker Carlson about cat ladies, but then there's the J. D. Vance who, in mixed company, talks in a lot more measured ways about being pro-family. Like, maybe he could come to an agreement on child tax credits.

Grose: Well, you know, listen--I don't know what is in this man's heart. I have never spoken to him. But I suspect, based on the things he said before he became pro-Trump and the things that he said after he became pro-Trump, that this is calculated. I don't know that it's a sincere belief. I just don't know.

He has, you know, explained his sort of change and revelations, and he's converted, and he's moved to a different mindset. And that's, you know--maybe that's genuine. I don't know.

I mean, to me, it's just bad politics, because there are a lot of people without children who vote Republican. So why are you alienating voters? Like, that's number one: Don't alienate huge groups of people.

Like, it's just a bad idea. But I do think, number one, if it is not genuine, it's to appeal to, you know, his potential future boss and all of his followers. And if it is genuine, I think it is pushed further and deeper by reading and listening to sources that just echo a very narrow idea and push you further into the same talking points, and surrounding yourself with the same people who only believe these things and sort of gets you into sort of more extreme territory on these issues.

Rosin: Yeah, I suppose that's other whole version of J.D. Vance, which is the very-online version of him.

Grose: Yes.

Rosin: Like, when he's gone on conservative podcasts in the past and talked, for example, about how childless leaders are "more sociopathic." This is the kind of language that comes from certain corners of the internet.

Grose: Yeah. And if you hear him talk on all these podcasts that people were furiously clipping, it's clear when he speaks to this audience of conservative bros, it's almost unintelligible to people who are not versed in their shorthand. Well, one thing they often say about parents versus nonparents is that nonparents don't have quote-unquote "skin in the game."

And it's just like, What do you mean? They're part of society. They're in the community. They're using parks. They're using roads. Like, they do have skin in the game. Like, they do.

Rosin: I just want to say: I am the parent of three children. I love my children. I find this argument to be absolutely absurd because people who have children are narrowly focused on their family and their children. And anybody who doesn't have children is probably spending a lot more time thinking about the community, making more-logical decisions about broader issues and what should be done. Like, I would not pick a busy parent of three kids to be the one to make, like, broad social policy and decide what our future is.

You're welcome to write me all the hate mail you want, parents. Again, I have three children, and I love them all. But I find just, like, the base idea that parents are more invested or intelligent about the future to be absurd.

Grose: Well, actually, the part of it that bothers me more is the idea that parents are more moral than nonparents. In statements defending them--both Sean Combs, [who] is accused of really vile sexual assault, and then Justin Timberlake, who was pulled over for driving under the influence--they said that they were family men. And they use that phrase, "family men." And it's like, Who cares?

Rosin: Right.

Grose: It has absolutely nothing to do with the crimes they are alleged to have committed.

Rosin: Yes. Absolutely.

Grose: And that it's even in the year 2024 used as some kind of defense--or, you know, moral superiority or whitewashing or whatever it is--is, like, insane to me.

Rosin: I mean, I think this is why I love in your book this surfacing of the scripts, because there's just an unconscious, assumed "family equals good." And so you can just call that up in any moment that you need to. It's just so--exactly. He could be a terrible father. I wouldn't, I mean--Puff Daddy--I wouldn't want him to be the parent of a young girl.

Grose: Donald Trump is a family man. Like, Who cares?

Rosin: Yes. That's, like, a data point about someone, like their age. It doesn't say anything about their moral worth or goodness.

Grose: Well, my spiciest take, which is: I just think that we still have a first lady or first gentleman in the year 2024 is absurd. This is an unpaid job. Why? For what? Pay someone to do that job, and stop making the president and the vice president our mommy and daddy. Like, What Freudian nonsense is this? Like, I don't like it at all. (Laughs.)

And I hate the focus on, you know, the scrutiny. I felt so bad for the scrutiny on the Bush twins and Malia and Sasha Obama. Like, Leave the kids alone. Leave Barron Trump alone. Let him live at NYU. I don't care what he's doing. Like, I hate it. I hate all that.

And that is the one thing I agree with Melania Trump about. Like, Leave them alone. Just leave them all alone. Do not bring this sideshow into the government. Like, it has nothing to do with the job of being president, and it shouldn't.

Rosin: Right. Right. So what is the Democratic vision of families? Like, what do we actually see from the left?

Grose: Well, I do think it is, again, these cultural scripts, and these were around when you wrote your book. For college-educated people--and now there is an association with college education and being a Democratic, liberal voter, so that's an association that exists--children are seen as the capstone. So you get married. You get a good job. You then have kids.

And I think that there is more room in conservative cultures to have kids when they come. And there's also a lot more pressure not to have, in religious circles, to not have sex before you're married, and if you do get pregnant, to get married. And that association has actually loosened over time. But it's still, I think, somewhat of the attitude--that, like, You should have kids really young, and even if you can't fully financially provide for them, that's okay. You'll figure it out.

I think that is, you know, not the norm [among the] college educated and especially urban, college educated. I mean, if you look at the average age of first-time moms in places like New York and San Francisco, it is now, you know, pushing 35. It's like 33.

Rosin: Right, so it's not childless cat ladies. It's just, like, "delay the children and also have a cat" lady.

Grose: Well, delay the children because you're getting educated and because living in cities is really expensive. I mean, I think I would like just to generally push back on the negative framing of all of this. It's like, It's good that women have access to education. It is good that it is much more unusual for people under 19 to have children. Like, these are all things that we saw as unalloyed societal goods, right? Like, and now there's sort of this funhouse mirror of, like, No. It's bad. Now it's bad. It's like, Well, is it? Is it just: We have new challenges because of these changes?

And so I sort of just always want to make sure we're framing it that way, that it's like, There's new challenges. Yes. We do have to think about the birth rate more. We do have to think about how hard it is for people to start wanted families. We do have to think about, you know: Are people not meeting people that they want to have children with anymore, and why is that? And it's so complicated.

I can't, I mean--I just don't think that there is some crisis of the liberal family. I just don't buy that. I think many liberal men and women in their 20s have anxiety and dread about having children, but people have always had anxiety and dread about having children.

For my book, I read the diaries and letters of women going back hundreds of years, and their emotions were identical to what people feel today about having children. It's scary. It's, you know--the greatest responsibility you can have is for other humans. The only difference now is many people have an actual choice about whether to become parents. It is somewhat socially acceptable to not have children. And it's like: The second it is even barely socially acceptable to not have children, there's this huge backlash and panic and fear. And I think we should be really highly suspicious of that.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Grose: Like these feelings are not new. People have always felt this way. Why are we--

Rosin: --so afraid of them?

Grose: So afraid of them, saying these emotions are aberrant and not, you know--if having children is the right thing for you to do, these are normal feelings to have on the journey to get there.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

In terms of political theater, that is, if you could mandate something, what would it be? Would you be like, You're never allowed to talk about a politician's family? You would ban the term, you know, first gentleman, first lady. Like, what would Jess Grose's rules of political theater be?

Grose: Oh, it would definitely be: We never talk about anyone's family. We just never talk about it. We only talk about their policies. We do not parade them around at conventions. We do not blow up their Instagrams. Like, it's ridiculous. Like, I just--it only turns negative, I think. And I think it's, especially to minor children, unfair.

Rosin: Yeah. And I think in a deeper way, what it does is perpetuate the script that the only person who can be in charge of us, our leader--the only person we can trust, the only person of good character--is a person with a so-called normal family.

Grose: I agree with that.

Rosin: All right. Well, we're in full agreement. Jess, thank you so much for coming on the show.

Grose: Anytime.

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

Trump's running mate is a polished debater--but he still left three big tells about the danger he'd be in the White House.

by David Frum




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


Tim Walz stumbled and struggled on the debate stage in New York last night, while J. D. Vance spoke smoothly and effectively.

I've known Vance for 15 years. In that time, I've witnessed many reinventions of the Vance story, heard many different retellings of who he is and what he believes. Last night, he debuted one more retelling. His performance of the role was well executed. The script was almost entirely fiction. Yet theater reviews aside, three issues of substance stayed with me.

The first is that Vance truly is no friend of Israel's.

The evening opened with a question about yesterday's Iranian missile barrage. This question presented Vance with a trap. On the one hand, Vance's party wants to criticize the Biden-Harris administration as weak on defense, soft on Iran. On the other hand, Vance is himself intensely hostile to U.S. alliances. He has led the fight to deny aid to Ukraine. He keeps company with conspiracy theorists who promote anti-Semitism. Vance managed that contradiction in the debate mostly by evading the question about what the U.S. might do to support Israel. Israel's actions, he said, were a matter for Israel to decide; beyond that, he had nothing to say.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

But the trick in evading a question is that the evasion works only if it goes unnoticed. This evasion does not. If you care about Israel, what you heard was nothing where there needed to be something. He offered no solidarity with the Israeli families who had spent the evening in bomb shelters because of the most massive country-to-country ballistic-missile attack in the history of the world. No friendship, no sympathy, for the state of Israel. Above all, what Vance delivered--Israel will do what Israel will do--was a message of abandonment, not a message of support. If you wondered what kind of voice Vance would be in the Situation Room when Israel is under threat, now you know: not a friend.

The second enduring impression is that Vance has thoroughly analyzed the Republican problem on abortion and decided that the only option is to lie his way out.

When the Trump Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022, it opened the door to a new regime of state-level policing and punishment of American women. After this year's election, Republicans may or may not have the votes in Congress to pass a national abortion ban. That's not the most important question, however. The most important question is: Will a Republican administration use executive power to aid Republican states in their surveillance of American women? Vance's own record on that is emphatic: Yes, he will, and, yes, he has.

Onstage, Vance disavowed his record. He professed support for generous investment in maternal health and child nutrition. But his record has not disappeared because he denied it. Vance's actual preferred health policy is to restore to health insurers the right to treat people with preexisting conditions differently--to do less risk-sharing, not more, even if that leaves many Americans without affordable insurance. Women and children face more health risks than able-bodied men. Vance's policies are the direct opposite of Vance's slogans.

American women have had their privacy and autonomy ripped away from them--and Vance offered nothing to protect them. He was able to purr his way past his own cat-lady comments. But if American women were wondering, What happens to us under a Trump-Vance administration?, they have their answer: Your sex life and reproductive rights will be subject to government control in a way it has not been for half a century.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The third enduring impression is that Vance remains all in on Trump plots to overthrow the election. At the podium last night, Vance refused to accept the results of the 2020 election. That's not just a lie about history. It's a threat to the future.

Right now, Republicans in key states are working to bend the law to convert voting defeats into Electoral College victories. They hope to disenfranchise unwanted voters, to disqualify unwanted votes, to use a bag of old Jim Crow tricks and some new ones to defeat the people's verdict in 2024. Vance's answer about Trump's violent coup after the last election expresses his willingness to support and assist his party's stealthier subversion of the coming election.

You have been warned.
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You're Killing Me, Walz

If Minnesota's governor is on the Democratic ticket for his retail politics, why is he flubbing basic questions about prior misstatements?

by Elaine Godfrey




About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?"

"Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that you rode your bike with your buddies 'til the street lights come on." He went on to explain how, as a teacher, he'd taken young people on educational visits to China. "I have poured my heart into my community. I've tried to do the best I can, but I've not been perfect, and I'm a knucklehead at times."

Kamala Harris chose Walz, most observers have agreed, for his Everyman aesthetic and fluency in retail politics. And so far, the affable former high-school football coach and hype man for Menards has mostly received glowing reviews. He is much more adept than his Republican counterpart, J. D. Vance, at engaging with voters as a regular guy.

Which is why he should have had a better answer last night. And Walz's failure to provide a coherent, succinct correction for an entirely predictable inquiry about one of his flubs suggests ill-preparedness for a spotlight that is only going to get brighter--and harsher--in the weeks to come.

Vance delivered a slick debate performance, though it would be a mistake to call it a "win" when he engaged in so much sinister revisionist history. In what would turn out to be the most striking moment of the night, Vance refused to admit that Donald Trump lost the 2020 election. The senator from Ohio also mischaracterized Trump's attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act, and Vance claimed, falsely, that he's never supported a national abortion ban.

Walz, for his part, deployed a few effective jabs. "That's a damning nonanswer," he said simply, after Vance's election-denial tap dancing. Another time, in an exchange about gun-violence prevention and mental-health care, Walz looked right at the camera and said, "Sometimes it just is the guns. It's just the guns."

But when you're running a campaign against liars and bloviators, it becomes all the more important not to lie or bloviate. And the Walz fumble on China was sloppy enough--and early enough in the proceedings--to feel significant. After his first answer, CBS's Brennan gave him another chance to clarify. "All I said on this was, I got there that summer--and misspoke on this," Walz said, before taking a long pause. "So I was in Hong Kong and China during the democracy protests, and from that, I learned a lot of what needed to be in governance."

The bungled response made the moment worse than it needed to be. And calling himself a "knucklehead" came off more cringeworthy than charming. But it wasn't the first time Walz has been ensnared by his own nonanswers. In August, a video surfaced on social media in which Walz referred to weapons "that I carried in war" to explain his support for an assault-weapons ban. Walz served in the Army National Guard for 24 years, but was never deployed to a combat zone. Asked about it in a sit-down interview, Walz had an exchange with CNN's Dana Bash that followed a now-familiar pattern.

"You said that you carried weapons in war, but you have never deployed, actually, in a war zone. A campaign official said that you misspoke. Did you?" Bash asked.

"I speak candidly. I wear my emotions on my sleeves, and I speak especially passionately about our children being shot in schools and around guns. So I think people know me. They know who I am," Walz said.

Bash pressed. "Did you misspeak, as the campaign has said?"

"I said we were talking about--in this case, this was after a school shooting--the ideas of carrying these weapons of war," Walz replied, "and my wife, the English teacher, told me my grammar is not always correct."

Some Democrats dismiss these fumbles. "So he had a bad answer to something that happened 35 years ago. Next!" the political strategist James Carville told me. That's right in the sense that Walz's remarks seem more slippery than nefarious. He isn't obfuscating, as Vance is, about the results of the 2020 election.

Still, Walz's sloppiness highlights a bigger problem with media accessibility and versatility for the Harris campaign. Both Democratic principals have been reticent, seemingly reluctant to engage with the press; lately, Walz especially has been tightly bubble-wrapped. Unlike the Republican vice-presidential candidate, Walz does not regularly appear on cable-news programs or spar with reporters at campaign events. He is out of practice, and it shows.

This morning, perhaps as an attempt at post-debate cleanup, the Harris campaign announced that Walz is expanding his schedule. The governor will travel to several swing states in the next few weeks, and do a lot more media appearances, including a podcast, a late-night-TV hit, and two national-TV interviews. That will surely help Walz get in some badly needed reps. Perhaps he's kicking himself that he didn't before last night.
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Revenge of the Office

Many of America's corporate executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment.

by Rose Horowitch




More than a year since the World Health Organization declared the end of the pandemic public-health emergency, you might expect the remote-work wars to have reached a peace settlement. Plenty of academic research suggests that hybrid policies, which white-collar professionals favor overwhelmingly, pan out well for companies and their employees.

But last month, Amazon CEO Andy Jassy announced that the company's more than 350,000 corporate employees must return to the office five days a week come January. In a memo, Jassy explained that he wants teams to be "joined at the hip" as they try to out-innovate other companies.

His employees don't seem happy about it. The Amazon announcement was met with white-collar America's version of a protest--a petition, angry LinkedIn posts, tense debates on Slack--and experts predict that some top talent will leave for companies with more flexible policies. Since May 2023, Amazon has allowed corporate employees to work from home two days a week by default. But to Jassy, 15 months of hybrid work only demonstrated the superiority of full-time in-office collaboration.

Derek Thompson: The biggest problem with remote work

Many corporate executives agree with him. Hybrid arrangements currently dominate white-collar workplaces, but a recent survey of 400 CEOs in the United States by the accounting firm KPMG found that 79 percent want their corporate employees to be in the office full-time in the next three years, up from 63 percent the year before. Many of America's executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment, and as the Amazon announcement suggests, some are ready to fight to end it. They seem to be fighting not only because they believe that the evidence is on their side, but also because they long to return to the pre-pandemic office experience. (Management professors even have a name for this: "executive nostalgia.") Quite simply, they are convinced that having employees in the office is good for business--and that having them in the office more is even better.

Managers have some empirical basis for preferring in-person work. A 2023 study of one Fortune 500 company found that software engineers who worked in proximity to one another received 22 percent more feedback than engineers who didn't, and ended up producing better code. "When I was on Wall Street, I learned by showing up to the office," Imran Khan, a hedge-fund founder and the former chief strategy officer of Snap, told me. "How do you learn if you don't come to work?"

Remote work can also take a toll on creativity and culture. A study of Microsoft employees found that communication stalled when they went remote during the pandemic. Another found that people came up with less creative product pitches when they met over Zoom rather than in person. Eric Pritchett, an entrepreneur and a Harvard Business Review adviser, had the ill fortune to launch Terzo, his AI start-up, in March 2020. He left California for Georgia, where social-distancing rules were laxer and he could call people into the office. "You think of these iconic companies," he said, counting off Amazon, Tesla, and Nike. "These iconic companies didn't invent themselves on Zoom." (Even Zoom, in August 2023, told employees to come into the office two days a week.) Jassy, the Amazon CEO, wrote in his back-to-office memo that he wanted Amazon to operate "like the world's largest startup."

But some Amazon employees don't buy Jassy's argument. CJ Felli has worked at Amazon Web Services since 2019. When the pandemic sent workers home, he was apprehensive about spending every day at his Seattle apartment. Now he's a work-from-home evangelist. "I was able to deliver projects," he told me. "I could work longer than I could in the office, I could eat healthier, and I was able to get more done." He earned a promotion during the pandemic and was praised for his efficiency, which he sees as further evidence of his productivity gains. His colleagues who have kids or who get distracted in Amazon's open-floor-plan office tell him that their work has improved too.

If remote work is such a drag, its defenders ask, then why has business been booming since the pandemic? Profits are up, even as employees code in sweatpants or practice their golf swing. As one Amazon employee wrote on LinkedIn, "I'd rather spend a couple of days being really productive at my house, taking lunch walks with my dog (or maybe a bike ride). This is how my brain works." One mid-level manager at Salesforce, who spoke on condition of anonymity in order to publicly criticize his employer's policies, pointed to the company's success throughout the pandemic. "We're not machines either," he told me. "People aren't meant to just be wrung like a towel to get every drip of productivity out of them."

The big-picture data are a bit fuzzy. Some studies have found a modest negative effect on productivity--defined as work accomplished per hour on the clock--when companies switch to fully remote work. But this can be at least partly offset by the commuting time that workers regain, some of which they spend working longer hours. "There is no sound reason to expect the productivity effects of remote work to be uniform across jobs, workers, managers, and organizations," as one academic overview puts it. The debate between bosses and workers "feels a lot like my view of how productive my teenager is being when she says she's working while talking to her friends on her cellphone," Nicholas Bloom, a Stanford professor who co-authored the study, told me. "She's probably doing more work than I think--which is zero--and probably less work than she thinks, which is a lot."

In theory, hybrid work should be the compromise that satisfies both sides. A May Gallup poll found that only 7 percent of employees wanted to work in person five days a week, 33 percent wanted to be fully remote, and 60 percent wanted some kind of hybrid arrangement. A study by Bloom found that employees of the travel site Trip.com who spent three days in the office were just as likely to be promoted as their fully in-person counterparts. They wrote code of the same caliber, and were more likely to stay at the company. Crucially, after a six-month trial, managers who had initially opposed hybrid work had revised their opinion. All of that helps explain why the percentage of companies with a hybrid policy for most corporate employees doubled from 20 percent at the start of 2023 to about 40 percent today, according to the Flex Index, which tracks work arrangements.

Ed Zitron: Why managers fear a remote-work future

But as Amazon's announcement shows, the decisions around work arrangements were never going to be just about the data. When Jassy spoke last year about the company's decision to move from a remote policy to a hybrid one, he said that it was based on a "judgment" by the leadership team but wasn't informed by specific findings. Executives might just have an intuition that in-office work is better for the companies they helped build. It may make their jobs easier to have everyone close by. They also seem to find it hard to believe that their employees are doing as much work when they're at home as when they're in the office, where everyone can see them. Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google, said the company fell behind in the AI arms race because employees weren't in the office. "Google decided that work-life balance and going home early and working from home was more important than winning," he said in a speech at Stanford. "The reason start-ups work is because the people work like hell." (He later claimed that he "misspoke about Google and their work hours.")

"I largely do believe we are moving toward some truce between executives and employees," Rob Sadow, the CEO of Flex Index, told me. "But I also think this is much less settled than the average person thinks it is." He predicts that the battle will drag on for years. Companies might have trouble actually enforcing a full-time in-office policy for workers who have gotten used to flexibility. Talented coders are still in high demand. Theoretically, if enough people from Amazon decamp to Microsoft, say, then Jassy could be all but forced to backtrack. Bloom has followed one company that officially requires people to be in the office three days a week; most employees spend fewer than two days in person. He was skeptical that Amazon would discipline a high-performing employee who preferred to code from the couch. The middle manager at Salesforce told me that he is preparing a list of excuses he can offer to executives who ask why his team isn't in the office.

But executives have tools at their disposal too. Amazon and Google have already begun tracking badge data and confronting hybrid workers who don't show up as often as they're told to. (An Amazon spokesperson told me that the company hopes to eventually stop surveilling employees' work locations.) Even if bosses struggle to penalize their employees, perhaps they can lure them in with promises of career advancement. Eighty-six percent of the CEOs in the KPMG survey said they would reward employees who worked in person with promotions and raises. "You're a young person coming out of college, and you want to be CEO someday--you will not get there via remote work," Ron Kruszewski, the CEO of the investment bank Stifel, says of his company. "It just won't happen."
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The Truth About Immigration and the American Worker

<span>In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.</span>

by Roge Karma




Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working class. It's a message that the former president repeats in one form or another at just about every one of his public appearances.

The argument carries a certain commonsense logic: Immigration means more workers competing for jobs, which translates to lower wages and employment rates for the native-born. During Tuesday night's vice-presidential debate, Republican Senator J. D. Vance said that his boss's proposal to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants would "be really good for our workers, who just want to earn a fair wage for doing a good day's work."

Mainstream Democrats used to vigorously dispute the notion that immigration hurt native-born workers. No longer. Today, the two major parties are jockeying to convince voters that they are the ones who will truly secure the border. To the extent that liberals still defend immigration, they often do so by arguing that deporting migrants would reduce the labor supply and send prices soaring again--an argument that implicitly accepts the premise that immigrants do in fact depress wages.

This is a tragedy. The effect of immigration on wages is one of the most thoroughly studied topics in empirical economics, and the results are clear: Immigrants do not make native-born workers worse off, and probably make them better off. In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.

Econ 101 tells us that when the supply of a good, like labor, increases, then the price of that good falls. This is the lens through which economists viewed immigration for much of the 20th century: great for corporations (cheap labor) and consumers (lower prices) but bad for native-born workers. Then a study came along that shattered the consensus.

In 1980, Fidel Castro briefly lifted Cuba's ban on emigration, leading 125,000 people, most of whom lacked a high-school education, to travel from Mariel Bay to Miami in what became known as the Mariel Boatlift. In a few months, Miami's workforce expanded by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands because of immigration in a typical year, creating the perfect conditions for a natural experiment. The economist David Card later realized that if he compared Miami with cities that did not experience the boatlift, he could isolate the effect that immigration had on native-born earning power. If immigrants really did depress wages, then surely the effect would be visible in Miami in the 1980s.

Instead, in a paper published in 1990, Card found that the boatlift had virtually no effect on either the wages or employment prospects of native-born workers in Miami, including those who lacked a college degree. Economists have since used similar natural experiments to study the effect of immigration in countries including Israel and Denmark, arriving at the same conclusion that Card did. (These studies mostly focus on low-skill immigration; high-skill immigration has long been viewed almost universally as economically beneficial.)

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

The simple Econ 101 story turned out to have a blind spot: Immigrants aren't just workers who compete for jobs; they are also consumers who buy things. They therefore increase not only the supply of labor, which reduces wages, but also the demand for it, which raises them. In the end, the two forces appear to cancel each other out. (The same logic explains why commentators who suggest that immigration is a helpful inflation-fighting tool are probably wrong. I have made a version of this mistake myself.)

Inevitably, not everyone accepted the new consensus. In a paper first circulated in 2015, the Harvard economist George Borjas reanalyzed Card's data and concluded that even though average wages were indeed unaffected, the wages for natives who lacked a high-school degree--and thus competed most directly with the Marielitos--had fallen as a result of the boatlift. Borjas's study seemed to back up restrictionist policy with empirical data, and for that reason became a pillar of anti-immigration discourse. In 2017, for example, Stephen Miller cited it when pressed by a New York Times reporter for evidence that immigration hurts American workers.

But Borjas's debunking of Card, such as it was, has itself been debunked. The data underlying his argument turned out to be extremely suspect. Borjas had excluded women, Hispanic people, and workers who weren't "prime age" from his analysis, arguing that the remaining group represented the workers most vulnerable to immigrant competition. As the economist Michael Clemens has pointed out, Borjas ended up with an absurdly tiny sample of just 17 workers a year, making it impossible to distinguish a legitimate finding from pure statistical noise. Another study looking at the same data, but for all native-born workers without a high-school degree, found no negative impact on wages. Subsequent natural experiment studies have yielded similar conclusions. "Economic models have long predicted that low-skill immigration would hurt the wages of low-skill workers," Leah Boustan, an economist at Princeton University, told me. "But that turns out not to be true when we actually look at what happens in the real world."

On paper, immigrants and natives without a high-school education might look like easily substitutable workers. In reality, they aren't. Take the restaurant industry. New immigrants may disproportionately get hired as fry cooks, which, in turn, depresses wages for native-born fry cooks. But by lowering costs and generating lots of new demand, those same immigrants enable more restaurants to open that need not just fry cooks but also servers and hosts and bartenders. Native-born workers have an edge at getting those jobs, because, unlike new immigrants, they have the English skills and tacit cultural knowledge required to perform them.

This dynamic helps explain why many efforts to deport immigrants have hurt native-born workers. From 2008 to 2014, the Department of Homeland Security deported about half a million undocumented immigrants through its "Secure Communities" program. Because the initiative was rolled out in different counties at different times, researchers were able to compare how workers fared in places where mass deportation was under way against outcomes for those in as-yet unaffected places. They found that for every 100 migrant workers who were deported, nine fewer jobs existed for natives; native workers' wages also fell slightly. Other studies of immigration crackdowns throughout American history have reached similar conclusions. When a community loses immigrant workers, the result isn't higher-paid natives; it's fewer child-care services provided, fewer meals prepared, and fewer homes built.

Low-skill immigration does have some economic costs. Most studies find that the income of other immigrants takes a hit when a new wave of migrants arrives. Low-skill immigration also tends to slightly exacerbate inequality because it increases demand for college-educated professionals such as doctors, managers, and lawyers, resulting in even larger wage gains for that group. But these complications don't mean that immigration is crushing the American working class.

Hold on, immigration's critics say: Natural experiments can only tell you so much. You must instead look at the broad sweep of American history. As the liberal New York Times columnist David Leonhardt has pointed out, the decades in which American workers experienced their fastest income gains--the 1940s, '50s, and '60s--occurred when immigration was near historic lows; since the '70s, immigration has surged while wages for the median worker have stagnated. "The trajectory of American history tells a very clear story," Oren Cass, the chief economist at American Compass, a conservative think tank, told me. "High levels of immigration are correlated with poor outcomes for workers."

The problem with relying on history is that correlations also only tell you so much. Some readers will recall that quite a few things have changed since the 1970s; most relevant for our purposes, these include the loosening of trade policy, the weakening of labor unions, and the enormous rise in corporate concentration. All of these trends have been more persuasively linked to the declining fortunes of the working class. Without some evidence of causation, the co-incidence of stagnating wages and rising immigration really does look like just that: a coincidence.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two data points are instructive here. First, the parts of the country that have received the largest numbers of immigrants in recent decades--Texas, Florida, the D.C.-to-Boston corridor--are those that have experienced the least wage stagnation. Second, since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the U.S. has experienced both a huge surge in illegal immigration and perhaps the most significant reduction of wage inequality since the 1940s. That doesn't mean high levels of immigration caused the spike in wages at the bottom. But that's exactly the point: Historical trends don't necessarily imply neat causal relationships.

The other problem is that you can just as easily make the circumstantial case that the natural-experiment literature underestimates the economic benefits of immigration. The aforementioned Denmark study tracked every single individual across the country (something that isn't possible in the U.S. because of data constraints) over a 20-year period and found that low-skill natives who were most exposed to immigration responded by pursuing higher levels of education and moving to higher-paying occupations. Ultimately they achieved higher earnings than their peers who weren't exposed to immigration. A study in the U.S. found that immigrants were 80 percent more likely than native-born Americans to start a business, and that the rate of entrepreneurship was just as high for immigrants from low-income countries as those from high-income countries. "Immigrants to the U.S. create so many successful businesses that they ultimately appear to create more jobs as founders than they fill as workers," Benjamin F. Jones, one of the authors, wrote in The Atlantic last year. Immigrants, he noted, are inherently risk-takers. "We should not be surprised that they are exceptionally entrepreneurial once they arrive."

I admit to being partial to this view for personal reasons. My grandfather came to the U.S. in the 1960s as an undocumented immigrant from Lebanon, having never finished high school and speaking very little English. Within a few months, he landed a job as a car mechanic at a local gas station, leaving for work each morning before his kids woke up and returning after they were asleep at night. An economic study might find that he helped depress the wages of native-born mechanics, which might have been balanced out by his spending in other areas. What it probably wouldn't capture is what happened next: He opened up his own station, and then another, and then another, employing dozens of mostly native-born mechanics, attendants, and cashiers. Along the way, he became a darling of his community, bringing a little bit of Arab hospitality to a mostly white suburb of New Jersey. His life was its own kind of natural experiment.

The appeal of restricting immigration has, to put it lightly, never been primarily about economics. Surveys of public opinion generally find that people's feelings about immigration are driven less by material concerns than they are by cultural anxieties about crime, social norms, and national identity. Anti-immigrant sentiment is much higher among older Americans (many of whom are retired) living in rural areas that contain few immigrants than it is among working-age Americans in immigrant-heavy cities such as New York and Los Angeles.

Even if conservative policy wonks sincerely believe that limiting immigration would help the American worker, the guy at the top of the Republican ticket clearly has other things on his mind. In his debate against Kamala Harris, Trump, who has accused immigrants of "poisoning the blood of our country," mentioned the supposed economic impact of migration exactly once. He spent much more time portraying undocumented immigrants as a marauding horde of psychopathic murderers "pouring into our country from prisons and jails, from mental institutions and insane asylums." At one now-infamous moment, he even claimed that immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. In Trump's hands, the economic case against immigration is a fig leaf that barely obscures a much larger and more nakedly bigoted body of work.

Gilad Edelman: Donald Trump's theory of everything

The example of Springfield is a revealing one. In the past few years, thousands of Haitian immigrants--overwhelmingly with legal status--have settled in the town of 58,000. This has led to some problems. Housing prices rose quickly. The health-care and education systems have come under stress. And relations between longtime residents and the new arrivals have at times been contentious, especially after a traffic accident caused by a Haitian immigrant last year resulted in the death of an 11-year-old boy.

But after decades of dwindling population and shrinking job opportunities, Springfield has also experienced a jolt of economic energy. The immigrants have helped auto factories stay in operation, filled shortages at distribution centers, and enabled new restaurants and small businesses to open. Wage growth in the city took off during the migration wave and stayed above 6 percent for two years, though it has since slowed down. And the flip side of strain on the housing, education, and health-care systems is that there are now more jobs available for construction workers, teachers, and nurses to meet that increased demand. "What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, said in a recent interview, referring to the Haitian immigrants. "They're very happy to have them there, and frankly, that's helped the economy."

For DeWine and other public officials, this is a trade that is well worth making: Immigrants might cause some social tensions, but overall they make the place better off. Others, of course, disagree. According to Gallup, 2024 is the first year in nearly two decades that a majority of the public wants less immigration to the U.S. In the past year alone, the desire to reduce the amount of immigration has jumped by 10 points for Democrats and 15 points for Republicans. No matter who wins in November, we will likely see more restrictive immigration policy in years to come. If that is the will of the voters, so be it. Just don't expect it to do anything to help the working class.
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What Conservatives Mean by 'Freedom of Speech'

They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored.

by Adam Serwer




The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.

Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by fraud and later by force--the 2020 presidential election, which he lost. J. D. Vance, the Republican who was selected to replace former Vice President Mike Pence on the ticket precisely because he is the sort of quisling lapdog who would participate in such a scheme, retorted that Walz supported "Facebook censorship."

"You can't yell 'fire' in a crowded theater. That's the test. That's the Supreme Court test," Walz said.

"Tim. Fire in a crowded theater? You guys wanted to kick people off of Facebook for saying that toddlers should not wear masks," Vance replied.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The equivalence that Vance draws between social-media moderation and Trump trying to stage a coup is ridiculous, but revealing in terms of how conservatives have come to conceive of free speech: They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored. Walz is simply wrong about the Supreme Court standard for what kind of speech can be outlawed, but the invocation of that archaic test does illustrate how safety can become an excuse for state censorship. It just so happens that social-media moderation is not state censorship, because social media is not the government.

In 1919, the Supreme Court upheld the convictions of socialist anti-war protesters under the Espionage Act in Schenk v. United States. The accused, Charles Schenk and Elizabeth Baer, had been passing out flyers urging people to resist the draft during World War I. The Court ruled unanimously in an opinion written by Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. that the convictions were constitutional, with Holmes writing, "The most stringent protection of free speech would not protect a man in falsely shouting fire in a theatre and causing a panic. It does not even protect a man from an injunction against uttering words that may have all the effect of force." (The next time someone tries to tell you that "words are violence" is something left-wing college students came up with, remind them that the U.S. Supreme Court said it first.)

The cultural context here is as important as the legal one. As the legal scholar Geoffrey Stone writes in Perilous Times, the country was in the throes of the first Red Scare, and the Supreme Court was "firmly in conservative hands. The values and experiences of the justices led most of them to hold anarchists, socialists, and other 'radical' dissenters in contempt." As Stone notes, Schenk and Baer's pamphlets urged political support for repeal of the draft, not even unlawful obstruction of it. The justices, however, did not consider the political beliefs of those they were judging to have value, and therefore they had no problem seeing people thrown in jail for those beliefs, no matter what the First Amendment said. After all, it was wartime.

So there was no fire, no crowd, and no theater. What actually happened was that some people had unpopular political beliefs and the government wanted to throw them in jail, and the Supreme Court said that was fine. That also happens to be the kind of thing that Trump wants to do as president, the kind of thing that the arch-conservative Supreme Court has decided he should have immunity for doing.

The Schenk standard, however, was repealed in Brandenburg v. Ohio in 1969, a case involving Clarence Brandenburg, a Ku Klux Klan leader who was convicted under a state law that prohibited advocating political change through terrorism. The Supreme Court--then a liberal court, something that had not existed before and has not since--overturned his conviction, ruling that that government can only bar speech advocating "imminent lawless action" that is "likely to incite or produce such action." Stone writes that the Court was trying to tie its own hands to prevent the government from acting under the spell of "fear and hysteria" that can be brought on by wartime. It's a much better standard than the kind that gets you imprisoned for handing out pamphlets. (Vance, a Yale Law graduate, is probably aware that Trump's speech working up a mob that went on to ransack the Capitol and try to hang Pence could meet that much higher standard, known as the "Brandenburg test.")

But the fact that the government can put you in prison points to how matters of free speech are different for social-media companies. Social-media companies can't put you in prison, because they are not the government. They can ban users for not adhering to their standards, but this in itself is a form of speech: Just as the right-wing website Breitbart does not have to publish my writing, social-media companies do not have to publish the content of users who violate their rules. Social-media moderation is not state censorship, and it should not be treated as such. Conservatives understand this when the moderation decisions land in their favor, which is why the union-busting billionaire Elon Musk's favoritism toward conservative speech and attempts to silence his critics on the social-media platform X have not drawn the attention of the Republican majority in Congress. Nor should they--he owns the place; he can do what he wants with it. The point is that conservatives fully get the distinction when they want to.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

Vance's implicit position is that conservatives have a state-enforced right to the use of private platforms; that the state can and should force private companies to publish speech that those companies disagree with, as long as that speech is right-wing. Such a policy really would be a form of censorship.

Immediately after Trump's disastrous September debate, conservatives, including Trump himself, began calling for ABC News to lose its broadcast license for fact-checking Trump's lies about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio. These threats of state retaliation against media outlets--or anyone who speaks out against Trump--illustrate that what conservatives mean when they talk about free speech is a legal right to use private platforms as venues for right-wing propaganda, whether or not those platforms wish to be used that way. That is a form of censorship far more authoritarian than private social-media platforms deciding they don't want to carry rants about COVID shots putting microchips in your blood that can receive signals from alien invaders.

As for Walz, he foolishly cited an archaic standard that the Supreme Court has thankfully abandoned, one that in actuality shows how dangerous it can be for the government to pick and choose which speech is acceptable. Walz has previously asserted that "misinformation" and "hate speech" are not protected, a mistaken belief that is unfortunately popular among some on the left. The flawed standard he cited last night explains why such speech is and should be protected--because the window for state power to police what individual people say should be as small as reasonably possible.

His opponents Trump and Vance, however, do not think that such an approach is dangerous at all. A government that chooses which speech to punish and which to promote is their ideal situation, provided that they are the ones in charge.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/vance-maga-free-speech-social-media-debate/680121/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Thank You for Calling, President Trump

<em>We Live Here Now</em><span>: A new podcast from </span><em>The Atlantic</em><span>.</span><em> </em><span>Episode 3.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

January 6 could have faded for Republicans as a day they'd rather not talk about. But then six months later, Donald Trump landed on a story that's become useful to him. He started talking about Ashli Babbitt, the woman who was fatally shot by a Capitol Police officer. Over a few weeks, Trump started spinning a new story: Babbitt was a martyr, and the people imprisoned for January 6 were political prisoners, and the villain was the Deep State, the same shady entity that denied him the presidency.

In this episode of We Live Here Now, we trace how Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, got Trump's attention and may have changed the course of history as a result. Witthoeft never had anything to do with politics before her daughter was killed. But by her constant presence at January 6 vigils and rallies, she managed to create a new reality.

This is the third 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:

Lauren Ober: I wonder what justice looks like and what happens if it doesn't come.

Hanna Rosin: This is a question Lauren would ask Micki a lot.

Micki Witthoeft: I want to see somebody held accountable for my daughter's death.

Nicole Reffitt: Exactly.

Witthoeft: You know, I want to see a lot of people held accountable for my daughter's death and the way she's been treated since then.

Ober: By whom?

Witthoeft: By people that consider her disposable.

Ober: What happens if no one is held accountable in a way that feels correct for you?

Witthoeft: Well, that's a good question, Lauren. But I guess, then, I will just have to take my dying breath trying to bring that about.

Rosin: Micki has been in D.C., far from home, for a long time. She has four sons and two grandsons, one she barely knows because most of his life, she's been 3,000 miles away on "Freedom Corner," chasing this slippery justice--these somebodies to hold accountable, whatever "accountable" means. And then there's Nicole.

Reffitt: Yeah, it looks like a very long road. My family is never going to be the same as they were prior to January 6 ever again. Micki's family is never going to be the same. Ashli's never coming back. But being here in D.C. and seeing what that looks like, we ask ourselves that all the time. You know, like, What are we doing? We say that a lot to each other.

Rosin: Lauren and I have that same question. What did they get done here? Seen one way, Micki Witthoeft and Nicole Reffitt have spent 700-plus evenings far away from their families to organize a small, fringey protest at the back of the D.C. jail. But seen another way, these two women diverted the course of history.

Or maybe both are true, because this is a very weird political era where fringe can merge with power, and suddenly the world is upside down.

I'm Hanna Rosin.

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

In this episode, we try and tease out how Micki's personal mission and Donald Trump's political mission collided with each other. Warning: Hanna and I do not land in the same place on this one, and we have our very own hot-mic moment debating things. So lucky for you.

In her previous life, Micki wasn't all that political. But almost as soon as she learned her daughter died, politics came up. On January 7, she gave an interview to Fox 5 in San Diego.

[Music]

Witthoeft: I would like to invite Donald J. Trump to say her name out loud, to acknowledge the passing of his loudest and proudest supporter, Ashli Elizabeth Babbitt.

Rosin: It's revealing that at her saddest, Micki thought to call on Trump. You can hear that and think, Maybe there's a hint of a possibility here that she thinks he should take some responsibility for Ashli's death.

There was another woman who died on January 6 at the Capitol: Rosanne Boyland, a Trump supporter who was around Ashli's age. She was crushed by the mob just outside the Capitol. The day after her death, her brother-in-law squarely and publicly blamed her death on Trump and QAnon for leading her astray.

Micki, too, could have decided that Trump spread the lie that the election was stolen to soothe his wounded ego, which lured her daughter to D.C. and got her killed. But she didn't. Something moved her in the opposite direction. And for thousands--who knows, millions--of people, the meaning of January 6 started to shift along with her.

Trump didn't know Micki's name on January 7, because back then, he was on the defensive. There were reports that some Republican leaders were going to ask him to resign.That never happened. Instead, they settled at: How about we just forget this whole January 6th thing? Just don't mention it.

And then around July 4, 2021, in a series of speeches, candidate Trump took a bold left turn--actually, a right turn.

[Crowd noise]

Donald Trump: Wow, that's a lot of people. Thank you.

Rosin: It started, as best as I can tell, at a rally. It was July 3rd--nearly seven months after the Capitol riots. It was a Saturday in Sarasota, Florida. Trump is hitting all his usual rally points, and then you can hear him reach for something new.

Trump: The Republicans have to get themselves a real leader. You got some great senators, but they have to get themselves a real leader. And by the way, who shot Ashli Babbitt? Who shot Ashli Babbitt?

Rosin: With an investigation into January 6 just getting underway, Trump tried a new tack.

Trump: Who? Who shot Ashli Babbitt? I spoke to her mother the other day. An incredible woman. She's just devastated like it happened yesterday. And it's a terrible thing. Shot, boom, there was no reason for it. Who shot Ashli Babbitt? It's got to be released.

Rosin: Four days later, he was talking about it again, this time at a press conference in New Jersey. At this point, the investigation was still not releasing the name of Michael Byrd, the Capitol Police officer who shot Ashli.

Trump: But the person that shot Ashli Babbitt--boom, right through the head. Just boom. There was no reason for that. They've already written it off. They said, That case is closed.

Rosin: She was shot in the shoulder, not the head. But Trump wasn't interested in details here. They've already written off Ashli's murder. They said the case is closed. Who was "they"? Of course, the same people who stole the election.

Five days after that, Trump is on Fox News:

Trump: Who shot Ashli Babbitt? People want to know. And why?

Rosin: Now, the Big Lie could easily have faded away--just been recorded in history books as that moment when a man named Donald Trump tried to subvert the peaceful transfer of power. But phew--democracy is resilient. The Department of Justice closed its investigation into Michael Byrd and said there was no reason to press charges. Problem solved.

But that's not what happened. Ashli's death became the most direct and vivid way to give the Big Lie new life. Trump invoked Ashli at rallies and on TV and in press conferences. He had landed on a powerful new strategy, and he worked it for the better part of a year.

Ober: Eventually, Micki landed in D.C., and within a month, she and Trump, who had both been talking about Ashli separately, were now talking about Ashli together. It happened in September 2022, when Trump called into the vigil Micki was hosting that night.

Witthoeft: You're on livestream with different countries and our crowd outside. Thank you for calling, and you're on. Go.

Trump: Okay. Well, Micki, it's an honor to be with you. And to everybody listening, it's a terrible thing that has happened to a lot of people that are being treated very, very unfairly. We love Ashli, and it was so horrible what happened to her. Micki, you're asking me to just speak to everybody, but we cannot allow this to happen to our country. So God bless everybody. We are working very hard.

Witthoeft: Thank you for calling, President Trump. I know the men inside appreciate you, as I do as well.

Trump: And say hello to everybody.

Rosin: This is the moment their missions collided. Micki had asked for Trump to say her daughter's name out loud, and he did. He said, "We love Ashli." So when Micki and Nicole say to themselves, What did we get done on Freedom Corner?, this is a moment they can point to.

But many a grieving American mother has received a call from a powerful politician. It can be just a fleeting moment of political theater, or it can lead to something much bigger. In this case, I would argue that it's the latter. And I can back that up based on what Lauren saw when she followed Micki to the biggest event on the conservative political calendar.

[Music]

Ober: In February of this year, I tagged along with Micki and the "Eagle's Nest" crew to CPAC, the Conservative Political Action Conference. If Washington is Hollywood for ugly people, then CPAC is its Sundance. It's been the premier Republican convention for the past 50 years. It usually happens just outside D.C., in suburban Maryland, and it's become a place for conservative candidates to dry run new messaging.

Witthoeft: I think the check-in line is going to be a freaking zoo, because we don't yet have our badges.

Ober: Yeah, but everything's, like, electronic, so it seemed like they have enough spots.

Witthoeft: Yeah, but there's a lot of old people, like me, that can't work our shit.

Ober: Of course, the first thing I wanted to do when we got to CPAC was visit the vendor hall.

Ober (on tape): So now I'm in, like, Vendor Village area.

Ober: And I was not disappointed. There were folks hawking MAGA hammocks and vibration plates that shake your cellulite away and candles that smelled like freedom, allegedly. The drag queen Lady Maga was there, waving adoringly to her fan. And did I catch a glimpse of Mr. MyPillow himself, Mike Lindell? Yes, I did.

Ober: Also on offer--

Vendor: You wanna play some pinball?

Ober: I'm terrible at it.

Vendor: That's okay.

Ober: But sure. Why not?

[Game noises]

Ober: A January 6 pinball game--

[Game noises]

Ober: What do I get if I win?

Vendor: You get a high score.

[Laughter]

Ober: --where I could get points for storming the Capitol.

Vendor: Save America. You made it to the Capitol.

Ober: Oh, like January 6.

[Game noises]

Ober: Okay, I wasn't there to play Insurrection Pinball. I was there to observe.

As I followed Micki around the convention hall, it was clear to me that she was here to play a role. She was the living, breathing mother of the J6 martyr, complete with the costume: a T-shirt that read "ashli babbitt, murdered by capitol police, january 6, 2021." Plenty of people recognized her. They did those sad, little pity smiles and asked for a handshake or a hug or a photo. More than a few people approached Micki and asked if they could pray for her.

Stranger 1: Dear Lord, thank you for this woman that's here. And thank you for her bravery, and for her taking this season of pain and turning it into something that's for your glory, Lord. And we know that you are victorious, and you will surround her with your comfort and your peace, and you will infuse her with strength, and just bless this whole weekend and every interaction she has. And we know that all is done for the glory of you. In Jesus's name, amen.

Witthoeft: Thank you, ladies.

Stranger 1: You're welcome. Good work. Good work.

Witthoeft: Thank y'all.

Ober: Three-plus years into playing this role, I could see it was wearing on Micki. She looked exhausted. Throughout the conference, stranger after stranger approached Micki.

Stranger 2: I'm so sorry for your loss. These people will be held accountable.

Witthoeft: I sure hope so.

Stranger 2: Justice will be served.

Witthoeft: Thank you, sir. I appreciate that. I hope so.

Ober:  Micki is gracious about it, but I've been around her long enough by now to know that there are other things bubbling under the surface.

Ober: This happens again and again and again throughout the three-day convention. And Micki is gracious about it, but I've been around her long enough by now to know that there are other things bubbling under the surface.

Ober: Is it tiring when people come up to you and they say, Oh, I'm so sorry? Like--

Witthoeft: That's not tiring. There are certain phrases that I find offensive. And people don't mean them offensively, but sometimes they--

Ober: Like what?

Witthoeft: Like, the one that always gets me is: It could have been me. I don't like that when people say that to me. My response is, Okay, thanks. Nice to meet you. Bye.

Ober: Right.

Witthoeft: I mean, I try not to be rude, because I know people don't mean it in a way to be offensive. It's recognition of Ashli's sacrifice on a certain level. So I don't want to be offensive back at them, because I don't feel like they mean to be offensive to me. So I just, you know, try to be as polite as possible and move on.

Ober: Right. Right.

Witthoeft: Try not to say, Yeah? Well, I wish it was, and it wasn't my daughter, because that's not appropriate either. But the truth is, I wish it was anybody else. So you know, I don't know how you respond to that as--

Coffee! Big-ass sign right there.

Ober: Okay, that conversation ended a bit abruptly. Anyway, on the last day of CPAC, Hanna came, and we met up in the press section, which looked like it was more filled with right-wing TikTokers than actual traditional journalists. Hanna and I were eating snacks and waiting for Trump's speech to start when something familiar came over the loudspeaker.

J6 Choir: O say can you see, by the dawn's early light--

Ober: My first thought was, What is this garbage recording? Surely, the Trump campaign could have found a higher-quality rendition of our national anthem.

But then we realized why the song sounded like that. This was sung at the D.C. jail, the J6 prison choir, which Micki played every night at the vigil over the loudspeakers.

Trump: I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America.

Ober: Mixed with Donald Trump reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.

Rosin: This was the fight song for the "Patriot Pod" prisoners, the musical backdrop to Micki's dream about Ashli. And now the possible next future president was taking it up as his own.

Trump: I stand before you today, not only as your past and hopefully future president, but as a proud political dissident. I am a dissident.

Rosin: And in this speech--the darkest one of his campaign so far--he vowed to get revenge.

Trump: For hardworking Americans, November 5 will be our new liberation day. But for the liars and cheaters and fraudsters and censors and imposters who have commandeered our government, it will be their judgment day! Their judgment day.

[Crowd cheers]

Rosin: It would be an exaggeration to say Micki orchestrated this political moment. After all, she'd never really been into politics. Her San Diego life was just fine without mainlining Fox News. Maybe the more accurate way to say it is that between her dream and her enduring grief, she manifested this moment--where Trump and the J6ers became one--where Trump said over and over that if he became president, he would pardon the J6ers, basically, magically fulfilling Ashli's vision in Micki's dream.

Ober: The day after CPAC, we ran into Micki while walking the dogs and asked her what she thought of Trump's speech. Apparently, she hadn't seen it. The Eagle's Nest crew left and went home before Trump even took the stage. When the politicians come in the room, she said, that's when the bullshit starts.

Rosin: So the Micki-MAGA relationship--it's pretty complicated. That's after the break.

[Break]

Ober: If you ask Micki if she thinks all the jailed J6ers should be pardoned for their actions at the Capitol, her answer is probably not going to be the one you expect. More than once, Micki has told me that not everyone acted like a Boy Scout that day. So the more violent ones--or the folks who brought implements, like pitchforks, say--deserved to be punished. So Trump saying he's gonna pardon all J6ers doesn't really move her much. But she sees the utility of Trump talking about January 6. She can use him to bring attention to her cause, just like he has used her daughter as a campaign prop.

There are other things about Micki that don't necessarily track with MAGA lunacy. She thinks that healthcare shouldn't be tied to employment and that there should be term limits for judges and lawmakers. She's pretty pro-LGBTQ, since Ashli was bisexual. And once, we had a five-minute conversation about gun control where we almost--almost--came to a shared conclusion.

Now, that doesn't mean that Micki is turning blue any time soon. She's more like a populist libertarian who often says impolitic things, even harmful things--like the time right before I met her, when she said this about Lieutenant Michael Byrd.

Witthoeft: Michael Byrd needs to swing from the end of a rope, along with Nancy Pelosi.

Ober: Byrd is Black. Micki is white. Which she discussed when she brought up the comment to me.

Witthoeft: You know, I mean, there's much talk about me saying Michael Byrd should be swinging from the end of a rope. It's saying, Oh, look at her. She's calling for a lynching. I am not calling for a lynching.

Ober: Her explanation wasn't exculpatory by any means, and no one should be calling for anyone's execution. But I wanted to hear Micki out. So we're gonna let this run because she landed in a place I didn't see coming.

Witthoeft: A hanging and a lynching are two different things. A hanging occurs after a trial and you're pronounced guilty, and your ass gets hung. That's how it happens. It's happened. And it's happened not just to Black people, specifically. Lynchings--most of them are Black people. But hangings--hangings are retribution for something that you got coming to you. And they used to do it right on the battlefield. If you got convicted of treason, they would either shoot you or hang you. And that's the way I meant that. And I said it about Nancy Pelosi too, and she's about as white-bread as you come, which is another thing when people start talking about white privilege. I am not that white-privilege person. I have never had money. Ashli doesn't come from white privilege. She worked hard for anything she ever had, and so has my family.

Ober: Sure. I have worked hard for everything I have, and I also have an enormous amount of privilege, largely due to my race and economic status.

Witthoeft: I understand that Black people have been treated in a different way than white people have in this country for a long time--well, forever. But I thought that we were making huge strides in that, until, you know--until I came to this city, actually. But what I will say is: Being the parent of a child that was murdered under color of authority.

Ober: Yeah.

Witthoeft: It does make me--'cause you don't know until you know--it does make me identify somewhat with Black and brown mothers who have been going through this for decades, because their children have been murdered under color of authority without any avenue for retribution, for years.

Ober: You can see how a Black mother whose child was killed by police would forever mistrust authority. Micki landed in the same place. Only for her, the mistrust was supercharged.

Witthoeft: When they killed Ashli, they took a lot more from me than my daughter. They took my whole belief in the system that runs America from me. Even though, you know, It's a little bad; it's mostly good. I don't believe that anymore. And so in that process, I don't know what I believe them capable of. Is it eating babies and drinking their blood? I don't think so, but I don't know. I mean, I don't know what they're up to. I really don't know what they're up to.

[Music]

Ober: Years from now, when Micki and Nicole ask themselves the question, What did we actually accomplish in D.C.? they might come up with an answer that has nothing to do with Trump or Justice for January 6. These two women who had only ever known themselves as wives and mothers learned they could whisper in a president's ear and whip up the media and become impossible to ignore. And they could've only done it because they walked out of that courtroom together, hand in hand.

One of the things I've been most surprised about is the depth of their friendship, which is only a couple of years old. Since Ashli died, Micki can barely sleep. She's had panic that takes her breath away and nightmares that make her weep. She can't bear to sleep in a room by herself. So she and Nicole share the basement of the Eagle's Nest, their mattresses pushed head to head. Oliver, the dog, plops himself in between the two of them like a canine headboard. Just hearing Nicole and her dog softly breathe is a comfort to Micki.

Witthoeft: I've bonded with Nicole in ways that I've bonded with very few people. There's really nothing about me that Nicole doesn't--I mean, I'm sure there's things, but there's nothing I wouldn't say to her. Maybe that's because we sleep head to head, and we yap all night, but I don't know.

Ober: Micki had no idea who Nicole Reffitt was when she showed up at Guy Reffitt's sentencing in August of 2022. But their connection was almost instantaneous.

Witthoeft: If you believe in love at first sight, which I don't really do--I believe in sexual attraction at first sight, but I don't know about love at first sight. But I think if that's possible, then friendship at first sight is. And when I first saw Nicole, like I said, I had never met her, and 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: There was one moment early on in their living together that kind of sealed the deal for Micki.

Witthoeft: But when I knew that we would be friends forever, oddly enough--why do you always make me cry, Lauren? Shit. It was the day my dog died. Because she, you know--I was on the couch with Fuggles, and I couldn't make it happen. I was like, I just--I wanted to call.

Ober: But she couldn't. So Nicole called the vet and had Fuggles put down. That small kindness meant everything to Micki.

Witthoeft: I just thought at that minute that I truly loved her. I do.

[Music]

Ober: Now, because Nicole and Micki are often seen together, and because of that one hand-holding scene after Guy's sentencing, the online haters have had a field day. Someone made a music video that mashed up their voices from the vigil with overtly sexual innuendo and patriotic imagery. It's too crass for me to play for you here, but I'm sure you know how to Google, if you're interested.

Recently, someone sent Nicole a cardboard mailing tube that said the words "oversizeddildos.com" plastered on the side. The tube was empty. Right after the mailer arrived, Micki texted me a photo. "Did you prank us?" she wrote. For the record, I did not. She wrote back: "I told you I hate it when the left is funny. There wasn't anything in the canister. More empty promises."

Ober: After I had a good laugh about the whole situation, I pushed Nicole to try to put a name to the love that they have for each other.

Ober: A lot of people's intimate relationships can't be defined. And so I could ask you, Okay, is it like you feel like a sister bond?

Reffitt: It's more.

Ober: Is it like you feel, like--right. Like a--

Reffitt: It's not sexual, but it is more.

Ober: Yeah. Like an intimate-partner bond.

Reffitt: Oh yeah. It's definitely an intimate-partner bond.

Ober: Right.

Reffitt: I don't even know what kind of love that must be, because I love Micki more than a friendship love. But you know, there's not a lot of the sexual aspect of it. But there's intimacy.

Ober: Mm-hmm. What does "intimacy" mean?

Reffitt: I don't know. You can have intimate moments with someone while being fully clothed. You know, like, you can share very close feelings without touching anyone. So those are intimate moments, I think.

Ober: Like, give me an example.

Reffitt: Well, I'm not gonna tell you shit. I'm already telling you all this. I know, but like--

Ober: No. Because I'm just trying to understand.

Reffitt: I mean, I think this is--well, this is a level of intimacy. It's a level that we're having.

Ober: You and me?

Reffitt: Yeah. We're being intimate. I mean, I'm being intimate with you.

Ober: Right. It's not an equal exchange.

Reffitt: Exactly. Like, you're not being intimate with me, but I absolutely am being intimate with you. So I'm being very vulnerable.

Ober: Mm-hmm.

Reffitt: But Micki is reciprocal. I mean, like, we're sharing that.

Ober: Mm-hmm.

[Music]

Rosin: Would you say that you guys were friends?

Ober: I guess it depends on what your version of friend is. No. I mean, we're neighbors.

Rosin: I pressed Lauren a lot about this. Obviously, she was a journalist, and it was her job to spend time with these guys. But had she become, like, friends friends with them? Is that a good thing? Is it dangerous? Sometimes we had fights about it. This one, for example--it's the hot-mic moment we promised you.

Rosin: I feel so differently than you do about this. I don't spend this much time with them. What I notice at the vigil is not what you notice at the vigil. I don't think it's fucking cute at all.

Ober: You think I think it's cute? No. It's fucking weird. But I also don't think that it's, like, shredding--

Rosin: No. I don't think it's weird. I think it's absolutely destructive.

Ober: But, see, I don't have any proof that it is. Like I don't have proof that it's destructive. I don't have any notion that it's any--

Rosin: How about Trump playing that song at Waco, Texas?

Ober: Of course, but it wasn't about the J6--

Rosin: Who got that song into the public consciousness? Micki.

Ober: No, she didn't, actually. She had nothing to do with it.

Rosin: Lauren, we just feel differently. To me, it's like, I think Micki is a lovely, interesting, complicated person. And I think this mission that she's on in D.C. is absolutely destructive.

Ober: Show me proof of destruction. That is not new. They have a platform--

Rosin: Okay, Micki didn't cause it. Micki didn't bring it into being. Micki created an audience for it. She brings Trump to them. She brings these politicians to them.

Ober: But it's not--

Rosin: So you have to account for the things that Micki is supporting and laying out the red carpet for. Like, her ideology is meaningful.

Rosin: I dug in. This fight went on for, like, an hour and a half more. And by the end of it, nothing was resolved.

In our next episode: Lauren gets even closer to the action, and she asks herself whether she ruined a J6er's life.

Marie Johnatakis: It was really surprising that they took him into custody then. And I just remember thinking, like, He's not a danger. He's been out this whole time. Can you please just let us? You know, we just need a little more help.

Ober: That's on the next episode of 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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What's the Appeal of Indie Rock's New Golden Boy?

The singer-guitarist MJ Lenderman has been hailed as his genre's next big thing--probably because he's offering more of the same.

by Spencer Kornhaber




The great musical mystery of the year, for me at least, has been all the hype around a 25-year-old singer-songwriter named MJ Lenderman. He is "often described--accurately--as the next great hope for indie rock," The New Yorker's Amanda Petrusich wrote recently. I like Lenderman, but his pleasant, country-inflected new album, Manning Fireworks, certainly doesn't scream next anything. It almost could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003.

Petrusich's article made something click for me, though. She defined indie rock as "however one might now refer to scrappy, dissonant, guitar-based music that's unconcerned, both sonically and spiritually, with whatever is steering the Zeitgeist." She then said Manning Fireworks "could have been released in 1975, or 1994, or 2003" ... but in a good way.

Such is the manner in which Lenderman has generally been praised: as a restorer, a throwback, a reassuring archetype. The North Carolina native plays guitar and sings backup in the genre-bending band Wednesday, but his solo music--laid-back, witty, tuneful while noisy--seems designed to trigger deja vu. He fits in a clear lineage stretching back through mysterious slackers such as Mac DeMarco, Pavement, and R.E.M. to the Boomer goddaddies of wry disaffection: Neil Young, Bob Dylan, the Velvet Underground. In a glowing review of Lenderman's new album, the critic Steven Hyden wrote, "As a young, curly-haired brunet dude, he made exactly the kind of music you would expect from a young, curly-haired brunet dude." Patterson Hood of Drive-By Truckers told Rolling Stone, "He checks all the boxes for me."

This is going to sound earnest in that intolerably Millennial way, but: Isn't box-checking not very indie? When I first dabbled in hipsterdom, in the early 2000s, Wilco was defacing folk guitars with electronic chaos, Animal Collective was inventing barbershop psychedelia, and Joanna Newsom was writing supernatural symphonies on her harp. What united these artists wasn't commercial independence--some were on major labels--but rather their belief that authenticity arose from experimentation. Whereas normie genres such as country and mainstream rock seemed to be chasing faded glory, acclaimed indie acts honored their influences by pushing their ideas further: Think of Sonic Youth intensifying John Cale's drones to screeching frequencies, Modest Mouse's yelpy profundity emerging from the Pixies' yelpy absurdity, and so on.

For more than a decade now, though, that sense of forward movement has been harder to detect--because it's not been quite as rewarded as it once was. When Spotify came to America in 2011, it decimated the profitability of recordings and overwhelmed the public with choice. It also empowered listeners in ways that eroded the importance of music critics, record stores, and real-life scenes. Tidy narratives of progress--always somewhat fictive, useful to journalists and publicists more than to consumers and artists--started to degrade. Prestige, based on a few pundits' idea of boundary-pushing genius, stopped paying the bills like it once did (because people stopped shelling out for buzzy music without hearing it first). Die-hard fandom became crucial (the trendy phrase for this is parasocial relationship). This confluence of factors influenced indie rock much as it influenced the mainstream: by making identity more important.

The most discussed indie-rockers of the past decade were thus singer-songwriters with strong points of view, such as Mitski, Waxahatchee, Soccer Mommy, and Bartees Strange. The breakout bands tended to be glorified solo projects (Japanese Breakfast, Tame Impala, the War on Drugs) or, in the case of Haim, a sisterly trio ripe for stanning. As the media caught up to the internet's amplification of long-marginalized voices, issues of race, gender, and sexuality became more explicit in the critical conversation. All of these new stars were serious talents, and all of them did, in various small ways, innovate; the layered and whispery vocal style of Phoebe Bridgers, for example, has proved influential. But in general, the progression of indie in the streaming era can be tracked less through sound than through the question of who's singing and what they're singing about.

Of course, indie rock--like any musical tradition--has always been rooted in questions of identity. It's just that in the past, the default identity tended to be a white guy who's only comfortable revealing himself through cryptic poetry, buried under aural distortion. Stephen Malkmus and Jeff Tweedy absolutely wrote about their own maleness, but most listeners and critics didn't focus on that. Now, when identity has moved from cultural subtext to text--and indie rock has come to seem more like a settled language of self-expression than an unruly journey into the unknown--the next big thing seems oddly familiar: a man, in a once-male-dominated genre, singing about being a man.



The cover of Lenderman's 2021 album, Ghost of Your Guitar Solo, features a photo of a naked guy holding a cat, framed by happy-faced stars and moons. It was a fitting statement of winsome, self-exposing masculinity--of a bro who knows he's babygirl.

Stylistically, the cover also conveyed his musical approach: concise, funny, building layers of meaning through simple juxtapositions. Much of Lenderman's early work made him out to be a lo-fi magpie, pairing wonky riffs with understated punch lines delivered in a flat, vaguely fearful drawl. On Guitar Solo's "I Ate Too Much at the Fair," Lenderman encapsulated an entire relationship--who cares for whom, who spends and who saves--in one couplet: "I ate too much at the fair / Despite what you said." Gobs of reverb, with sweetness at the edges, conveyed his lovelorn bloat.

That album and his breakthrough follow-up, 2022's Boat Songs, felt rooted in what you might call the "woke first person," situating individual desires with an anxious nod to the society around him. In one song, he fantasized about becoming a Catholic priest so he wouldn't have to worry about girls anymore. Another, the rollicking "Hangover Game," used an anecdote about Michael Jordan to probe his own drinking habit. I always laugh at "Inappropriate," whose noodling organ sounds like the Doors being recorded from the other side of a wall:

Accidentally saw your mother
 Sleepin'
 She looked so peaceful and disgusting
 
 It felt inappropriate
 To catch her like that
 I never want to see her sleep again


Manning Fireworks, his new album, shifts the perspective a bit: He now often seems to be singing about other guys. Lenderman told The New York Times that some of the album's lyrics were inspired by misogynistic podcasters such as Andrew Tate, who preach an alpha, acquisitive view of how men should behave. The album is at its best when it links sorrow and pigheadedness, suggesting that the contemporary Problem With Men has something to do with the heartbreak and impotence that rockers like Lenderman have long plumbed (he sings tenderly of one character "punching holes in the hotel room"). At times, though, Lenderman is as predictable as a political cartoonist, employing glib ironies to mock smartwatches and guys who rent Ferraris after a breakup.

These themes are modern--listen closely, and the album actually couldn't have come out in 1975, 1994, or 2003--but the album's sound is not. Lenderman is now making blast-at-a-barbecue Americana, bedecked in pedal steel and tragic-hero guitar solos. Some elements hit the ear as unexpected: doomy riffing in "Wristwatch," drifting clarinet in "You Don't Know the Shape I'm In," the rumbling uplift of "On My Knees." Yet fundamentally, the album feels unmoored, assembled through reference points. Although the music scans as the work of a full band, it makes sense that Lenderman played most of the instruments: This is one rock geek's modest vision, unimpeded. Lenderman's skills aren't debatable, and when I watch videos of him performing with his heavy-lidded eyes and boyish smirk, I get why people are obsessed. But if this is the next great hope for indie rock, then indie rock is becoming a costume closet.



Luckily, other contenders exist for that title, and one of them is Lenderman's own band, Wednesday, a quintet founded in 2017. When I first listened to the group's 2023 album, Rat Saw God, I felt a rush of recognition--not for any particular sound, but for the way Wednesday took for granted that its job was to break ground. The songs blended noise-rock and country into gnarled, surprising shapes. The lead singer Karly Hartzman--Lenderman's now-ex-girlfriend--told tales of small-town life through sweet warbles and harsh screams. All five of the band members at the time were credited as songwriters, and all of the album's songs seemed like they could have arisen only through a collision of creative minds.

Wednesday is part of a fascinating trend sweeping through Gen Z rock: a revival of shoegaze. The subgenre originated in the late '80s as bands such as My Bloody Valentine blanketed concert venues in slow-churning guitar squall while staring down at their effects pedals. The new incarnation--check out the fearsome young trio Julie--draws not just from traditional shoegazers but also from heavy metal, emo, and even electronica. The trend can probably be attributed to TikTok's demand for sounds that make banal images seem profound. But another reason might be a latent hunger for rock that's abstracted, collaborative, and sensation-first. Shoegaze is, after all, a term for subsuming individual personalities into pure sound.

Read: How indie rock changed the world

Even outside of that fad, to my ear, many of the most exciting things happening in 2020s indie are bands. Recent consensus-masterwork albums have come from Dry Cleaning and Wet Leg, whose spoken-sung vocals enmesh with spry, unpredictable post-punk; Turnstile, a hard-core act that veers into dance music and power pop; and Big Thief, whose ornate folk jams radiate sci-fi eeriness. The state of the music industry--especially after the dangers and disruptions of COVID-19--is broadly discouraging of bands: Groups are just more expensive and harder to market than solitary figures. But if indie rock means anything, it means trying to carve out a refuge from the forces shaping the mainstream.

And make no mistake: If indie mostly defines itself around solo stars, pop will devour its last shred of differentiation. The streaming years have seen tremendous evolution in the sound of mass-market music, in part because identity-based imperatives have pushed the world's biggest entertainers to act more underground. Inspired by the alt-mainstream bridge-builder Lana Del Rey, Taylor Swift and her proteges have started to employ indie-rock producers to furnish them with classic signifiers of authenticity. Listening to recent pop is like playing record-snob bingo, trying to identify the musical touchstones used to illustrate the singer's confessional zingers. Much the same thing can be said of Manning Fireworks--and it's likely no coincidence that Lenderman is getting memed in the same manner as a pop girlie.

Time for a confession that will make me sound like a parasocial hypocrite: I'm worried about Lenderman's breakup. He and Hartzman were dating for years, and many of their songs chronicle their love. But they split recently (and--here's more lore--moved out of the Asheville property where they and some other cool musicians lived). The breakup is apparently amicable: Lenderman is still in Wednesday, and the two just performed together on The Tonight Show. Still, with all the fame building around his solo career, it's natural to wonder about the band's fate. Speaking about Wednesday's future, Hartzman recently told Rolling Stone, "There has to be a lot of change." That's scary as a fan--but then again, change is what a fan of music like this should want.
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Health Care Is on the Ballot Again

J. D. Vance has signaled that he's more than ready to renew Donald Trump's effort to unwind the Affordable Care Act.

by Ronald Brownstein




In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing the implausible argument that Donald Trump--who sought to repeal the law, and presided over a decline in enrollment during his four years in office--should be viewed as the program's savior.

Vance's evasive response to the questions about health care, on a night when he took the offensive on most other subjects, exposed how fraught most Republicans still consider the issue, seven years after Trump's attempt to repeal the ACA died in the Senate. But Vance's equivocations should not obscure the magnitude of the changes in the program that he has signaled could be coming in a second Trump presidency, particularly in how the law treats people with significant health problems.

The ACA provisions that mandate risk-sharing between the healthy and sick underpin what polls show has become its most popular feature: the requirement that insurance companies offer coverage, at comparable prices, to people with preexisting conditions. In numerous appearances, Vance has indicated that he wants to change the law to restore to insurance companies the ability to segregate healthy people from those with greater health needs. This was a point that Tim Walz, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, accurately stressed during the debate.

The political paradox of Vance's policy is that the trade-off he envisions would primarily benefit younger and healthier people, at a time when most young people vote Democratic. Conversely, the biggest losers would be older adults in their last working years before they become eligible for Medicare. That would hit older working-class adults, who typically have the biggest health needs, especially hard. Those older working people are a predominantly white age cohort that reliably favors the Republican Party; in 2020, Trump won about three-fifths of white voters ages 45 to 64, exit polls found. The threat that the GOP's ACA alternatives present to these core Republican voting groups represents what I called in 2017 "the Trumpcare conundrum."

"Going back to the pre-ACA days of segregated risk pools would lower premiums for young and healthy people, but result in increased cost and potentially no coverage at all for those with preexisting conditions," Larry Levitt, the executive vice president for health policy at the nonpartisan KFF (formerly known as the Kaiser Family Foundation), told me.

Vice President Kamala Harris's campaign hopes to exploit that tension by launching a major advertising campaign across swing states this week to raise an alarm about the plans from Trump and Republicans to erode the ACA's coverage. Support for the ACA--in particular, its provisions protecting people with preexisting conditions--may be one of Harris's best assets to hold support from older and blue-collar white women, who may otherwise be drawn to Trump's argument that only he can keep them safe from the threats of crime and undocumented immigration.

Helen Lewis: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

The efforts of Republicans like Vance to roll back the ACA this long after President Barack Obama signed it into law, in 2010, are without historical precedent: No other major social-insurance program has ever faced such a lengthy campaign to undo it. After Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Social Security into law in 1935, Alf Landon, the GOP presidential nominee in 1936, ran on repealing it. But when he won only two states, no other Republican presidential candidate ever again ran on repeal. And no GOP presidential candidate ever ran on repealing Medicare, the giant health-care program for the elderly, after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed it into law in 1966.

By contrast, this is the fourth consecutive election in which the GOP ticket has proposed repealing or restructuring the ACA--despite polling that shows the act's broad popularity. During Trump's first year in office, House Republicans passed a bill to rescind the law without support from a single Democrat. The repeal drive failed in the Senate, when three Republican senators opposed it; the final gasp came when the late Senator John McCain voted no, giving a dramatic thumbs-down on the Senate floor.

Most health-care analysts say that, compared with 2017, the ACA is working much better today. At that point, the ACA exchanges had begun selling insurance only three years earlier, following a disastrously glitchy rollout of the federal website that consumers could use to purchase coverage. When congressional Republicans voted on their repeal plans, about 12 million people were receiving coverage through the ACA, and the stability of the system was uncertain because insurers feared that too many of those buying insurance on the exchanges were sicker people with more expensive health needs.

"In 2017, not only did we have rising premiums because insurance companies were worried the market was getting smaller and sicker, but we also had insurance companies exiting markets and raising the risk that parts of the country would have nobody to provide coverage," Sabrina Corlette, a professor at Georgetown University's Center on Health Insurance Reforms, told me.

Today, however, "we are in a very, very different place," she said. "I would argue that the ACA marketplaces are thriving and in a very stable" condition. The number of people purchasing insurance through the ACA exchanges has soared past 21 million, according to the latest federal figures. Premiums for plans sold on the ACA exchanges, Corlette said, are rising, but generally not faster than the increase faced by employer-provided insurance plans. And enough insurers are participating in the markets that more than 95 percent of consumers have access to plans from three or more firms, according to federal figures.

Despite Vance's portrayal of Trump as the program's savior, the number of people receiving coverage through the ACA exchanges actually declined during Trump's term, to 11.4 million, after he shortened the enrollment period and cut the advertising promoting it. The big leap forward in ACA participation came when the Democratic-controlled Congress in 2021 passed a major increase in the subsidies available to people for purchasing insurance on the exchanges. That made a mid-range ("silver") insurance plan available for people earning up to 150 percent of the poverty level at no cost, and ensured that people earning even four times that level would not have to pay more than 8.5 percent of their income on premiums.

"The biggest criticism of the ACA from the start, which in many ways was legitimate, was that the coverage was not truly affordable," Levitt said. "The enhanced premium subsidies have made the coverage much more affordable to people, which has led to the record enrollment."

Neera Tanden, the chief domestic-policy adviser for President Joe Biden, told me that the steady growth in the number of people buying insurance through the ACA exchanges was the best indication that the program is functioning as intended. "A way to determine whether a program works is whether people are using it," Tanden said. "No one is mandated to be in the exchanges, and they have grown 75 percent in the past four years. This is a program where people are voting with their feet."

Conservative critics of the law nonetheless see continuing problems with the system. Michael Cannon, the director of health-policy studies at the libertarian Cato Institute, points out that many insurers participating in the ACA exchanges limit their patients to very narrow networks of doctors and hospitals, a trend acknowledged even by supporters of the law. And Cannon argues that the continued rise in premiums for plans sold on the ACA show that it has failed in its initial ambition to "bend the curve" of health-care spending, as Obama often said at the time.

The ACA "has covered marginally more people but at an incredible expense," Cannon told me. "Don't tell me it's a success when it is exacerbating what everyone acknowledges to be the main problem with the U.S. health sector"--the growth in total national health-care spending.

Other analysts see a more positive story in the ACA's effect on coverage and costs. The insurance exchanges established by the ACA were one of the law's two principal means of expanding coverage for the uninsured. The second prong was its provision providing states with generous grants to extend Medicaid eligibility to more working, low-income adults. Although 10 Republican-controlled states have still refused to extend eligibility, nearly 24 million people now receive health coverage through the ACA's Medicaid expansion.

Combined with the roughly 21 million receiving coverage through the exchanges, that has reduced the share of Americans without insurance to about 8 percent of the population, the lowest ever recorded and roughly half the level it was before the ACA was passed.

Despite that huge increase in the number of people with insurance, health-care spending now is almost exactly equal to its level in 2009 when measured as a share of the total economy, at slightly more than 17 percent, according to KFF figures. (Economists usually consider that metric more revealing than the absolute increase in spending.) That share is still higher than the equivalent figure for other industrialized countries, but Levitt argues that it counts as an overlooked success that "we added tens of millions of people to the health-insurance rolls and did not measurably increase health-care spending as a result."

David Frum: The Vance warning

The ACA's record of success underscores the extent to which the continuing Republican opposition to the law is based on ideological, rather than operational, considerations. The GOP objections are clustered around two poles.

One is the increase in federal spending on health care that the ACA has driven, through both the generous premium subsidies and the costs of expanding Medicaid eligibility. The repeal bill that the House passed in 2017 cut federal health-care spending on both fronts by a total of about $1 trillion over a decade. This spring, the conservative House Republican Study Committee released a budget that proposed to cut that spending over the same period by $4.5 trillion; it also advocated converting Medicaid from an entitlement program into a block grant. Every serious analysis conducted of such proposals has concluded that they would dramatically reduce the number of Americans with health insurance.

Even if Republicans win unified control of Congress and the White House in November, they may not be able to muster the votes for such a sweeping retrenchment of federal health-care spending. (Among other things, hospitals in reliably red rural areas heavily depend on Medicaid.) At a minimum, however, Trump and congressional Republicans would be highly unlikely to extend the enhanced ACA subsidies that expire at the end of 2025, a move that could substantially reduce enrollment on the exchanges.

The other main Republican objection is the issue that Vance has highlighted: the many elements of the ACA that require risk-sharing between the healthy and the sick. The ACA advanced that goal with an array of interlocking features, including its core protection for people with preexisting conditions.

In varying ways, the GOP alternatives in 2017 unraveled all of the law's provisions that encouraged risk-sharing--by, for instance, allowing states to override them. That triggered the principal public backlash against the repeal effort, as Americans voiced their opposition to rescinding the ACA's protections for people with preexisting conditions. But Vance has made very clear that a second Trump administration would resume the effort to resurrect a pre-ACA world, in which insurers sorted the healthy from the sick.

"A young American doesn't have the same health-care needs as a 65-year-old American," Vance argued recently on Meet the Press. "A 65-year-old American in good health has much different health-care needs than a 65-year-old American with a chronic condition." Although "we want to make sure everybody is covered," Vance claimed, "the best way to do that is to actually promote some more choice in our health-care system and not have a one-size-fits-all approach."

Supporters of this vision, such as Cato's Cannon, argue that it would allow younger and healthier people to buy less comprehensive plans than the ACA now requires, at much lower cost. As those more affordable options become available, Cannon says, cutting Medicaid spending to the degree Republicans envision would be more feasible, because people currently covered under that program could instead purchase these skimpier but less expensive private-insurance policies. Government-subsidized high-risk pools, the argument goes, could provide affordable coverage for the people with greater health needs whom insurers would weed out from their new, slimmed-down plans.

"If you want to make health care universal, you need to give insurers and consumers the freedom to agree on the prices and terms of health-insurance contracts themselves," Cannon told me. "You need to let market competition drive the premiums down for healthy people as low as possible so they can afford coverage."

Supporters of the ACA generally agree with the first point: that a deregulated system would allow insurers to create less expensive plans for young, healthy people. But they believe that all the arguments that follow are mistaken. Initial premiums might be lower, but in a deregulated system, even young and healthy families might find comprehensive policies, including such coverage as maternity benefits, unaffordable or unavailable, Georgetown's Corlette told me. And when, before the ACA, states sought to establish high-risk pools for people with greater health needs, those efforts almost uniformly failed to provide affordable or adequate coverage, she pointed out.

Even if a reelected Trump lacks the votes in Congress to repeal the ACA's risk-sharing requirements, he could weaken them through executive-branch action. In his first term, Trump increased the availability of short-term insurance plans that were free from the ACA's risk-sharing requirements and its protections for people with preexisting conditions. Biden has shut down such plans, but if Trump won a second term and reauthorized them, while ending the enhanced subsidies, that could encourage many healthy people to leave the exchanges for those lower-cost options. Such actions would further the goal of Vance and other ACA critics of separating the healthy and sick into separate insurance pools.

Vance's most revealing comment about this alternative vision may have come during a recent campaign stop in North Carolina, when he said that his proposed changes to the ACA would "allow people with similar health situations to be in the same risk pools." But--as many health-policy experts noted to me, and Walz himself observed last night--that notion rejects the central purpose of any kind of insurance, which is to spread risk among as many people as possible--which, in fact, may be the point for Vance and other conservative critics of the ACA.

"The far right," Tanden told me, "has always believed people should pay their own way, and they don't like the fact that Social Security, Medicare, the ACA are giant social-insurance programs, where you have a giant pooling of risk, which means every individual person pays a little bit so they don't become the person who is bankrupted by being sick or old."

To date in the presidential race, health care has been eclipsed by two other major issues, each foregrounded by one of the nominees: immigration for Trump, and abortion for Harris. Under the glare of the CBS studio lights on Tuesday night, Vance was tactical in saying very little about his real health-care ideas. But the arguments he has advanced aggressively against crucial provisions of the Affordable Care Act have made clear that its future is still on the ballot in 2024.
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What Lies Beneath a "Cordial" Debate

J. D. Vance put a sheen on Trumpism, and Tim Walz's niceness unwittingly helped him succeed.

by John Hendrickson




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.


J. D. Vance has floundered in the day-to-day "retail politics" aspect of the running-mate gig. (Take, for example, his recent strained interaction with a doughnut-shop employee.) But he nonetheless came across lucid at the lectern during last night's vice-presidential debate. In the face of Democrats' consistent characterization of him as "weird," Vance slyly executed a strategy to make himself, and Trumpism, appear "normal." He eschewed talk of "childless cat ladies" and ran from his own lies about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. That such a sentence needs to be written tells you all you need to know about the ugly tenor of this race.

Vance seemed to be following a simple three-word mantra: Tone it down. Cameras showed him warmly greeting his opponent, Tim Walz, before and after the contest. He wore a bright-fuchsia necktie, a softer version of the MAGA-red power tie. He didn't raise his voice, nor did he appear overly combative and childish like his running mate. Although he's still not broadly liked by voters, for some viewers, last night's version of Vance proved palatable: "I thought Vance would be a little more radical, taking a page from Trump, but he seemed fairly calm and complimentary," a 77-year-old voter from Central Pennsylvania told The New York Times.

On the other side of the screen you had Tim Walz, a candidate who has been almost too good at the folksy, eye-level stuff (Change your air filter, folks! Clean those gutters!). On the debate stage, though, Walz didn't strike a bold, confident figure. From the jump, his eyes went wide with apprehension, and he seemed to spend much of the night on the defensive. His twisty answer about his false claim that he was in Tiananmen Square during the 1989 massacre took far too long to reach its destination: I misspoke.

Both candidates ensured that the evening stayed disconcertingly friendly--good for Americans' blood pressure, bad for properly holding an opponent's feet to the fire. Per NBC, voters heard Walz and Vance use agree, agreement, and I don't disagree more than a dozen times throughout the broadcast. This amiable atmosphere likely helped Vance in particular. And though Walz's favorability rating also increased among viewers, the reality is that his repeated attempts to extend an olive branch had the unintended side effect of making the Trump-Vance ticket seem like a legitimate choice this November.

As my colleague David Graham noted, the most revealing moment of the night came near the very end, and, sadly, it's unclear how many viewers were even still tuned in to witness it. Walz asked Vance whether he believed that Trump lost the 2020 election. Vance dodged, and reverted to spinning some strange yarn about Facebook and censorship. "That is a damning nonanswer," Walz said. "Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election. That's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

It was a sharp, if understated, Walz retort. In this moment, and in many other moments throughout the debate, Walz did not expose the depths of MAGA extremism. He could have more forcefully laid bare the truth about his rival, but he mostly stuck to highlighting policy differences. Pence was absent from that microphone opposite Walz not merely because Pence and Trump disagree. Pence has been cast out of Trump's world because many members of the MAGA movement consider Pence a traitor worthy of scorn--or something much worse.

Casual news consumers might forget certain details of January 6. The Trump-directed mob didn't just charge down the National Mall from the Ellipse to the Capitol. Earlier that day, a group had literally erected a gallows outside Congress. Chants of "Hang Mike Pence!" rang out among the insurrectionists. None of this was a joke. It wasn't a performance. Some Trump supporters wanted to execute the former vice president. And, as all of this unfolded, nobody knew whether Trump was going to take the necessary steps to stop such an event from happening. What sort of person would ever take Pence's place?

Vance may have come across as disarming last night, but persuadable voters should listen to his messaging on the stump. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey recently wrote, Vance has the dangerous ability to squeeze Trumpism "through his own post-liberal-populist tube and produce something that looks like a coherent ideology." Meanwhile, a key component of Vance's appeal, at least in Trump's eyes, is that Vance won't "betray" him like he believes Pence did. That historic "betrayal" is the only reason why America is able to have what will hopefully prove to be a fair election in five weeks.

Walz didn't have to stomp his feet, or yell, or act like a jerk--that wouldn't have worked, and it's not his nature. But this election's only vice-presidential debate exposed the true danger of polite normalization. Throughout the debate, Walz failed to remind viewers just how extreme of a moment, and a movement, Trump has created. He wasn't debating a fellow potential vice president; he was squaring off against someone who may ignore the Constitution in service of an aspiring authoritarian. If Trump wins this election, another free one is far from guaranteed.

Vance is a cerebral, Ivy League-educated lawyer who once referred to Trump as "cultural heroin," but, right now, he's aiding and abetting Trump on his steady march to autocracy.

As I wrote earlier this year, Vance has successfully fashioned himself into Trump's Mini-Me. Like any politician, he can turn that dial whichever way he wants, whenever he wants. Last night, Vance used grace as a Trojan horse for Trumpism, and Walz's reciprocal friendliness and diplomacy unfortunately helped Vance squeeze through the gate and into America's living rooms.

Related: 

	The Vance warning
 	What Democrats don't understand about J. D. Vance






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?
 	The journalist who cried treason 
 	Revenge of the office




Today's News

	Prosecutors said that they may bring additional charges against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, and that more defendants could be indicted.
 	Israel and Hezbollah fought at close range in Lebanon, and eight Israeli soldiers were killed in the first day and a half of combat, according to the Israeli military. Israeli strikes in Lebanon have killed at least 1,400 people, according to the Lebanese government.
 	Longshoremen are striking and picketing at ports across the country. They are asking for higher wage increases over six years as well as limits on automation use.
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'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'

By Annie Lowrey

Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug ...
 In years past, Catherine's medical debt would have accumulated late fees and interest. Her creditors might have sued, seizing her assets or garnishing her wages. Her credit score would have plummeted, making it hard or even impossible for her to rent an apartment or buy a home. Some doctors might have refused to give her care. Some companies might have refused to employ her. But now, all of Catherine's debts might not augur much of anything. A quiet, confusing revolution is happening in the world of medical debt, one that--and I cannot believe I am typing this--actually bodes well for consumers.


Read the full article.
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 	David Frum: The Vance warning
 	J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history.
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 	Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine war can end
 	Iran is not ready for war with Israel.




Culture Break


Graham Tolbert



Listen. The singer-guitarist MJ Lenderman is indie rock's new golden boy--probably because he's offering more of the same, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Mutation: Factor V," a poem by Shara Lessley:

"Light through the blinds / sprays the gray wall- / paper. The sonographer / hunts for things / that could kill me, / her wand wheezing"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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The Choice America Now Faces in Iran

Iran's large-scale attack on Israel presents the United States with the chance to achieve a set of long-standing objectives.

by Eliot A. Cohen




For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.

According to early reports, miraculously enough, no Israelis were killed in this latest barrage, although falling debris killed a Palestinian in Jenin, on the West Bank. But some of the missiles seem to have gotten through Israel's three layers of anti-missile defenses, inflicting an unknown amount of damage. An attack yesterday by two terrorists in Tel Aviv was far more lethal, killing at least seven civilians; its relationship to the Iranian attack is unclear.

The war between Iran and Israel has gone on for a long time, although mostly in the shadows. Iran has armed Hezbollah as a proxy force to attack Israel, and so it has over the years, with roadside bombs, ambushes, and rockets; Iran has also equipped Yemen's Houthis with long-range weapons to attack the Jewish state, and so they have, as well. Israel has bombed the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps headquarters in Damascus, sabotaged the Iranian nuclear program, and conducted assassinations and raids (including the lifting of an entire Iranian nuclear archive) in Iran itself. A war on the high seas, in which ships on both sides have been sabotaged or attacked, has drawn less coverage but been no less intense.

But what we're now witnessing is something different: a large and open exchange of fire, a different stage in a conflict that has been going on for a generation. Its roots lie in the very nature of the Iranian regime. Fundamental to its ideology is unyielding hostility to the United States ("the Great Satan") and a desire to expel it from the Middle East, a commitment to the destruction of Israel ("the Little Satan") as part of a path to regional dominance, and the acquisition of nuclear weapons as a shield against retaliation.

In pursuing these goals, Iran has long relied on indirect means, which even if detected do not elicit all-out conflict with the United States or Israel. Its Arab proxies have the blood of thousands of Americans, Israelis, and Jews abroad on their hands. Until this past month, Iran's strategy--build a proxy-driven "ring of fire" around Israel and lever the United States out of the Middle East with relentless low-level violence--appeared to be working.

The United States abjured the use of large-scale force against Iran, even as Iraqi militias trained and equipped by Iran ambushed American soldiers. Neither the Bush nor the Obama administrations reacted by pummeling the country behind those attacks. As recently as 2020, following America's killing of the head of the Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani, a barrage of missiles hit an American base in Iraq, inflicting concussive traumatic brain damage on scores of American troops without an American reaction. Former President Donald Trump, who ordered the attack on Soleimani, recently dismissed these injuries as "headaches."

The series of smashing blows Israel has landed against Hezbollah over the past month--against its leadership, its middle management, its arsenal, and its communications--changes all this. Iran's most powerful surrogate has been beaten badly in ways from which it may not fully recover. The implications for Iran are profound, coming on top of Israel's assassination of Hamas's political leader in a Revolutionary Guard Corps guesthouse during the new Iranian president's inauguration. Iran's attacks in April, and even more so now, are desperate attempts to avoid what Iran's leaders fear most--strategic humiliation.

To American minds, at least, avoiding humiliation as a strategic objective, or even inflicting it as a tool of strategy, may seem absurd. To the Iranian regime, though, humiliation is potentially lethal. An unpopular regime that is presiding over a feeble economy, backed by a military that cannot protect its own airspace, dependent on a tired revolutionary ideology, led by a repressive and corrupt elite, and directed by the octogenarian last link to the regime's founder cannot afford humiliation.

One might think that, for Israel, simply parrying the Iranian blow would be enough, as it was in April. It is not. In the Middle East, as in most of the world, if you keep on taking punches without punching back, you look weak, and as Osama bin Laden famously said, "When people see a strong horse and a weak horse, by nature they will like the strong horse." This is why President Joe Biden's plea for a "proportional" response by Israel is absurd: The logical consequence would be a large-scale, expensive, and totally ineffective Israeli attack on Iran. Last April, Israel merely hit a radar site in Iran--a flick on the nose to warn of worse to come. This time, it has to deliver.

There are deeper reasons for Israel to hit back hard. Defense is often a mug's game; it costs more than offense. If Iran does not suffer (not merely "pay a price") as a result of this attack, it has every incentive to keep on building more advanced missiles and to have another go, and then another. Sooner or later, some of its missiles will hit their targets.

But this is also an opportunity, for the United States as it is for Israel, to confront an enemy who is in fact weak. Iran has been penetrated by Israeli--and, one must presume, by American and European--intelligence services. The Iranian military is equipped with a mix of obsolete American hardware from the shah's days, homemade missiles and drones largely intended for offensive use, and a small number of Russian supplied systems like S-300 surface-to-air missiles. Iran is suffering double-digit inflation, a double-digit poverty rate, and a brain drain brought about by its government's policies. It is heavily dependent on oil revenues to keep going--revenues earned on the 4 million barrels a day exported despite feeble sanctions imposed by the United States and its allies.

All of this argues not only for Israeli strikes--which will surely come--but for vigorous American action as well. Israel may well choose to attack economic targets, and in particular the oil industry that keeps Iran's economy afloat. Attacks on the nuclear program--buried and dispersed at different sites--would probably be more difficult. In either case, Israel will need American help.

Israel has a large and capable air force, including nearly 40 F-35s. But it lacks a large fleet of aerial refueling planes, necessary for long-range strikes, which the United States has in plenty. At the very least, the United States can quietly help supply that deficit. The question is: Should it do more?

The answer is yes. Presidents Obama, Trump, and Biden have all insisted that Iran must not acquire nuclear weapons. The first concluded an agreement that would slow but not stop that program; the second scrapped the agreement and tightened the screws of sanctions but did nothing to materially affect the program; the third attempted to resurrect the agreement but failed--and again, did nothing substantive. This is possibly the last opportunity to do something of consequence.

The Biden administration's plea for restraint or proportionality on Israel's part is obtuse, and its apparent reluctance to act decisively and forcefully here is not merely a display of culpable timidity, but the loss of an opportunity that may not come again.

The United States, unlike Israel, has long-range heavy bombers, unusual advanced weapons, and the ability to operate from bases and aircraft carriers in the region. It has long focused intelligence collection on Iran's nuclear program--the regime's ultimate ace in the hole--and thought about how to destroy it. Iran has killed and wounded plenty of Americans, and has never ceased to declare its enmity to the United States. It has now provided the U.S., a country whose avowed policy is to put an end to the menace of Iranian nuclear weapons, the opening to make good on what have been, until now, empty threats and emptier promises.

By taking counsel of its fears, the Biden administration set up Afghanistan for a return to the Dark Ages, set up Ukraine for a hideous war of attrition that it may lose, and will now set up the Middle East and the world beyond for a nuclear-armed Iran. This is not prudence, but strategic folly. There is little time to correct it and avoid worse to come.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/10/choice-america-now-faces-iran/680127/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Mutation: Factor V

A poem for Wednesday

by Shara Lessley




Light through the blinds
 sprays the gray wall-
 paper. The sonographer
 hunts for things
 that could kill me,
 her wand wheezing
 like wind in a cave until
 she squeezes my calf
 and a heartbeat leaps
 on-screen. Vessels vibrate
 beneath the heat
 of a device running
 down my thighs. To pass
 time, I make the alphabet
 a game (a is for antibody;
 b for blood; c, coagulate;
 d, another dawn ...), multiply
 tiles massing the ceiling
 then return, finally, to
 the papered wall
 whose twiggy whisps
 race toward some unseen
 spring, their knobby
 ends clotted with little
 red knots that burst
 one by one into view.
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'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'

Americans shouldn't have their credit ruined over a medical bill.

by Annie Lowrey




Not long ago, Catherine did something many other people have done. She ignored a medical bill.

Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug. After her mother's death from brain cancer in 2022, she decided to get her life in order. "I'm on this big journey," she told me. "I had bills going back to an urgent-care visit I made in college. I was going to get on top of it."

Yet when she started calling hospitals, doctor's offices, and collection agencies, she realized that nobody could tell her what she was paying for and why she was being charged a certain amount. Some bills had been forgiven; some were miscoded. "I was like, I'm not going to just send you $500 for this random you-know-what," she told me. "My takeaway was: Nobody knows what these bills are for." So she did not pay them. She tossed new ones in the trash. She sent unknown numbers straight to voicemail. Getting on top of her debts meant ignoring them.

She wants to pay her bills, she told me; she's not the type to walk out on the tab. But "it's like no one even knows how much my procedures are going to cost," she said. "The whole thing is so convoluted."

In years past, Catherine's medical debt would have accumulated late fees and interest. Her creditors might have sued, seizing her assets or garnishing her wages. Her credit score would have plummeted, making it hard or even impossible for her to rent an apartment or buy a home. Some doctors might have refused to give her care. Some companies might have refused to employ her. But now, all of Catherine's debts might not augur much of anything. A quiet, confusing revolution is happening in the world of medical debt, one that--and I cannot believe I am typing this--actually bodes well for consumers.

Read: What happens when you don't pay a hospital bill

Medical debt is not like other debt. The stuff is omnipresent: Two in five American adults owe something to a health-care provider, and 3 million people each owe more than $10,000. But this is largely a financial burden dumped on consumers, not chosen by them. People often have no idea how much a medical procedure might cost, what their insurance might cover, or how much they might end up owing. Shopping around is rare and difficult to do, and sometimes--if you're brought to a hospital after an accident, say--impossible. Billing offices fudge the numbers they send to insurers and patients, taking into account who's paying, for what, where, how, and when. Half the time the bill is wrong.

That does not stop hospitals from sending debts to collectors or going after patients themselves. Nearly 60 percent of bills in collections are medical bills, and more than half of the debts on consumer credit reports are medical debts. Debt collectors buy bills and quietly "park" them on credit reports, to pressure individuals to pay up once they realize their score has dropped. "Americans are often caught in a doom loop between their medical provider and insurance company," Rohit Chopra, the director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), has argued. "Our credit reporting system is too often used as a tool to coerce and extort patients into paying medical bills they may not even owe."

Poor, sick Americans are much more likely to have medical debt than affluent, healthy ones; debt burdens are particularly heavy for the profoundly ill, such as cancer patients. Two in three people with medical debt report cutting back on food and other necessities to try to pay their bills; large shares skip other bills, work extra hours, or delay major purchases. Many avoid or delay getting more medical care. In extreme cases, medical bills have led Americans to lose their home.

That is just one way our broken medical system is broken: In a country in which most adults have insurance, and in which most pay hefty out-of-pocket costs in addition to insurance premiums, many are nevertheless hounded to fork over cash for specious medical charges that do little to shore up the health system's finances but a lot to trash family budgets and crush sick people's souls.

Ten years ago, an Occupy Wall Street-inspired nonprofit called RIP Medical Debt (now going by the name Undue Medical Debt) began publicizing how horrid this all was, while buying up medical debt from collections agencies and forgiving it. The debt abolitionists have erased $14.2 billion in debt owed by 8.6 million people, and counting.

Read: Americans are going bankrupt from getting sick

The relief had more muted financial effects than many consumer advocates had hoped: A randomized control trial showed that it had no impact on recipients' credit access, did not relieve measures of financial distress, and did not improve their mental health. "We were surprised," Neale Mahoney, an economist at Stanford, told me. "And, frankly, disappointed, because these are people who are struggling, and if there was a scalable way to make their lives a little bit better, that would be awesome."

But the nonprofit was nonetheless successful in raising awareness of the issue and setting the groundwork for policy change. In early 2022, municipal governments began purchasing and erasing medical debt, using money from the COVID-era American Rescue Plan. Cook County, Illinois, used $12 million to erase up to $1 billion in debt; New York City spent $18 million to forgive $2 billion for half a million residents; Washington, D.C., wiped out $42 million.

Private industry made changes too. In early 2022, Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion, the country's three major credit bureaus, announced that they would not put medical debts on consumers' credit reports until the bills were a year old. Shortly after, VantageScore removed medical debt in collections from its credit-scoring model. And in 2023, the credit bureaus declared that medical bills under $500 would no longer appear on credit reports at all. These companies were not changing their policies out of pure altruism, but with the understanding that medical debt is not a great predictor of creditworthiness, anyway: Getting hit by a car is not the same thing as buying a Corvette with a credit card.

The policies governing medical debt began shifting as well. Federal agencies are eliminating the consideration of medical debt when underwriting loans such as government-backed mortgages and small-business loans. Colorado, Rhode Island, and other states barred medical bills from credit reports. New York prohibited hospitals from putting liens on people's homes and garnishing their wages; Delaware forbid companies from foreclosing because of medical debt; Florida and Virginia made it harder for providers or collectors to sue; Delaware and Maine banned creditors from charging interest on medical bills.

Now a truly colossal change is pending. The CFPB has proposed excluding medical bills from credit reports altogether. The agency has a rule-making process that takes months, but if the changes go into effect as anticipated, $49 billion in debt will disappear from 15 million consumers' credit reports in an instant.

When that happens, will Americans simply start ignoring their medical bills? Well, no. Depending on the state, hospitals and providers could still sue, foreclose, or affect the chance of a person getting hired or being able to rent an apartment. "All the other ways to collect continue," a CFPB official told me. "Just because it's not on the credit report doesn't mean that it doesn't exist, and doesn't mean that there's no recourse for collecting it."

Plus, most people do pay their debts if they can. "There's this theory, this myth, that the American people won't pay their bills unless there's a sword of Damocles hanging over them," the official said. "We just don't have that same perspective on the nature of the American people."

Hospitals themselves don't seem that concerned. I asked the American Hospital Association, the powerful lobbying group, for comment, expecting fierce pushback against the CFPB proposal. A spokesperson instead directed me to a mild statement emphasizing the importance of insurance coverage. (Notably, cash coming from overdue medical bills constitutes as little as 0.03 percent of hospitals' revenue.) 

Still, the financial-protection agency is taking away the main lever--a lower credit score, with all the annoyances and costs that come with it--that debt collectors use to get people to pay up. The CFPB forecasts that the rule change will result in 22,000 additional mortgages being approved a year.

Even if consumers end up protected from harassment over their medical debts, they would be better off not accruing them in the first place, health experts told me. Sara R. Collins of the Commonwealth Fund, a health-care-policy think tank, described the underlying issue: First, hospitals charge too much, too opaquely, for medical services, and do not provide enough financial assistance to low-income patients, even when required to do so by law. Second, insurance coverage is not nearly comprehensive enough for lower-income Americans. "We still have about 25 million people who are uninsured, and they have high rates of medical debt," Collins said. "But the big issue is people are underinsured, with high deductibles or high out-of-pocket costs relative to their income."

Fixing those issues would be far more difficult and expensive than writing off past-due debts and scrubbing credit reports. The medical-billing system remains "impossible to navigate," Catherine told me. "If someone could tell you up front how much health care would cost, that would change the experience. For me, that would make the numbers real." For now, she is planning on just ignoring the numbers and enjoying her health.
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Did Donald Trump Notice J. D. Vance's Strangest Answer?

The senator from Ohio conspicuously refused to repeat his running mate's biggest lie.

by Helen Lewis




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


Here's what you could have had: That's what I kept thinking throughout the vice-presidential debate. The head-to-head between Tim Walz and J. D. Vance was a vision of what American politics could be without the distorting gravitational field generated by Donald Trump--a political interlude beamed to you from Planet Normal.

How soon will that day come? The most surprising moment of the debate arrived right at the end, when it became clear that the outwardly subservient Vance is already plotting his post-Trump future. Don't tell the mad old king, but his most loyal baron is looking at the crown and wondering how well it would fit his head.

More on that later, but first let's enjoy the climate on Planet Normal. Onstage in New York were two people with regular attention spans and an above-average ability to remember names and details. Vance, the Republican, offered slick, coherent, and blessedly short answers to the CBS moderators' questions. (The Bulwark compared him to a "smoother, 2016-vintage Marco Rubio.") Tim Walz, the Democrat, started nervously, quickly discovering that being folksy in an empty room is hard--although he certainly didn't go down in Dan Quayle-style flames. The debate was cordial--too cordial for many Democrats, who wondered why Walz was not delivering the smackdowns they longed to see.

Both candidates committed political sins well within the expected range: Vance freely ignored the first question on Iran, and instead recapped his appealing backstory for any viewers unfamiliar with Hillbilly Elegy. Walz dodged and weaved around a question about his inflated biography, before eventually conceding that he "misspoke" when he claimed to have been in Hong Kong during the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. The two men also managed to have several substantive exchanges on policy, arguing over what we can learn from Finland's approach to gun crime, and to what extent mental-health issues interact with mass shootings. All of that was a reminder of what American political debates used to be like in the distant past of, oh, the early 2010s.

The pundits have largely called this debate for Vance, who successfully downplayed his unpopular positions on abortion and health care, and took several opportunities to push his key ideological theme of protectionism. America needs to become more self-sufficient, and not just in heavy industry, he said, because "the pharmaceuticals that we put in the bodies of our children are manufactured by nations that hate us." That line sounded less paranoid than it once might have, after former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson revealed last week that, at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, he had flirted with sending a commando team to recover vaccines held by the European Union.

The audience polls were closer, however. Walz recovered from his shaky start to deliver several punchy lines. On gun violence, he talked about his own teenage son witnessing a shooting, drawing an empathetic response from Vance; he also recounted meeting with the parents of the pupils killed at Sandy Hook--realizing that he had a picture of his own child on the office wall, when the people in front of him had lost their own children. Asked to explain why he changed his mind and now supported a ban on assault weapons, Walz said simply: "I sat in that office with those Sandy Hook parents."

All very civil, sane, normal. Very demure. Every so often, though, an alternate reality began to bleed into the CBS studio. Or rather--our reality began to bleed in. The one where Donald Trump is the Republican candidate. The clearest signal was Vance's frequent tic of referring to his running mate: Donald Trump's energy policy, Donald Trump's border policy, Donald Trump's wisdom and courage. By contrast, Walz mentioned Kamala Harris more rarely.

You and I both know why Vance name-dropped with the zest of an out-of-work actor. Trump is one of those people who picks up a political memoir and flicks to the index to see how often he is mentioned. Over the past eight years, the entire Republican Party has reshaped itself around his giant ego, and it is filled with many men much smarter than Trump--men like J. D. Vance, in fact--who believe they can manipulate him through flattery. The former president won't have been paying attention to the finer details of Finnish policy, but he will have been instead listening for his name. Throughout the debate, the Trump campaign's rapid-response team blasted out "fact-checks," but the candidate's Truth Social feed rambled through his usual obsessions: the CBS anchors' low ratings; paeans to his own greatness and sagacity--"America was GREAT when I was President," "I SAVED our Country from the China Virus," "EVERYONE KNOWS I WOULD NOT SUPPORT A FEDERAL ABORTION BAN"--and praise for "a great defense of me" by Vance.

The big mystery of this moment in American politics is that Trump's flaws--his self-obsession, his lack of self-control, his casual lies--are so obvious. And yet all attempts to replace him with a lab-grown alternative, with those flaws removed, have failed. (Had Vance run in the Republican primary, I suspect he would have done about as well as Ron DeSantis.) The Republican base loves the chaos and the drama and the darkness that Trump offers, and resists all attempts to replace those qualities with boring competence.

All the way through, the times Vance really seemed in trouble were when he had to defend Trump's behavior, and his own switch from critic to sycophant. He gave an outrageous--but superficially convincing--explanation for how he went from thinking Trump was "America's Hitler" to its last and only hope. "I was wrong, first of all, because I believed some of the media stories that turned out to be dishonest fabrications of his record," he said. In the same way, the only real flash of the dislikable "childless cat ladies" version of Vance--familiar to me from edgy podcasts and cozy Fox News interviews--came when he had to defend Trump's lie about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. When the moderators noted that the Haitians in question were in America legally, Vance replied: "The rules were that you weren't going to fact-check." Not exactly the response of a man confident that he is telling the truth.

Right at the end, Vance was asked whether he would challenge the election results in ways that violated the law and the Constitution. "I think that we're focused on the future," he said, before jazz-hands-ing into standard Republican talking points about the threat of Big Tech censorship. (The two flagship cases of this in right-wing lore involve Hunter Biden's laptop and COVID discussions on Facebook and Spotify.) Harris, Vance said, would "like to censor people who engage in misinformation. I think that is a much bigger threat to democracy than anything that we've seen in this country in the last four years, in the last 40 years."

At this, Walz found a new gear. The Folksy Midwestern Dad was now not angry, but disappointed in his wayward son, who had returned long after curfew, smelling suspiciously of weed. Vance, Walz's demeanor implied, had let himself down. "I've enjoyed tonight's debate, and I think there was a lot of commonality here," he began, before mounting a devastating attack of Trump's actions on January 6, 2021. "He lost this election, and he said he didn't. One hundred and forty police officers were beaten at the Capitol that day, some with the American flag. Several later died." As Walz moved into a riff about being a football coach, telling his team that playing fair was more important than winning at any cost, Vance reflexively began to nod slightly.

In his response, Vance tried his best--pointing out that Hillary Clinton had raised the possibility of Russian interference in the 2016 election. But Walz shot back: "January 6 was not Facebook ads." (We might also note that, whatever her misgivings about the election, Clinton attended Trump's inauguration, explicitly acknowledging the peaceful transfer of power to an opponent. By contrast, Trump did not stay in Washington, D.C., to watch Joe Biden get sworn in as president, but instead flew off to Florida in a huff.)

Walz then asked Vance flat out whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Again, the Republican could only offer a cop-out--"Tim, I'm focused on the future"--and a pivot back to Big Tech censorship, which allowed Walz to go in for the kill. "This is not a debate," he said. "It's not anything anywhere other than in Donald Trump's world, because, look, when Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

The extraordinary part of Vance's waffle here isn't that he refused to tell the truth--to say the 2020 election was valid. The really remarkable thing is that the Republican vice-presidential nominee can't bring himself to agree with his boss and say that the 2020 election was stolen. In the past four years, the Trump campaign has filed multiple lawsuits to challenge the results; the candidate himself encouraged the crowd on January 6 to protest them--culminating in threats of violence to Congress and then-Vice President Pence--and his stump speeches regularly feature riffs about the issue. This year, he has suggested that he will lose only if the Democrats "cheat like hell."

Vance did not echo this language, nor did he repeat his previous suggestion that he would not have done what Pence did in January 2021, which was to certify the results. On the most fundamental issue of this year's contest--whether America is still a functioning democracy with free and fair elections--the Republican ticket is not entirely in sync.

Now, I'm beyond being surprised that Vance wouldn't tell the truth. But I am intrigued that, when given the biggest platform of his career to date, he couldn't bring himself to lie, either. After so many humiliating concessions, this is the point when Vance decided, to adapt the famous phrase of the poet E. E. Cummings, "There is some shit I will not eat." He switched so deftly to his talking points about misinformation that much of the instant punditry missed his sleight of hand.

Why not agree with his boss about what happened in 2020? The inevitable conclusion must be that J. D. Vance--smart, ambitious, and only 40 years old--is already contemplating the post-Trump future. Once the former president is out of the picture, what will be the point of harping on his personal bitterness about being rejected by the American people? The voters of 2028 or 2032 will undoubtedly care more about gas prices and housing costs than an old man's grievance. You might as well keep doing Trump's crazy material about sharks and Hannibal Lecter.

By any measure, Vance did quite well last night. But I wonder if Trump noticed that, amid all the name-drops and the flattery, his running mate is "focused on the future"--a future that doesn't include him.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/vance-trump-debate-walz/680115/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

      Politics | The Atlantic

      
        What Conservatives Mean by 'Freedom of Speech'
        Adam Serwer

        The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by frau...
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        Photo-illustrations by Vanessa SabaLast year, in Texas, a deteriorating marriage became the testing ground for a novel legal strategy favored by some of the country's most prominent right-wing lawyers and politicians.Marcus and Brittni Silva's divorce had just been finalized when Marcus filed a lawsuit against two of Brittni's friends. According to his complaint, Brittni had discovered that she was pregnant with their baby in July 2022, and ended the pregnancy by taking abortion medication. Marcu...

      

      
        Health Care Is on the Ballot Again
        Ronald Brownstein

        In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing th...

      

      
        You're Killing Me, Walz
        Elaine Godfrey

        About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?""Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that y...

      

      
        Fact-Checking Is Not a Political Strategy
        Tyler Austin Harper

        In the lead-up to last night's vice-presidential debate between J. D. Vance and Tim Walz, CBS's decision not to have moderators provide live fact-checking became a minor controversy. One pundit argued that this amounted to giving the truth-challenged Vance "license to lie," and many of the Democratic faithful voiced similar complaints on social media. Mother Jones went so far as to precheck the debate. The X account for the Kamala Harris campaign declared: "JD Vance is going to lie tonight. A lot...

      

      
        The Vance Warning
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Tim Walz stumbled and struggled on the debate stage in New York last night, while J. D. Vance spoke smoothly and effectively.I've known Vance for 15 years. In that time, I've witnessed many reinventions of the Vance story, heard many different retellings of who he is and what he believes. Last night, he debuted one more retelling. His performance of the role was well executed. The script was almost entirely fiction. Yet t...

      

      
        Did Donald Trump Notice J. D. Vance's Strangest Answer?
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        A Chance for Biden to Make a Difference on the Death Penalty
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Joe Biden's presidency is ending sooner than he hoped, but he can still cement his legacy by accomplishing something no other president has: the commutation of every federal death sentence.In 2020, Biden ran partly on abolishing the federal death penalty. His campaign website promised that he would "work to pass legislation to eliminate the death penalty at the federal level, and incentivize states to follow the federal government's example," adding that death-row prisoners "should instead serve ...

      

      
        J. D. Vance Tries to Rewrite History
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.For more than 90 minutes, J. D. Vance delivered an impressive performance in the vice-presidential debate. Calm, articulate, and detailed, the Republican parried tricky questions about Donald Trump and put a reasonable face on policies that voters have rejected elsewhere. Vance's offers were frequently dishonest, but they were smooth.And then things went off the rails.In the final question of the debate, moderators asked ...

      

      
        The Christian Radicals Are Coming
        Stephanie McCrummen

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.In the final moments of the last day, some 2,000 people were on their feet, arms raised and cheering under a big white tent in the grass outside a church in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. By then they'd been told that God had chosen them to save America from Kamala Harris and a demonic government trying to "silence the Church." They'd been told they had "authority" to establish God's Kingdom, and reminded of their reward in Heave...

      

      
        What Democrats Don't Understand About J. D. Vance
        Elaine Godfrey

        If you show up to a J. D. Vance campaign event and ask some of the red-hat-wearing attendees whether they're fans of the senator from Ohio, they will say: No, they are fans of Donald Trump.Yet Vance is better than his ticketmate at one important job: He can squeeze Trumpism through his own post-liberal-populist tube and produce something that looks like a coherent ideology. Whereas Democrats are fond of mocking Vance for being socially awkward, Trump's supporters see him as their very own Pete Bu...
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        Chris Moody

        We knew something had gone terribly wrong when the culverts washed up in our backyard like an apocalyptic art installation splattered with loose rock and black concrete. The circular metal tubes were a crucial piece of submerged infrastructure that once channeled water beneath our street, the primary connection to town for our small rural community just outside Boone, North Carolina. When they failed under a deluge created by Hurricane Helene, the narrow strip of concrete above didn't stand a cha...

      

      
        Trump Is Taking a Dark Turn
        David A. Graham

        If you think that Donald Trump's speeches this campaign cycle are just more of the same, consider the analysis of the person who knows more about them than anyone else."They thought they'd be out there jumping up and down, 'Make America great again,'" this observer remarked of a rally in Wisconsin on Saturday. "I'm just saying, this is a dark--this is a dark speech."That clear-eyed pundit was Donald Trump, offering a better analysis than a great deal of the press coverage did. As Trump himself obs...

      

      
        'This Is Where You End Up When You Do Your Own Research'
        John Hendrickson

        "Nobody ever complied their way out of totalitarianism," Robert F. Kennedy Jr. warned a few thousand people on the National Mall yesterday. It was a true Kennedyism: ominous and not quite self-aware. That RFK himself had recently ended his rebellious presidential campaign in service to an aspiring autocrat was but an inconvenient detail.The former insurgent candidate was the main attraction at "Rescue the Republic," a free rally-slash-concert at the foot of the Washington Monument that featured J...
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        David Frum

        Kamala Harris used Donald Trump's psychic weaknesses against him in their televised debate on September 10. Can Governor Tim Walz do the same to Senator J. D. Vance when they meet on Tuesday?Watch what happens when Vance is asked an unexpected question by a friendly Fox News reporter: "What makes you smile?" Vance responds with ill temper and defensiveness: "I smile at a lot of things, including bogus questions from the media, man." That insult is followed by an unpleasant laugh.It has been said ...
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        Peter Wehner

        The GOP is a moral freak show, and freak shows attract freaks. Which is why Mark Robinson fits in so well in today's Republican Party.Robinson, the Republican candidate for governor in North Carolina, has described himself as a "devout Christian." But a recent CNN story reported that several years ago, he was a porn-site user who enjoyed watching transgender pornography (despite a history of an anti-transgender rhetoric), referred to himself as a "Black Nazi," and supported the return of slavery....

      

      
        Tim Walz Is Too Good at This
        Mark Leibovich

        Tim Walz is trying very hard to make it look like he's not trying too hard."Look, a few weeks ago, I was sitting in St. Paul, minding my own damn business," Walz said recently at a rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This has been a standard line of his since Kamala Harris picked the Minnesota governor to be her running mate and special envoy to the coveted "White Dudes for Harris." These particular dudes are both the literal folksy folks in the crowd in their literal White Dudes for Harris T-shirts...
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        Ronald Brownstein
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What Conservatives Mean by 'Freedom of Speech'

They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored.

by Adam Serwer




The "fire in a crowded theater" case involved neither a fire, nor a theater, nor a crowd, and resulted in one of the worst Supreme Court decisions ever reached. But the phrase fire in a crowded theater was repeated by both vice-presidential candidates during their debate on Tuesday, demonstrating an ongoing misunderstanding of free speech.

Toward the end of the debate, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, pointed out that former President Donald Trump tried to overturn--first by fraud and later by force--the 2020 presidential election, which he lost. J. D. Vance, the Republican who was selected to replace former Vice President Mike Pence on the ticket precisely because he is the sort of quisling lapdog who would participate in such a scheme, retorted that Walz supported "Facebook censorship."

"You can't yell 'fire' in a crowded theater. That's the test. That's the Supreme Court test," Walz said.

"Tim. Fire in a crowded theater? You guys wanted to kick people off of Facebook for saying that toddlers should not wear masks," Vance replied.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The equivalence that Vance draws between social-media moderation and Trump trying to stage a coup is ridiculous, but revealing in terms of how conservatives have come to conceive of free speech: They believe that right-wing speech should be sacrosanct, and liberal speech officially disfavored. Walz is simply wrong about the Supreme Court standard for what kind of speech can be outlawed, but the invocation of that archaic test does illustrate how safety can become an excuse for state censorship. It just so happens that social-media moderation is not state censorship, because social media is not the government.

In 1919, the Supreme Court upheld the convictions of socialist anti-war protesters under the Espionage Act in Schenk v. United States. The accused, Charles Schenk and Elizabeth Baer, had been passing out flyers urging people to resist the draft during World War I. The Court ruled unanimously in an opinion written by Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. that the convictions were constitutional, with Holmes writing, "The most stringent protection of free speech would not protect a man in falsely shouting fire in a theatre and causing a panic. It does not even protect a man from an injunction against uttering words that may have all the effect of force." (The next time someone tries to tell you that "words are violence" is something left-wing college students came up with, remind them that the U.S. Supreme Court said it first.)

The cultural context here is as important as the legal one. As the legal scholar Geoffrey Stone writes in Perilous Times, the country was in the throes of the first Red Scare, and the Supreme Court was "firmly in conservative hands. The values and experiences of the justices led most of them to hold anarchists, socialists, and other 'radical' dissenters in contempt." As Stone notes, Schenk and Baer's pamphlets urged political support for repeal of the draft, not even unlawful obstruction of it. The justices, however, did not consider the political beliefs of those they were judging to have value, and therefore they had no problem seeing people thrown in jail for those beliefs, no matter what the First Amendment said. After all, it was wartime.

So there was no fire, no crowd, and no theater. What actually happened was that some people had unpopular political beliefs and the government wanted to throw them in jail, and the Supreme Court said that was fine. That also happens to be the kind of thing that Trump wants to do as president, the kind of thing that the arch-conservative Supreme Court has decided he should have immunity for doing.

The Schenk standard, however, was repealed in Brandenburg v. Ohio in 1969, a case involving Clarence Brandenburg, a Ku Klux Klan leader who was convicted under a state law that prohibited advocating political change through terrorism. The Supreme Court--then a liberal court, something that had not existed before and has not since--overturned his conviction, ruling that that government can only bar speech advocating "imminent lawless action" that is "likely to incite or produce such action." Stone writes that the Court was trying to tie its own hands to prevent the government from acting under the spell of "fear and hysteria" that can be brought on by wartime. It's a much better standard than the kind that gets you imprisoned for handing out pamphlets. (Vance, a Yale Law graduate, is probably aware that Trump's speech working up a mob that went on to ransack the Capitol and try to hang Pence could meet that much higher standard, known as the "Brandenburg test.")

But the fact that the government can put you in prison points to how matters of free speech are different for social-media companies. Social-media companies can't put you in prison, because they are not the government. They can ban users for not adhering to their standards, but this in itself is a form of speech: Just as the right-wing website Breitbart does not have to publish my writing, social-media companies do not have to publish the content of users who violate their rules. Social-media moderation is not state censorship, and it should not be treated as such. Conservatives understand this when the moderation decisions land in their favor, which is why the union-busting billionaire Elon Musk's favoritism toward conservative speech and attempts to silence his critics on the social-media platform X have not drawn the attention of the Republican majority in Congress. Nor should they--he owns the place; he can do what he wants with it. The point is that conservatives fully get the distinction when they want to.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

Vance's implicit position is that conservatives have a state-enforced right to the use of private platforms; that the state can and should force private companies to publish speech that those companies disagree with, as long as that speech is right-wing. Such a policy really would be a form of censorship.

Immediately after Trump's disastrous September debate, conservatives, including Trump himself, began calling for ABC News to lose its broadcast license for fact-checking Trump's lies about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio. These threats of state retaliation against media outlets--or anyone who speaks out against Trump--illustrate that what conservatives mean when they talk about free speech is a legal right to use private platforms as venues for right-wing propaganda, whether or not those platforms wish to be used that way. That is a form of censorship far more authoritarian than private social-media platforms deciding they don't want to carry rants about COVID shots putting microchips in your blood that can receive signals from alien invaders.

As for Walz, he foolishly cited an archaic standard that the Supreme Court has thankfully abandoned, one that in actuality shows how dangerous it can be for the government to pick and choose which speech is acceptable. Walz has previously asserted that "misinformation" and "hate speech" are not protected, a mistaken belief that is unfortunately popular among some on the left. The flawed standard he cited last night explains why such speech is and should be protected--because the window for state power to police what individual people say should be as small as reasonably possible.

His opponents Trump and Vance, however, do not think that such an approach is dangerous at all. A government that chooses which speech to punish and which to promote is their ideal situation, provided that they are the ones in charge.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/vance-maga-free-speech-social-media-debate/680121/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Rise of the Right-Wing Tattletale

In Texas and elsewhere, new laws and policies have encouraged neighbors to report neighbors to the government.

by Adam Serwer




Last year, in Texas, a deteriorating marriage became the testing ground for a novel legal strategy favored by some of the country's most prominent right-wing lawyers and politicians.

Marcus and Brittni Silva's divorce had just been finalized when Marcus filed a lawsuit against two of Brittni's friends. According to his complaint, Brittni had discovered that she was pregnant with their baby in July 2022, and ended the pregnancy by taking abortion medication. Marcus alleges that her friends Jackie Noyola and Amy Carpenter "assisted Brittni Silva in murdering Ms. Silva's unborn child." He is suing for wrongful death and asking for at least $1 million in damages from each defendant.

Noyola and Carpenter tell their own version of what happened in a countersuit they filed. Marcus drank often, they allege, and when he did, he was prone to verbally abusing Brittni. He got so drunk at one of her work events that he had to be escorted off the premises--but not before he called her a "slut," a "whore," and an "unfit mother" in front of her co-workers. Brittni had stayed in the marriage for the sake of their two daughters, but Marcus's outburst convinced her that there was no saving it. In the spring of 2022, she filed for divorce.

That summer, soon after Roe v. Wade was overturned but before Texas's abortion "trigger ban" went into effect, Brittni got a positive result on a pregnancy test. Certain that she did not want to have another child with Marcus, Brittni texted Noyola and Carpenter to talk about her options. Noyola and Carpenter allege that Marcus disapproved of the friendship; he would sometimes hide Brittni's car keys to try to prevent her from seeing her friends.

Brittni kept her pregnancy test a secret from Marcus, but according to Noyola and Carpenter's suit, he learned about it when he riffled through her purse and discovered a Post-it note with the number for an abortion hotline and, on her phone, her texts with her friends. Marcus took photographs of the texts. The next day, he looked through her purse again and found a pill that can be taken to induce abortion.

Later, Marcus confronted her, Brittni told her friends. She wrote in a text message that he had demanded that she give him her "mind body and soul" and act "like his wife who loves him." If she didn't agree to give him primary custody of their daughters, Brittni wrote, he would "make sure I go to jail." Brittni was surprised by Marcus's reaction, her friends' suit alleges; he'd never been opposed to abortion. Now he was accusing her of killing a baby and threatening to go to the police. (Noyola and Carpenter have denied all the claims in Marcus's lawsuit, and he has denied all the claims in their countersuit.)

In fact, Marcus had already filed a police report. Soon, he obtained legal representation. Jonathan Mitchell, a conservative activist and attorney and the former solicitor general of Texas, became his lawyer in the case. Mitchell is often cited as the brains behind Texas's 2021 "bounty law," which provides a reward of at least $10,000 to plaintiffs who successfully sue someone who "aids or abets" abortion. The Silva case follows a similar logic: Marcus is, in effect, seeking a reward for reporting his ex-wife's friends to the state.

Mitchell declined to comment for this article. But his work on the Silva case and the bounty law, among other matters, reflects a tactic that conservatives have recently embraced in a range of social battles, including those over abortion, LGBTQ issues, and school curricula. Across the nation, Republican-controlled state legislatures and conservative activists have passed bills and embraced legal strategies that encourage Americans to monitor one another's behavior and report their friends, family members, and neighbors to the authorities. Call it the Snitch State.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution is whatever the right wing says it is

Texas has been particularly hospitable to rules that promote such monitoring in service of advancing conservative ideological goals. Perhaps it's a matter of necessity: Despite right-wing victories in court and at the ballot box in recent decades, public sentiment on a variety of cultural issues has drifted leftward. And so, in an effort to impose their values, Republicans have turned to invasive forms of coercion.

Most Americans, including most Texas voters, believe that abortion should be legal in some form. The architects of this new anti-privacy regime do not. Republican legislators in Texas have proposed numerous additional restrictions since Roe v. Wade was overturned, including bills that would punish employers who help their workers get abortions, outlaw abortion funds that help women seek the procedure in another state, and circumvent local district attorneys who refuse to criminally prosecute abortion providers. Some proposed measures would restrict access to contraception. One would criminalize speech by making it illegal to provide "information on how to obtain an abortion-inducing drug" and forcing internet providers in Texas to censor such information.

It's hard not to conclude that the people pushing for bills like these want women to be scared to even contemplate having an abortion, let alone seek one out. They have said so themselves; in 2021, for example, the anti-abortion organization Texas Right to Life said it was "optimistic that," in light of the bounty law, "the day is soon coming when abortion will not only be illegal, but unthinkable." Even expressing support for abortion rights could be considered suspect. Indeed, the Silva lawsuit seems to foreshadow this reality: It alleges that Brittni and her friends "celebrated the murder by dressing up in Handmaid's Tale costumes for Halloween," as if their costumes indicate liberal views on abortion that deserve sanction by the state.

From the October 2024 issue: What abortion bans do to doctors

As of this writing, no one has yet been successfully sued under Texas's bounty law, and other measures that seek to turn citizens into informants have faced challenges in court. (If reelected, former President Donald Trump is likely to appoint more federal judges who would look favorably upon such measures.) But these policies have chilling effects whether or not they are strictly enforced. The mere threat of having one's privacy invaded and one's life potentially destroyed is sufficient to shape people's speech and behavior. American history shows us where this could lead.

The roots of this political style lie in the state-sponsored efforts of the first and second Red Scares. During the first, in the years following World War I, a wave of anarchist violence provided a predicate for suppressing free speech, as well as a justification for mob violence against people perceived to be disloyal to the government. But it was during the second Red Scare, in the 1940s and '50s, that the informant emerged as a paramount figure in American politics, when the federal government's attempts to block Soviet espionage metastasized into a national panic. Dozens of states passed laws criminalizing speech deemed subversive. Private employers, unions, and professional groups adopted loyalty oaths and administrative tests that inquired about personal beliefs and past associations.

According to the constitutional scholar Geoffrey R. Stone, from 1947 to 1953, more than 4.7 million people were scrutinized as part of the federal government's loyalty program, leading to about 40,000 "full-field investigations" undertaken by J. Edgar Hoover's FBI. The bureau relied on allegations from informants, many of which were "unsubstantiated hearsay--mere gossip, rumor, and slander," Stone writes. The accuracy of the allegations hardly mattered; federal investigators often did not take the time to verify informants' claims. As a result, people policed their own thoughts, actions, and relationships out of fear that someone might tell on them.

Soviet espionage and expansionism were both very real threats. Many Red hunters, however, were not merely trying to prevent the establishment of Soviet-style communism in the U.S., or to protect U.S. atomic secrets. At a moment when liberalism appeared to be ascendant, conservative beliefs about economics, labor, race, gender, and sexuality could all be imposed in the name of "fighting communism." As historians such as Ellen Schrecker and Landon R. Y. Storrs have argued, the second Red Scare was, in this way, successful at constraining the radical possibilities of New Deal social democracy. The power of organized labor was curtailed, and the potential for a more generous welfare state was limited. Even in books, films, and television shows, Americans sought to avoid topics and storylines that might be interpreted as left-wing.

Black workers--who were asked questions like "Have you ever danced with a white girl?" and "Have you ever had dinner with a mixed group?"--were among those who "suffered disproportionately" from loyalty investigations, Schrecker has written. Homosexuality, or perceived homosexuality, was also punished. As the historian David K. Johnson writes in The Lavender Scare, at one point during the Truman administration, "in the State Department alone, security officials boasted that on average they were firing one homosexual per day, more than double the rate for those suspected of political disloyalty." Ruining someone's life with an anonymous accusation was, for a time, a relatively simple matter.

During the second Red Scare, communism was frequently described as a plague that infected and transformed unwilling victims. Modern conservatives use similar rhetoric to justify fighting "wokeness" or "the woke mind virus," presenting liberalism as a civilizational threat that justifies extreme measures to suppress it--particularly, these days, in the name of protecting children. But whereas conservatives in the '40s and '50s depicted the Soviet Union as a dystopian cautionary tale, their counterparts today openly venerate the oppressive tactics of illiberal societies abroad. In March, for example, Kevin D. Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, described Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban's tenure as "a model for conservative governance." In September, Trump praised Orban from the presidential-debate stage.

The contemporary crackdown is different in another crucial respect: Although many of the people targeted during the second Red Scare chose to withdraw from public service or public life in the face of invasive surveillance and constant suspicion, that is much harder to do in the 21st century. Today, many of us share intimate details of our personal lives online with friends, loved ones, and, often, total strangers. Whether we intend to or not, thanks to the data economy, we are all our own informants, sharing our location, reading habits, search terms, menstrual-cycle dates, online orders, and more. In exchange for using online services and social-media platforms, we make ourselves more visible to those who would become the eyes and ears of the state.

If you live in a part of the country where your very person could attract unwanted attention from the state and its informants, abstaining from social media or even withdrawing from public life may not guarantee safe harbor. Sometimes, you just need to leave.

Karen Krajcer grew up in a conservative religious family in Houston before moving to Austin, where she and her husband raised their kids. When their eldest child, who is trans, was in first grade, she came up to Krajcer in the kitchen and said, "Mom, I'm a girl." Krajcer replied, "You don't have to be a girl to like girl things." "I know," her daughter said. "But I'm a girl who likes girl things."

"She just held my stare," Krajcer told me. "And I realized that I didn't understand what she meant, but that I'm her parent, and it's my job to find out."

Then, one day when she was in fourth grade, Krajcer's daughter asked if she was going to die. "She's not prone to questions like that," Krajcer told me. "She wasn't talking about self-harm or suicide. She was afraid."

It was February 2022, and Texas Governor Greg Abbott had ordered the state's Department of Family and Protective Services to investigate the parents of minors who were receiving gender-affirming medical care. "The Texas Family Code is clear," Attorney General Ken Paxton wrote in a legal opinion that Abbott used to justify his order. "Causing or permitting substantial harm to the child or the child's growth and development is child abuse." Abbott called upon "licensed professionals" and "members of the general public" to tell the government about families who were known to have trans children, so that they could be investigated for abuse. These families were now surrounded by potential informants: teachers, friends, neighbors--even extended family.




Professional medical groups, including the American Psychiatric Association and the American Medical Association, objected to the order, noting in one legal brief that "the medical treatments characterized as 'child abuse' in the Abbott Letter are part of the widely-accepted treatment guidelines for adolescents suffering from gender dysphoria, and are supported by the best available scientific evidence."

The portrayal of gender-affirming care as child abuse nevertheless led to a rash of reports. People called DFPS to report students "even if they're just simply going by a nickname, or different pronouns," Brian Klosterboer, an attorney with the ACLU of Texas, told me.

DFPS representatives appeared at Texas schools to pull students out of class for questioning, and showed up at children's homes to speak with their parents. "As an investigator, when you go in to speak to a child, as easy as you try to be and as kind, it's traumatizing; it just is. It's invasive," Morgan Davis, a former Texas child-welfare investigator, told me. Davis, who is trans, eventually resigned in protest of the order. A DFPS employee testified in court that, unlike with other kinds of investigations, she and her colleagues did not have discretion to set aside cases involving trans kids despite finding no evidence of abuse.

One DFPS employee who herself has a trans daughter asked her supervisor for clarification on the new policy. Would she now be considered an abuser for obtaining health care for her daughter? And if so, would her child be taken from her? According to a lawsuit that the ACLU filed on behalf of the employee and her family, she was put on leave hours later, and told the next day that she was under investigation. A state investigator came to her family's home, seeking access to her daughter's medical records.

The order threatened to separate trans children from their parents, which could lead to expensive legal battles for families who wanted to keep custody. Tracy Harting, a lawyer in Travis County who has been involved in child welfare for more than two decades, immediately grasped the cruel irony: If trans kids were taken from their parents, she told me, they would be entering a foster-care system "that's already overrun with kids who were actually being physically and emotionally abused by their families."

In response to the ACLU's lawsuit, a judge blocked enforcement of Abbott's order in March 2022, and two years later, a state appeals court upheld the injunction. But an exodus of families with trans children was already under way, particularly after Texas outlawed gender-affirming medical care for children in 2023. "I don't want to live in this state of terror anymore," one mother who left for Colorado told Texas Monthly.

Listen: Radio Atlantic on when the state has a problem with your identity

Krajcer and her family, who live in Oregon now, felt the same way. Although her daughter was not undergoing any medical interventions, Krajcer still feared that she could be reported to the authorities by someone who disapproved of her gender identity. The implications of staying in Texas, Krajcer said, were too terrifying to contemplate. "What happens if I'm out in a rural area and our trans daughter breaks her arm? Am I going to be able to take her to the ER for basic medical care? Or is there a chance that a nurse or a receptionist or just a person sitting in the waiting room could turn us in?"

"I imagined being led into some small windowless room for my monitored child visitation," Krajcer said, "and looking at our children and knowing that we could have gone, that we could have left, but we didn't."

In August 2023, Michael Troncale, then an English teacher in Houston, was upset about what he saw as the "anti-trans propaganda coming from the right wing in Texas." Wanting to show support for his transgender students, he put up a poster in his classroom that said trans people belong.

No one seemed to mind at first. But two months later, a school administrator told him that a parent had complained that the sign was "divisive." Troncale didn't know who the parent was, or if their child was in his class.

" 'Look, I'm sorry, but our legal team says you can't have this up, because it's a political message,' " Troncale says he was told. "I didn't consider it political."

Perhaps he should have. In the past few years, Texas conservatives have undertaken a campaign of censorship in schools that longtime educators told me is unprecedented in its breadth and ferocity--part of a nationwide backlash against what conservatives perceive as left-leaning books and ideas, many of them involving LGBTQ and racial issues. A major means of enforcement for this campaign is tattling: Parents and students alike are encouraged to report the teaching of forbidden ideas, so that those who teach them may be punished.

The recent spate of regulations against so-called critical race theory in K-12 schools exemplifies this logic. (Actual critical race theory is an academic framework conceived of by the Black legal scholar Derrick Bell; it is not generally taught outside higher education.) In 2021, Texas passed House Bill 3979, which included the provision that educators cannot "require or make part of a course" the idea that "an individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress on account of the individual's race or sex." Using language designed to sound egalitarian, the law purportedly safeguarded all students' psychological well-being: Educators, it stipulated, cannot teach students that "one race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex."

When Representative Steve Toth introduced the bill, he said it was "about teaching racial harmony by telling the truth that we are all equal, both in God's eyes and our founding documents." The alternative, he suggested, was communist indoctrination, "a souped-up version of Marxism" from which children needed to be protected.

In practice, though, H.B. 3979 and the similar Senate Bill 3--which went into effect three months later, replacing the House bill--constitute a de facto government ban on material that conservatives oppose, and essentially mean that the feelings of a certain category of student are the only ones that matter. In 2023, a school-district trustee in Montgomery County asked for "personal ideologies" to be "left at the door." One parent, she said, had told her that their first grader had been so distressed by a poster celebrating racial inclusivity that he moved classrooms. Another trustee suggested that displaying LGBTQ flags in schools might be illegal.

Texas's recent cascade of book bans has also been framed as an attempt to protect children from distress. "Parents have the right to shield their children from obscene content used in schools their children attend," Governor Abbott has written. But parents already have the right to tell their kids which books they can and can't read; what Abbott is calling for is the right to control which books other people's children read.

Read: Book bans are targeting the history of oppression

Matt Krause, a former attorney for the Christian conservative law firm Liberty Counsel, was a Texas state legislator in the fall of 2021 when he sent a letter to superintendents inquiring about "books or content" in schools that "might make students feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress because of their race or sex." He attached a list of roughly 850 books, requesting that the school districts tell him how many copies of each they had. Krause--who later acknowledged to The Dallas Morning News that he did not believe he had read the books in question--had no power to order any books banned, but his list, and his invocation of the language in H.B. 3979, helped spur an avalanche of challenges across the state.

According to a lawsuit filed by library patrons in Llano County, one woman, who would later be appointed to the county's library board, sent an email to a county official with the subject line "Pornographic Filth at the Llano Public Libraries." Attached was a spreadsheet of books from Krause's list that were in the libraries. Another concerned citizen, who herself would also later be appointed to the library board, was more direct about what she found objectionable: In an email to allies, she referred to Krause's list as the "16-page list of CRT and LGBTQ book[s]." Indeed, the titles on Krause's list, many of which deal with topics such as racism, LGBTQ rights, and abortion, highlight the political nature of his effort.

Soon, the Llano County libraries began removing some of these books from their shelves. One librarian alleges that she was fired after she refused to remove targeted books. She is now working as a cashier to make ends meet while she sues the county over her dismissal. (The county has denied any wrongdoing.)

After a court ordered the books returned to the shelves, county officials appealed the order and considered shutting down the libraries altogether rather than allow community members to access the material. (County officials said the removal of books had nothing to do with their content. They ultimately decided to keep the library open, and an appeals court later ruled that some of the books must be returned. That court is now reconsidering its order.) The officials are represented by Jonathan Mitchell, the same attorney who is representing Marcus Silva. According to Axios, Mitchell has also reportedly drafted hypothetical bounty laws that would provide financial remuneration to those who snitch on librarians for keeping banned books on their shelves--or even just for expressing pro-LGBTQ sentiments.

In 2024, the purpose of banning books is not to keep children from accessing disturbing material--the internet exists--but to use the power of the state to stigmatize certain ideas and identities. Nelva Williamson, an Advanced Placement history teacher from Houston, told me that she sees efforts like Krause's as part of a right-wing response to the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 and the earnest desire of many young white people to learn more about the country's history of injustice. At the core of the backlash, Williamson thinks, is a fear that children will leave their parents' politics behind. "They just put CRT as an umbrella over everything," she said.

"What is included in the obscenity standard is actually very vague," Jeremy Young, a historian who runs PEN America's anti-censorship program for education, told me. "And this is something that you'll see across these bill types. The vagueness is the point; the vagueness is the way that the bills are enforced. Which is to say, when a bill has very vague definitions, it can be either overenforced or underenforced, depending on the person doing the enforcing."

Texas legislators cannot embed themselves in every classroom to monitor whether forbidden concepts and books are being discussed and assigned. But they can rely on informants. According to NBC News, a chief deputy constable in Hood County, recently spent two years attempting to bring criminal charges against a group of school librarians after activists filed a complaint alleging that their libraries were carrying obscene books (the county district attorney ultimately said there was not enough conclusive evidence to charge the librarians). In October 2021, Rickie Farah, a fourth-grade teacher in the Dallas area who had previously been named Teacher of the Year, was reprimanded by the school board after a parent complained about a book that her child brought home from Farah's classroom--This Book Is Anti-racist, by Tiffany Jewell. Farah contested the reprimand and kept her job. But her colleagues got the message: Even allowing a student to encounter a book that a parent disapproved of might lead to consequences.

Higher education has also been a target for Republicans, who see universities as sources of "woke ideology." Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick has argued that "tenured professors must not be able to hide behind the phrase 'academic freedom,' and then proceed to poison the minds of our next generation." A 2023 bill to end tenure at state universities was rejected, but the legislature instead passed a law that gives politically appointed university overseers broad leeway to terminate tenured faculty for reasons of "professional incompetence" or "conduct involving moral turpitude." Thus, in Texas, academic freedom may now be contingent on the political approval of state officials.

In 2022, Lauren Miller, who lived in Dallas, was pregnant with twins and suffering from such severe nausea that she found it difficult to eat and had to go to the emergency room twice. When one twin was diagnosed with a genetic disorder that is almost always fatal, she and her husband struggled to get clear guidance from medical professionals. No one would even say the word abortion out loud. "We would have genetic counselors--so, people who don't even give abortions; they just counsel on options--get midway through a sentence and then just stop, just scared to say more," Miller told me.

Then one genetic counselor, who had lived and worked in New York, let slip that in cases like these, doctors would usually perform a procedure called a "single fetal reduction." Miller asked what that meant.

"She immediately clammed up and she started apologizing; you could tell she was scared," Miller said. "It was truly like we had Greg Abbott, Ken Paxton, and, you know, other politicians, Texas Supreme Court justices, just sitting in that room taking notes, chewing on a pen cap right there with us."

Miller decided to have the single fetal reduction--aborting one fetus--to protect her health and that of the other twin. Afraid to leave a paper trail, she told friends in a group text of the diagnosis, but not about her plans. She had a quick, careful phone conversation with a friend who was a gynecologic oncologist, who recommended a doctor in Colorado. As she spoke over the phone with the Colorado doctor, Miller noticed that he made sure to say explicitly that he was not in the state of Texas.

"People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say."

At a party with friends that fall, Miller and her husband were careful not to mention that they were going to Colorado. "Who was there who would overhear and report us because they want that $10,000?" Miller said. "We didn't know everybody who was at the house that evening."

They also worried about the logistics of their trip. "The first question," Miller said, was "what kind of digital footprint are we leaving? Do we leave our phones behind? Do we drive? Do we do everything in cash?" Because of her severe nausea, she didn't think she would make it 12 hours in a car from Dallas to Colorado, and she was concerned about driving through rural Texas on her way to get an abortion at 14 weeks pregnant, especially if she ended up in an emergency room. She decided to fly.

Miller was perhaps more fearful than she needed to be about her trip to Colorado. The Texas bounty law has not been used against people who travel out of state, and women themselves cannot be punished for having an abortion--only people who help them can. Still, given the political climate in Texas, her cautious behavior doesn't seem irrational. What would the ultrasound tech back in Dallas say or do when they noticed there was only one heartbeat instead of two?

The procedure went well. Miller's severe nausea subsided, and the remainder of her pregnancy was smooth. She delivered a healthy baby in March 2023. As it turned out, Miller's doctor in Dallas, Austin Dennard, had also recently fled Texas for an abortion because of a pregnancy complication of her own. Miller recalled that at her first appointment with the doctor after her abortion, Dennard simply said, in a formal tone, "There is only one heart rate. I will note in your file that there is an intrauterine fetal demise of one twin." The two women later joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights, which sought to set clear standards for exceptions to the state's abortion ban. This past May, the Texas Supreme Court issued a ruling leaving the vague exceptions language intact.

Such lack of clarity can have a chilling effect. "There's a lot of confusion," Damla Karsan, a Houston ob-gyn, told me. "People aren't sure what they can and can't legally say." In December 2023, Karsan was personally warned by Paxton against performing an abortion for Kate Cox, a Texas mother who was ultimately forced to leave the state to get an abortion after her fetus was diagnosed with the same genetic condition as Miller's. (Karsan was also a plaintiff with Miller and Dennard in the Center for Reproductive Rights lawsuit.)

Still, rules that provoke this kind of fear and uncertainty around private choices have flourished primarily in conservative enclaves; when I spoke with teachers in more liberal and diverse areas of Texas, they seemed less afraid of being reported to authorities. Areas like Llano County, where support for Trump is strong, have so far been most successful in their efforts to root out subversives and promote self-policing. For the time being, abortion laws like Texas's, as restrictive as they are ambiguous, don't stand a chance outside Republican-dominated states; women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox can still travel elsewhere--if they can afford it--to legally receive the care they need. Similarly, families with trans children can move out of state, and library patrons can go to court when books are removed from the shelves.

But for how long? In September, Texas sued to overturn federal privacy regulations that prevent investigators from seizing the medical records of women who leave the state to get an abortion. And just as the influence of the federal government supercharged the first and second Red Scares, it could very well, under a Republican president, expand the reach of the Snitch State nationwide. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump administration, suggests adopting a measure that would allow for a political purge of anyone in the federal government who is not obsequiously loyal to Trump. The former president, and conservative legal elites, have called for the traditional independence of the Justice Department to be disregarded, which would allow Trump, if reelected, to use the immense power of federal law enforcement to target abortion providers, political dissidents, and even local prosecutors who do not use their discretion as the administration demands.

In his foreword to Project 2025's 900-page Mandate for Leadership, Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, writes that "pornography"--which he describes as "manifested today in the omnipresent propagation of transgender ideology and sexualization of children"--"should be outlawed," and that "the people who produce and distribute it should be imprisoned." He adds that "educators and public librarians who purvey it should be classed as registered sex offenders." Roberts also describes gender-affirming care as "child abuse," and echoes the legal language used to ban "critical race theory" in places like Texas. The policy blueprint outlines a plan for forcing states to report abortion and miscarriage data to the federal government, referring to the harrowing experiences of women like Miller, Dennard, and Cox with the dismissive euphemism of "abortion tourism." Presumably, executing these plans would depend on a steady supply of willing informants.

Conservatives have long railed against the chilling effect of "cancel culture." But by encouraging people to tell on their neighbors, Republicans have, in effect, constructed a legal framework for socializing the means of cancellation. Having routinely mocked left-wing college students as "snowflakes" for their use of content warnings and their desire for "safe spaces," Republicans have now institutionalized their own opposition to points of view they dislike with laws that punish those who disagree with them. They have attempted to subject teachers, librarians, and educational administrators to harsh punishments should they express--or even make available--ideas that conservatives deem offensive. They have attempted to criminalize the parents of trans children, and have forced pregnant women to flee their home in order to receive lifesaving care. All of this has been done in the name of "liberty," to combat what Roberts has called the "totalitarian cult" that is the "Great Awokening."

The first and second Red Scares created oppressive societies in the name of preventing America from becoming one. The version of "liberty" being promoted by right-wing legislators and activists today rings just as hollow, a stifling political and social conformity enforced by the fear that someone, somewhere, might report you.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Right-Wing Plan to Make Everyone an Informant." 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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Health Care Is on the Ballot Again

J. D. Vance has signaled that he's more than ready to renew Donald Trump's effort to unwind the Affordable Care Act.

by Ronald Brownstein




In an otherwise confident debate performance on Tuesday, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, conspicuously dodged questions from the CBS moderators about his views on health care. For weeks, Vance has made clear his desire to dismantle one of the central pillars of the Affordable Care Act: the law's provisions that require the sharing of risk between the healthy and the sick. On Tuesday, though, Vance refused to elaborate on his plans to reconfigure the ACA, instead pressing the implausible argument that Donald Trump--who sought to repeal the law, and presided over a decline in enrollment during his four years in office--should be viewed as the program's savior.

Vance's evasive response to the questions about health care, on a night when he took the offensive on most other subjects, exposed how fraught most Republicans still consider the issue, seven years after Trump's attempt to repeal the ACA died in the Senate. But Vance's equivocations should not obscure the magnitude of the changes in the program that he has signaled could be coming in a second Trump presidency, particularly in how the law treats people with significant health problems.

The ACA provisions that mandate risk-sharing between the healthy and sick underpin what polls show has become its most popular feature: the requirement that insurance companies offer coverage, at comparable prices, to people with preexisting conditions. In numerous appearances, Vance has indicated that he wants to change the law to restore to insurance companies the ability to segregate healthy people from those with greater health needs. This was a point that Tim Walz, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, accurately stressed during the debate.

The political paradox of Vance's policy is that the trade-off he envisions would primarily benefit younger and healthier people, at a time when most young people vote Democratic. Conversely, the biggest losers would be older adults in their last working years before they become eligible for Medicare. That would hit older working-class adults, who typically have the biggest health needs, especially hard. Those older working people are a predominantly white age cohort that reliably favors the Republican Party; in 2020, Trump won about three-fifths of white voters ages 45 to 64, exit polls found. The threat that the GOP's ACA alternatives present to these core Republican voting groups represents what I called in 2017 "the Trumpcare conundrum."

"Going back to the pre-ACA days of segregated risk pools would lower premiums for young and healthy people, but result in increased cost and potentially no coverage at all for those with preexisting conditions," Larry Levitt, the executive vice president for health policy at the nonpartisan KFF (formerly known as the Kaiser Family Foundation), told me.

Vice President Kamala Harris's campaign hopes to exploit that tension by launching a major advertising campaign across swing states this week to raise an alarm about the plans from Trump and Republicans to erode the ACA's coverage. Support for the ACA--in particular, its provisions protecting people with preexisting conditions--may be one of Harris's best assets to hold support from older and blue-collar white women, who may otherwise be drawn to Trump's argument that only he can keep them safe from the threats of crime and undocumented immigration.

Helen Lewis: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

The efforts of Republicans like Vance to roll back the ACA this long after President Barack Obama signed it into law, in 2010, are without historical precedent: No other major social-insurance program has ever faced such a lengthy campaign to undo it. After Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Social Security into law in 1935, Alf Landon, the GOP presidential nominee in 1936, ran on repealing it. But when he won only two states, no other Republican presidential candidate ever again ran on repeal. And no GOP presidential candidate ever ran on repealing Medicare, the giant health-care program for the elderly, after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed it into law in 1966.

By contrast, this is the fourth consecutive election in which the GOP ticket has proposed repealing or restructuring the ACA--despite polling that shows the act's broad popularity. During Trump's first year in office, House Republicans passed a bill to rescind the law without support from a single Democrat. The repeal drive failed in the Senate, when three Republican senators opposed it; the final gasp came when the late Senator John McCain voted no, giving a dramatic thumbs-down on the Senate floor.

Most health-care analysts say that, compared with 2017, the ACA is working much better today. At that point, the ACA exchanges had begun selling insurance only three years earlier, following a disastrously glitchy rollout of the federal website that consumers could use to purchase coverage. When congressional Republicans voted on their repeal plans, about 12 million people were receiving coverage through the ACA, and the stability of the system was uncertain because insurers feared that too many of those buying insurance on the exchanges were sicker people with more expensive health needs.

"In 2017, not only did we have rising premiums because insurance companies were worried the market was getting smaller and sicker, but we also had insurance companies exiting markets and raising the risk that parts of the country would have nobody to provide coverage," Sabrina Corlette, a professor at Georgetown University's Center on Health Insurance Reforms, told me.

Today, however, "we are in a very, very different place," she said. "I would argue that the ACA marketplaces are thriving and in a very stable" condition. The number of people purchasing insurance through the ACA exchanges has soared past 21 million, according to the latest federal figures. Premiums for plans sold on the ACA exchanges, Corlette said, are rising, but generally not faster than the increase faced by employer-provided insurance plans. And enough insurers are participating in the markets that more than 95 percent of consumers have access to plans from three or more firms, according to federal figures.

Despite Vance's portrayal of Trump as the program's savior, the number of people receiving coverage through the ACA exchanges actually declined during Trump's term, to 11.4 million, after he shortened the enrollment period and cut the advertising promoting it. The big leap forward in ACA participation came when the Democratic-controlled Congress in 2021 passed a major increase in the subsidies available to people for purchasing insurance on the exchanges. That made a mid-range ("silver") insurance plan available for people earning up to 150 percent of the poverty level at no cost, and ensured that people earning even four times that level would not have to pay more than 8.5 percent of their income on premiums.

"The biggest criticism of the ACA from the start, which in many ways was legitimate, was that the coverage was not truly affordable," Levitt said. "The enhanced premium subsidies have made the coverage much more affordable to people, which has led to the record enrollment."

Neera Tanden, the chief domestic-policy adviser for President Joe Biden, told me that the steady growth in the number of people buying insurance through the ACA exchanges was the best indication that the program is functioning as intended. "A way to determine whether a program works is whether people are using it," Tanden said. "No one is mandated to be in the exchanges, and they have grown 75 percent in the past four years. This is a program where people are voting with their feet."

Conservative critics of the law nonetheless see continuing problems with the system. Michael Cannon, the director of health-policy studies at the libertarian Cato Institute, points out that many insurers participating in the ACA exchanges limit their patients to very narrow networks of doctors and hospitals, a trend acknowledged even by supporters of the law. And Cannon argues that the continued rise in premiums for plans sold on the ACA show that it has failed in its initial ambition to "bend the curve" of health-care spending, as Obama often said at the time.

The ACA "has covered marginally more people but at an incredible expense," Cannon told me. "Don't tell me it's a success when it is exacerbating what everyone acknowledges to be the main problem with the U.S. health sector"--the growth in total national health-care spending.

Other analysts see a more positive story in the ACA's effect on coverage and costs. The insurance exchanges established by the ACA were one of the law's two principal means of expanding coverage for the uninsured. The second prong was its provision providing states with generous grants to extend Medicaid eligibility to more working, low-income adults. Although 10 Republican-controlled states have still refused to extend eligibility, nearly 24 million people now receive health coverage through the ACA's Medicaid expansion.

Combined with the roughly 21 million receiving coverage through the exchanges, that has reduced the share of Americans without insurance to about 8 percent of the population, the lowest ever recorded and roughly half the level it was before the ACA was passed.

Despite that huge increase in the number of people with insurance, health-care spending now is almost exactly equal to its level in 2009 when measured as a share of the total economy, at slightly more than 17 percent, according to KFF figures. (Economists usually consider that metric more revealing than the absolute increase in spending.) That share is still higher than the equivalent figure for other industrialized countries, but Levitt argues that it counts as an overlooked success that "we added tens of millions of people to the health-insurance rolls and did not measurably increase health-care spending as a result."

David Frum: The Vance warning

The ACA's record of success underscores the extent to which the continuing Republican opposition to the law is based on ideological, rather than operational, considerations. The GOP objections are clustered around two poles.

One is the increase in federal spending on health care that the ACA has driven, through both the generous premium subsidies and the costs of expanding Medicaid eligibility. The repeal bill that the House passed in 2017 cut federal health-care spending on both fronts by a total of about $1 trillion over a decade. This spring, the conservative House Republican Study Committee released a budget that proposed to cut that spending over the same period by $4.5 trillion; it also advocated converting Medicaid from an entitlement program into a block grant. Every serious analysis conducted of such proposals has concluded that they would dramatically reduce the number of Americans with health insurance.

Even if Republicans win unified control of Congress and the White House in November, they may not be able to muster the votes for such a sweeping retrenchment of federal health-care spending. (Among other things, hospitals in reliably red rural areas heavily depend on Medicaid.) At a minimum, however, Trump and congressional Republicans would be highly unlikely to extend the enhanced ACA subsidies that expire at the end of 2025, a move that could substantially reduce enrollment on the exchanges.

The other main Republican objection is the issue that Vance has highlighted: the many elements of the ACA that require risk-sharing between the healthy and the sick. The ACA advanced that goal with an array of interlocking features, including its core protection for people with preexisting conditions.

In varying ways, the GOP alternatives in 2017 unraveled all of the law's provisions that encouraged risk-sharing--by, for instance, allowing states to override them. That triggered the principal public backlash against the repeal effort, as Americans voiced their opposition to rescinding the ACA's protections for people with preexisting conditions. But Vance has made very clear that a second Trump administration would resume the effort to resurrect a pre-ACA world, in which insurers sorted the healthy from the sick.

"A young American doesn't have the same health-care needs as a 65-year-old American," Vance argued recently on Meet the Press. "A 65-year-old American in good health has much different health-care needs than a 65-year-old American with a chronic condition." Although "we want to make sure everybody is covered," Vance claimed, "the best way to do that is to actually promote some more choice in our health-care system and not have a one-size-fits-all approach."

Supporters of this vision, such as Cato's Cannon, argue that it would allow younger and healthier people to buy less comprehensive plans than the ACA now requires, at much lower cost. As those more affordable options become available, Cannon says, cutting Medicaid spending to the degree Republicans envision would be more feasible, because people currently covered under that program could instead purchase these skimpier but less expensive private-insurance policies. Government-subsidized high-risk pools, the argument goes, could provide affordable coverage for the people with greater health needs whom insurers would weed out from their new, slimmed-down plans.

"If you want to make health care universal, you need to give insurers and consumers the freedom to agree on the prices and terms of health-insurance contracts themselves," Cannon told me. "You need to let market competition drive the premiums down for healthy people as low as possible so they can afford coverage."

Supporters of the ACA generally agree with the first point: that a deregulated system would allow insurers to create less expensive plans for young, healthy people. But they believe that all the arguments that follow are mistaken. Initial premiums might be lower, but in a deregulated system, even young and healthy families might find comprehensive policies, including such coverage as maternity benefits, unaffordable or unavailable, Georgetown's Corlette told me. And when, before the ACA, states sought to establish high-risk pools for people with greater health needs, those efforts almost uniformly failed to provide affordable or adequate coverage, she pointed out.

Even if a reelected Trump lacks the votes in Congress to repeal the ACA's risk-sharing requirements, he could weaken them through executive-branch action. In his first term, Trump increased the availability of short-term insurance plans that were free from the ACA's risk-sharing requirements and its protections for people with preexisting conditions. Biden has shut down such plans, but if Trump won a second term and reauthorized them, while ending the enhanced subsidies, that could encourage many healthy people to leave the exchanges for those lower-cost options. Such actions would further the goal of Vance and other ACA critics of separating the healthy and sick into separate insurance pools.

Vance's most revealing comment about this alternative vision may have come during a recent campaign stop in North Carolina, when he said that his proposed changes to the ACA would "allow people with similar health situations to be in the same risk pools." But--as many health-policy experts noted to me, and Walz himself observed last night--that notion rejects the central purpose of any kind of insurance, which is to spread risk among as many people as possible--which, in fact, may be the point for Vance and other conservative critics of the ACA.

"The far right," Tanden told me, "has always believed people should pay their own way, and they don't like the fact that Social Security, Medicare, the ACA are giant social-insurance programs, where you have a giant pooling of risk, which means every individual person pays a little bit so they don't become the person who is bankrupted by being sick or old."

To date in the presidential race, health care has been eclipsed by two other major issues, each foregrounded by one of the nominees: immigration for Trump, and abortion for Harris. Under the glare of the CBS studio lights on Tuesday night, Vance was tactical in saying very little about his real health-care ideas. But the arguments he has advanced aggressively against crucial provisions of the Affordable Care Act have made clear that its future is still on the ballot in 2024.
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You're Killing Me, Walz

If Minnesota's governor is on the Democratic ticket for his retail politics, why is he flubbing basic questions about prior misstatements?

by Elaine Godfrey




About half an hour into last night's vice-presidential debate, the CBS anchor Margaret Brennan turned to Tim Walz and asked a question that the Minnesota governor had to have known would come. "You said you were in Hong Kong during the deadly Tiananmen Square protests in the spring of 1989," she said, noting that new reporting suggests Walz didn't go to Asia until months later. "Can you explain that discrepancy?"

"Look," Walz began, "I grew up in small, rural Nebraska, a town of 400, a town that you rode your bike with your buddies 'til the street lights come on." He went on to explain how, as a teacher, he'd taken young people on educational visits to China. "I have poured my heart into my community. I've tried to do the best I can, but I've not been perfect, and I'm a knucklehead at times."

Kamala Harris chose Walz, most observers have agreed, for his Everyman aesthetic and fluency in retail politics. And so far, the affable former high-school football coach and hype man for Menards has mostly received glowing reviews. He is much more adept than his Republican counterpart, J. D. Vance, at engaging with voters as a regular guy.

Which is why he should have had a better answer last night. And Walz's failure to provide a coherent, succinct correction for an entirely predictable inquiry about one of his flubs suggests ill-preparedness for a spotlight that is only going to get brighter--and harsher--in the weeks to come.

Vance delivered a slick debate performance, though it would be a mistake to call it a "win" when he engaged in so much sinister revisionist history. In what would turn out to be the most striking moment of the night, Vance refused to admit that Donald Trump lost the 2020 election. The senator from Ohio also mischaracterized Trump's attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act, and Vance claimed, falsely, that he's never supported a national abortion ban.

Walz, for his part, deployed a few effective jabs. "That's a damning nonanswer," he said simply, after Vance's election-denial tap dancing. Another time, in an exchange about gun-violence prevention and mental-health care, Walz looked right at the camera and said, "Sometimes it just is the guns. It's just the guns."

But when you're running a campaign against liars and bloviators, it becomes all the more important not to lie or bloviate. And the Walz fumble on China was sloppy enough--and early enough in the proceedings--to feel significant. After his first answer, CBS's Brennan gave him another chance to clarify. "All I said on this was, I got there that summer--and misspoke on this," Walz said, before taking a long pause. "So I was in Hong Kong and China during the democracy protests, and from that, I learned a lot of what needed to be in governance."

The bungled response made the moment worse than it needed to be. And calling himself a "knucklehead" came off more cringeworthy than charming. But it wasn't the first time Walz has been ensnared by his own nonanswers. In August, a video surfaced on social media in which Walz referred to weapons "that I carried in war" to explain his support for an assault-weapons ban. Walz served in the Army National Guard for 24 years, but was never deployed to a combat zone. Asked about it in a sit-down interview, Walz had an exchange with CNN's Dana Bash that followed a now-familiar pattern.

"You said that you carried weapons in war, but you have never deployed, actually, in a war zone. A campaign official said that you misspoke. Did you?" Bash asked.

"I speak candidly. I wear my emotions on my sleeves, and I speak especially passionately about our children being shot in schools and around guns. So I think people know me. They know who I am," Walz said.

Bash pressed. "Did you misspeak, as the campaign has said?"

"I said we were talking about--in this case, this was after a school shooting--the ideas of carrying these weapons of war," Walz replied, "and my wife, the English teacher, told me my grammar is not always correct."

Some Democrats dismiss these fumbles. "So he had a bad answer to something that happened 35 years ago. Next!" the political strategist James Carville told me. That's right in the sense that Walz's remarks seem more slippery than nefarious. He isn't obfuscating, as Vance is, about the results of the 2020 election.

Still, Walz's sloppiness highlights a bigger problem with media accessibility and versatility for the Harris campaign. Both Democratic principals have been reticent, seemingly reluctant to engage with the press; lately, Walz especially has been tightly bubble-wrapped. Unlike the Republican vice-presidential candidate, Walz does not regularly appear on cable-news programs or spar with reporters at campaign events. He is out of practice, and it shows.

This morning, perhaps as an attempt at post-debate cleanup, the Harris campaign announced that Walz is expanding his schedule. The governor will travel to several swing states in the next few weeks, and do a lot more media appearances, including a podcast, a late-night-TV hit, and two national-TV interviews. That will surely help Walz get in some badly needed reps. Perhaps he's kicking himself that he didn't before last night.
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Fact-Checking Is Not a Political Strategy

A decade of myth-busting has had next to zero impact on Donald Trump's electoral viability.

by Tyler Austin Harper




In the lead-up to last night's vice-presidential debate between J. D. Vance and Tim Walz, CBS's decision not to have moderators provide live fact-checking became a minor controversy. One pundit argued that this amounted to giving the truth-challenged Vance "license to lie," and many of the Democratic faithful voiced similar complaints on social media. Mother Jones went so far as to precheck the debate. The X account for the Kamala Harris campaign declared: "JD Vance is going to lie tonight. A lot. So we are going to give you the facts." It then fact-checked the event in real time, pointing out Vance's dodges and deceptions.

At one moment early in the debate, the moderators seemed to struggle to suppress their journalistic impulse to correct the record. Contradicting Vance's talking points about "illegal immigrants" in Ohio, CBS's Margaret Brennan said, "Just to clarify for our viewers: Springfield, Ohio, does have a large number of Haitian migrants who have legal status," earning an irritated objection from Vance. "The rules were that you guys weren't going to fact-check," he protested.

Other than that one "clarification," the moderators mostly didn't. But contrary to what liberals might believe, the lack of fact-checking probably didn't help or hurt Vance (and by extension, Donald Trump). The uncomfortable truth is that if, journalistically, news outlets like CBS have a duty to contest lies, politically, fact-checking is less magic bullet and more magic beans.

Listen: When fact-checks backfire

Since Trump rode down his gaudy tower's escalator to announce his presidential bid nearly a decade ago, the public has been inundated with a deluge of his lies. And as the media, voters, and Trump's opponents attempted to figure out how to rein in a politician of unprecedented perfidy, fact-checking and combatting disinformation found new salience in public life. In the intervening years, fact-checking has transformed from a necessary piece of journalistic due diligence into a fetish object for Trump-weary Democrats. Some Democrats came to expect too much from fact-checking, and often seem to accord debunking a kind of political power to beat back Trumpism.

The 45th president has been subjected to a sustained fact-checking campaign for the better part of a decade. I do not think it's an exaggeration to say that no politician in American history has been fact-checked more thoroughly than Donald Trump. And yet, all those years of myth-busting have had next to zero impact on his electoral viability. He managed to attract new voters in the last election. And even as he spouts racist nonsense about immigrants--thoroughly myth-busted by journalists--he is increasing his share of non-college-educated voters of color in this election.

My point isn't that Democrats should give up on fact-checking, but that they need to remember that debunking is not a substitute for politics. At the presidential debate last month, when Trump repeated the conspiracy that Haitian immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio, the moderator duly corrected this bit of xenophobic fearmongering. For her part, Harris seemed to revel in Trump's lies being called out live on air. "Talk about extreme," she said, laughing, seeming to enjoy the moment.

What Harris didn't do was take the opportunity to articulate anything about her worldview or policy positions on immigration, or point out that Springfield had welcomed immigrants as a way to combat the economic toll of decades of deindustrialization, which was itself the result of conservative trade policies that helped offshore manufacturing. Basking in the glow of the freshly checked fact, she forgot to outline a positive agenda, as though beating Trump were a game of whack-a-mole in which you win by smacking down all the fibs that pop up.

Does anyone really believe that the kind of voter who hears Trump blather about cat-barbecuing immigrants--and isn't immediately disgusted--is likely to be moved by a CNN moderator tsk-tsking him and explaining that, actually, that isn't true? Is any right-leaning swing voter or nose-holding Republican actually going to rethink their vote when they log on to the CBS website--if they even bother--and discover that Vance lied when he claimed that Harris is not invested in clean air or that she had been appointed "Border Czar"? For that matter, is any Harris-pilled Democrat going to rethink their vote when they find out that Walz lied about being in China during Tiananmen Square?

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

Arguably, CBS should have fact-checked the debate, because it is a news outlet, news outlets provide journalism, and journalists fact-check. But journalists should also be honest about the limits of the practice. Because calling out every falsehood is impossible, journalists are forced to make judgment calls about which lies are significant enough to merit dispelling. Republicans distrust that selection process, rolling their eyes at misinformation-wrangling, which they believe is unfairly directed at their co-partisans, while Democratic dishonesty is given a pass. And all too often, journalists call out brazen lies while committing lies of omission themselves. Many journalists spent months ignoring the truth that Joe Biden was deteriorating before their eyes, and had the audacity to tell the American public that videos of the octogenarian president looking visibly confused were something called "cheap fakes."

Pinning political hopes on fact-checking isn't just bad for journalism, which gets reduced to a partisan instrument. It's also bad for Democrats, causing them to forget to make a clear case to the American public that they have better policies. Donald Trump remains a fixture in American life not because of insufficient fact-checking--everyone, including his supporters, knows that he's a bullshit artist--but because politicians, Republicans and Democrats alike, have failed to make a convincing case that they have truths on offer that are better than his lies.
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The Vance Warning

Trump's running mate is a polished debater--but he still left three big tells about the danger he'd be in the White House.

by David Frum




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


Tim Walz stumbled and struggled on the debate stage in New York last night, while J. D. Vance spoke smoothly and effectively.

I've known Vance for 15 years. In that time, I've witnessed many reinventions of the Vance story, heard many different retellings of who he is and what he believes. Last night, he debuted one more retelling. His performance of the role was well executed. The script was almost entirely fiction. Yet theater reviews aside, three issues of substance stayed with me.

The first is that Vance truly is no friend of Israel's.

The evening opened with a question about yesterday's Iranian missile barrage. This question presented Vance with a trap. On the one hand, Vance's party wants to criticize the Biden-Harris administration as weak on defense, soft on Iran. On the other hand, Vance is himself intensely hostile to U.S. alliances. He has led the fight to deny aid to Ukraine. He keeps company with conspiracy theorists who promote anti-Semitism. Vance managed that contradiction in the debate mostly by evading the question about what the U.S. might do to support Israel. Israel's actions, he said, were a matter for Israel to decide; beyond that, he had nothing to say.

Read: Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?

But the trick in evading a question is that the evasion works only if it goes unnoticed. This evasion does not. If you care about Israel, what you heard was nothing where there needed to be something. He offered no solidarity with the Israeli families who had spent the evening in bomb shelters because of the most massive country-to-country ballistic-missile attack in the history of the world. No friendship, no sympathy, for the state of Israel. Above all, what Vance delivered--Israel will do what Israel will do--was a message of abandonment, not a message of support. If you wondered what kind of voice Vance would be in the Situation Room when Israel is under threat, now you know: not a friend.

The second enduring impression is that Vance has thoroughly analyzed the Republican problem on abortion and decided that the only option is to lie his way out.

When the Trump Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022, it opened the door to a new regime of state-level policing and punishment of American women. After this year's election, Republicans may or may not have the votes in Congress to pass a national abortion ban. That's not the most important question, however. The most important question is: Will a Republican administration use executive power to aid Republican states in their surveillance of American women? Vance's own record on that is emphatic: Yes, he will, and, yes, he has.

Onstage, Vance disavowed his record. He professed support for generous investment in maternal health and child nutrition. But his record has not disappeared because he denied it. Vance's actual preferred health policy is to restore to health insurers the right to treat people with preexisting conditions differently--to do less risk-sharing, not more, even if that leaves many Americans without affordable insurance. Women and children face more health risks than able-bodied men. Vance's policies are the direct opposite of Vance's slogans.

American women have had their privacy and autonomy ripped away from them--and Vance offered nothing to protect them. He was able to purr his way past his own cat-lady comments. But if American women were wondering, What happens to us under a Trump-Vance administration?, they have their answer: Your sex life and reproductive rights will be subject to government control in a way it has not been for half a century.

Read: J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history

The third enduring impression is that Vance remains all in on Trump plots to overthrow the election. At the podium last night, Vance refused to accept the results of the 2020 election. That's not just a lie about history. It's a threat to the future.

Right now, Republicans in key states are working to bend the law to convert voting defeats into Electoral College victories. They hope to disenfranchise unwanted voters, to disqualify unwanted votes, to use a bag of old Jim Crow tricks and some new ones to defeat the people's verdict in 2024. Vance's answer about Trump's violent coup after the last election expresses his willingness to support and assist his party's stealthier subversion of the coming election.

You have been warned.
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Did Donald Trump Notice J. D. Vance's Strangest Answer?

The senator from Ohio conspicuously refused to repeat his running mate's biggest lie.

by Helen Lewis




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


Here's what you could have had: That's what I kept thinking throughout the vice-presidential debate. The head-to-head between Tim Walz and J. D. Vance was a vision of what American politics could be without the distorting gravitational field generated by Donald Trump--a political interlude beamed to you from Planet Normal.

How soon will that day come? The most surprising moment of the debate arrived right at the end, when it became clear that the outwardly subservient Vance is already plotting his post-Trump future. Don't tell the mad old king, but his most loyal baron is looking at the crown and wondering how well it would fit his head.

More on that later, but first let's enjoy the climate on Planet Normal. Onstage in New York were two people with regular attention spans and an above-average ability to remember names and details. Vance, the Republican, offered slick, coherent, and blessedly short answers to the CBS moderators' questions. (The Bulwark compared him to a "smoother, 2016-vintage Marco Rubio.") Tim Walz, the Democrat, started nervously, quickly discovering that being folksy in an empty room is hard--although he certainly didn't go down in Dan Quayle-style flames. The debate was cordial--too cordial for many Democrats, who wondered why Walz was not delivering the smackdowns they longed to see.

Both candidates committed political sins well within the expected range: Vance freely ignored the first question on Iran, and instead recapped his appealing backstory for any viewers unfamiliar with Hillbilly Elegy. Walz dodged and weaved around a question about his inflated biography, before eventually conceding that he "misspoke" when he claimed to have been in Hong Kong during the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. The two men also managed to have several substantive exchanges on policy, arguing over what we can learn from Finland's approach to gun crime, and to what extent mental-health issues interact with mass shootings. All of that was a reminder of what American political debates used to be like in the distant past of, oh, the early 2010s.

The pundits have largely called this debate for Vance, who successfully downplayed his unpopular positions on abortion and health care, and took several opportunities to push his key ideological theme of protectionism. America needs to become more self-sufficient, and not just in heavy industry, he said, because "the pharmaceuticals that we put in the bodies of our children are manufactured by nations that hate us." That line sounded less paranoid than it once might have, after former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson revealed last week that, at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, he had flirted with sending a commando team to recover vaccines held by the European Union.

The audience polls were closer, however. Walz recovered from his shaky start to deliver several punchy lines. On gun violence, he talked about his own teenage son witnessing a shooting, drawing an empathetic response from Vance; he also recounted meeting with the parents of the pupils killed at Sandy Hook--realizing that he had a picture of his own child on the office wall, when the people in front of him had lost their own children. Asked to explain why he changed his mind and now supported a ban on assault weapons, Walz said simply: "I sat in that office with those Sandy Hook parents."

All very civil, sane, normal. Very demure. Every so often, though, an alternate reality began to bleed into the CBS studio. Or rather--our reality began to bleed in. The one where Donald Trump is the Republican candidate. The clearest signal was Vance's frequent tic of referring to his running mate: Donald Trump's energy policy, Donald Trump's border policy, Donald Trump's wisdom and courage. By contrast, Walz mentioned Kamala Harris more rarely.

You and I both know why Vance name-dropped with the zest of an out-of-work actor. Trump is one of those people who picks up a political memoir and flicks to the index to see how often he is mentioned. Over the past eight years, the entire Republican Party has reshaped itself around his giant ego, and it is filled with many men much smarter than Trump--men like J. D. Vance, in fact--who believe they can manipulate him through flattery. The former president won't have been paying attention to the finer details of Finnish policy, but he will have been instead listening for his name. Throughout the debate, the Trump campaign's rapid-response team blasted out "fact-checks," but the candidate's Truth Social feed rambled through his usual obsessions: the CBS anchors' low ratings; paeans to his own greatness and sagacity--"America was GREAT when I was President," "I SAVED our Country from the China Virus," "EVERYONE KNOWS I WOULD NOT SUPPORT A FEDERAL ABORTION BAN"--and praise for "a great defense of me" by Vance.

The big mystery of this moment in American politics is that Trump's flaws--his self-obsession, his lack of self-control, his casual lies--are so obvious. And yet all attempts to replace him with a lab-grown alternative, with those flaws removed, have failed. (Had Vance run in the Republican primary, I suspect he would have done about as well as Ron DeSantis.) The Republican base loves the chaos and the drama and the darkness that Trump offers, and resists all attempts to replace those qualities with boring competence.

All the way through, the times Vance really seemed in trouble were when he had to defend Trump's behavior, and his own switch from critic to sycophant. He gave an outrageous--but superficially convincing--explanation for how he went from thinking Trump was "America's Hitler" to its last and only hope. "I was wrong, first of all, because I believed some of the media stories that turned out to be dishonest fabrications of his record," he said. In the same way, the only real flash of the dislikable "childless cat ladies" version of Vance--familiar to me from edgy podcasts and cozy Fox News interviews--came when he had to defend Trump's lie about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. When the moderators noted that the Haitians in question were in America legally, Vance replied: "The rules were that you weren't going to fact-check." Not exactly the response of a man confident that he is telling the truth.

Right at the end, Vance was asked whether he would challenge the election results in ways that violated the law and the Constitution. "I think that we're focused on the future," he said, before jazz-hands-ing into standard Republican talking points about the threat of Big Tech censorship. (The two flagship cases of this in right-wing lore involve Hunter Biden's laptop and COVID discussions on Facebook and Spotify.) Harris, Vance said, would "like to censor people who engage in misinformation. I think that is a much bigger threat to democracy than anything that we've seen in this country in the last four years, in the last 40 years."

At this, Walz found a new gear. The Folksy Midwestern Dad was now not angry, but disappointed in his wayward son, who had returned long after curfew, smelling suspiciously of weed. Vance, Walz's demeanor implied, had let himself down. "I've enjoyed tonight's debate, and I think there was a lot of commonality here," he began, before mounting a devastating attack of Trump's actions on January 6, 2021. "He lost this election, and he said he didn't. One hundred and forty police officers were beaten at the Capitol that day, some with the American flag. Several later died." As Walz moved into a riff about being a football coach, telling his team that playing fair was more important than winning at any cost, Vance reflexively began to nod slightly.

In his response, Vance tried his best--pointing out that Hillary Clinton had raised the possibility of Russian interference in the 2016 election. But Walz shot back: "January 6 was not Facebook ads." (We might also note that, whatever her misgivings about the election, Clinton attended Trump's inauguration, explicitly acknowledging the peaceful transfer of power to an opponent. By contrast, Trump did not stay in Washington, D.C., to watch Joe Biden get sworn in as president, but instead flew off to Florida in a huff.)

Walz then asked Vance flat out whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Again, the Republican could only offer a cop-out--"Tim, I'm focused on the future"--and a pivot back to Big Tech censorship, which allowed Walz to go in for the kill. "This is not a debate," he said. "It's not anything anywhere other than in Donald Trump's world, because, look, when Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

The extraordinary part of Vance's waffle here isn't that he refused to tell the truth--to say the 2020 election was valid. The really remarkable thing is that the Republican vice-presidential nominee can't bring himself to agree with his boss and say that the 2020 election was stolen. In the past four years, the Trump campaign has filed multiple lawsuits to challenge the results; the candidate himself encouraged the crowd on January 6 to protest them--culminating in threats of violence to Congress and then-Vice President Pence--and his stump speeches regularly feature riffs about the issue. This year, he has suggested that he will lose only if the Democrats "cheat like hell."

Vance did not echo this language, nor did he repeat his previous suggestion that he would not have done what Pence did in January 2021, which was to certify the results. On the most fundamental issue of this year's contest--whether America is still a functioning democracy with free and fair elections--the Republican ticket is not entirely in sync.

Now, I'm beyond being surprised that Vance wouldn't tell the truth. But I am intrigued that, when given the biggest platform of his career to date, he couldn't bring himself to lie, either. After so many humiliating concessions, this is the point when Vance decided, to adapt the famous phrase of the poet E. E. Cummings, "There is some shit I will not eat." He switched so deftly to his talking points about misinformation that much of the instant punditry missed his sleight of hand.

Why not agree with his boss about what happened in 2020? The inevitable conclusion must be that J. D. Vance--smart, ambitious, and only 40 years old--is already contemplating the post-Trump future. Once the former president is out of the picture, what will be the point of harping on his personal bitterness about being rejected by the American people? The voters of 2028 or 2032 will undoubtedly care more about gas prices and housing costs than an old man's grievance. You might as well keep doing Trump's crazy material about sharks and Hannibal Lecter.

By any measure, Vance did quite well last night. But I wonder if Trump noticed that, amid all the name-drops and the flattery, his running mate is "focused on the future"--a future that doesn't include him.
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A Chance for Biden to Make a Difference on the Death Penalty

It's too late for the president to abolish the death penalty. But he can do this.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Joe Biden's presidency is ending sooner than he hoped, but he can still cement his legacy by accomplishing something no other president has: the commutation of every federal death sentence.

In 2020, Biden ran partly on abolishing the federal death penalty. His campaign website promised that he would "work to pass legislation to eliminate the death penalty at the federal level, and incentivize states to follow the federal government's example," adding that death-row prisoners "should instead serve life sentences without probation or parole." The Democratic Party platform that year also provided for the abolition of the death penalty, and shortly after Biden's inauguration, a White House spokesperson confirmed that the president was indeed opposed to capital punishment.

But the actual practice of his administration has been mixed. In July 2021, Biden's attorney general, Merrick Garland, imposed a moratorium on executions. "The Department of Justice must ensure that everyone in the federal criminal justice system is not only afforded the rights guaranteed by the Constitution and laws of the United States, but is also treated fairly and humanely," Garland wrote in a memo. "That obligation has special force in capital cases." Asked for comment on Garland's announcement, a Biden spokesperson said, "As the president has made clear, he has significant concerns about the death penalty and how it is implemented, and he believes the Department of Justice should return to its prior practice of not carrying out executions."

Read: Can America kill its prisoners kindly?

Biden's administration has not carried out any federal executions, but neither has he instructed Garland to stop pursuing new death sentences, or to stop defending ongoing capital cases. Biden's Department of Justice has continued pursuing death sentences for mass murderers and terrorists, including Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, the Boston Marathon bomber, and Dylann Roof, the Charleston, South Carolina, church shooter. And Biden has declined to advocate for legislation that would eliminate the federal death penalty. Opponents of the death penalty have criticized Biden for failing to honor his campaign promises concerning capital punishment.

So far, Biden has approached federal executions in the same way Barack Obama did: leaving the architecture for carrying out capital sentences in place but benevolently neglecting to use it. Donald Trump's example, however, demonstrates how easy it is to resume executions even after a long gap. From 2003 to 2020, the federal government did not carry out executions. Then the Trump administration put to death 13 prisoners in a few months. Garland's defense of current federal death sentences and pursuit of new ones has laid the groundwork for adding new prisoners to federal death row.

Perhaps Biden is hoping to leave abolition up to his successor. But that, too, would be a mistake. His successor could well be Trump, and his vice president is unlikely to act boldly in this area, as she isn't reliably opposed to capital punishment. In 2004, when Kamala Harris refused as San Francisco district attorney to seek a death sentence for the murderer of a police officer, Democratic politicians skewered her decision publicly. Then-Senators Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer as well as then-Oakland Mayor Jerry Brown all called for the death penalty. The experience was apparently formative for Harris, who reportedly became much more politically cautious as a result. Since then, Harris's position on the death penalty has shifted several times. Right now, Harris won't clarify whether she intends to authorize her DOJ to seek death sentences or advance current ones, and the 2024 Democratic platform has been stripped of references to capital punishment. I doubt Harris intends to resume federal executions, but neither does she seem primed to commute every sentence on death row, or to advocate vigorously for abolition.

So the opportunity is in Biden's hands. If he really does abhor capital punishment as he has claimed, then he has several avenues through which to act with the last of his executive power. He could instruct his DOJ to withdraw its pending notice of intent to seek capital punishment in the 2022 Buffalo, New York, shooting case; rescind a Trump-era letter saying the FDA has no right to regulate the distribution of lethal drugs; and commute the death sentences of the roughly 40 prisoners on federal death row. The president no longer has to worry about the political ramifications of decisive work on capital punishment, and therefore has the freedom to act on his values and save dozens of lives. He ought to take this opportunity to keep his campaign promises, and to honor the dignity of human life.
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J. D. Vance Tries to Rewrite History

In the vice-presidential debate, the Republican claimed that Trump "peacefully gave over power on January 20."

by David A. Graham




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


For more than 90 minutes, J. D. Vance delivered an impressive performance in the vice-presidential debate. Calm, articulate, and detailed, the Republican parried tricky questions about Donald Trump and put a reasonable face on policies that voters have rejected elsewhere. Vance's offers were frequently dishonest, but they were smooth.

And then things went off the rails.

In the final question of the debate, moderators asked the senator from Ohio about threats to democracy, and in particular his statement that as vice president he would not have certified the 2020 election. In his response, Vance tried to rewrite the history of the January 6, 2021, riot and Donald Trump's attempt to steal the election, revealing why he would be a dangerous vice president.

Vance claimed that Trump "peacefully gave over power on January 20" and said, "I believe we do have a threat to democracy in this country, but it's not the threat that Kamala Harris and Tim Walz want to talk about. It's the threat of censorship." This strange misdirection requires Americans to disbelieve what they saw and what Trump said in favor of an extremely online conservative talking point.

David A. Graham: Don't let them pretend this didn't happen

Walz, the Minnesota governor and Democratic nominee, sniffed blood and asked Vance point-blank whether he believed that Trump had lost the 2020 election. Vance refused to answer, and instead rambled again about censorship. "You guys wanted to kick people off Facebook," he said, as though that allegation was worse than stealing an election.

A vice-presidential debate is important not because it is likely to shift the polls--it isn't--but because it tells voters something about the policies of the two people who could become president. Although both candidates dodged the moderators' direct questions, voters may well have gained a more complete understanding of the two parties' platforms on climate change, the economy, and immigration, and how widely they diverge. Both candidates were civil, even polite. But Vance's answer on fundamental issues of democracy--or rather, his refusal to commit to it--suggested that such a basic question should have arisen far earlier in the night.

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

For most of the 90 minutes, Walz was clearly struggling. Ahead of the debate, both sides tried to set expectations, with Democrats warning that Walz was historically a shaky debater and the Trump campaign insisting that he was great at it. The Democrats were closer to the mark. Walz came out seeming nervous, and though he calmed down, he never looked comfortable. He frequently sounded like he was spinning his wheels, with none of the casual conversationalism that has been his trademark in his brief time in the national spotlight. He was somber and effortful.

The Minnesota governor's worst moment came when he was asked why he'd said he was in China during the Tiananmen Square massacre, when in fact he'd arrived later that summer. Walz gave a circuitous answer about his personal biography, copping to occasionally being a "knucklehead." Only when pressed in a follow-up did he finally just admit that he'd misspoken, falling short of the image of the plainspoken plainsman he's cultivated so carefully. Walz's best moments came when he was most personal, such as when he talked about Minnesota farmers experiencing the effects of climate change, and how meeting the families of children killed in the Sandy Hook shooting shaped his views on gun control.

Mark Leibovich: Tim Walz is too good at this

The best evidence of Walz's poor performance was the fact that Vance, who has been a gaffe machine and can seem wooden and impersonal--"weird," in Walz's parlance--came across well by comparison. He seemed relatively smooth and competent even though he tried to change the subject or twist the context when asked to defend Trump's past actions. For example, rather than defend Trump's family-separation policy at the border, Vance said that "the real family-separation policy in our country is unfortunately Kamala Harris's open southern border." (You would never have known from Vance's answers that Harris is vice president or that Joe Biden even exists.) Pressed on Trump's bogus claim that climate change is a "hoax," Vance gave a misleading answer about Harris's energy policy. When moderators clarified details about legal immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, Vance complained that debate rules banned fact-checking.

On subjects such as abortion, where Vance's past statements have been controversial, he was able to appear thoughtful and reasonable. Explaining why he had supported a national ban on abortion in the past but no longer did, he cited the results of a 2023 referendum in Ohio that supported abortion rights. "What I learned from that, Nora, is that we've got to do a better job at winning back people's trust," Vance said. Notably, this isn't the same as taking a clear position on abortion. Trump has waffled on his position, but has boasted about overturning Roe v. Wade.

Read: The next Republican leader

This kind of spin, however misleading, is a bit of a throwback to politics the way they used to be practiced. For much of the night, the debate was strikingly boring, in the best way--unlike the NASCAR vibe that we've become accustomed to since 2016, where viewers are watching to see if there's a fiery crash. Vance's final, appalling answer about January 6, though, was a reminder that Trump is a destructive force, which his running mate, of all people, can't hope to escape.
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The Christian Radicals Are Coming

The movement that fueled January 6 is revving up again.

by Stephanie McCrummen




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


In the final moments of the last day, some 2,000 people were on their feet, arms raised and cheering under a big white tent in the grass outside a church in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. By then they'd been told that God had chosen them to save America from Kamala Harris and a demonic government trying to "silence the Church." They'd been told they had "authority" to establish God's Kingdom, and reminded of their reward in Heaven. Now they listened as an evangelist named Mario Murillo told them exactly what was expected of Christians like them.

"We are going to prepare for war," he shouted, and a few minutes later: "I'm not on the Earth to be blessed; I'm on the Earth to be armed and dangerous."

That is how four days under the tent would end--with words that could be taken as hyperbolic, or purely metaphorical. And on the first day, people were not necessarily prepared to accept them. But getting people ready was the whole point of what was happening in Eau Claire, an event cast as an old-fashioned tent revival, only not the kind involving Nilla wafers and repentance. This one targeted souls in swing states. It was an unapologetic exercise in religious radicalization happening in plain sight, just off a highway and down the street from a Panera. The point was to transform a like-minded crowd of Donald Trump-supporting believers into "God-appointed warriors" ready to do whatever the Almighty might require of them in November and beyond.

Stephanie McCrummen: The woman who bought a mountain for God

So far, thousands of people have attended the traveling event billed as the "Courage Tour," including the vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance, who was a special guest this past weekend in Monroeville, Pennsylvania. The series is part of a steady drumbeat of violent rhetoric, prayer rallies, and marches coming out of the rising Christian movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, whose ultimate goal is not just Trump's reelection but Christian dominion--a Kingdom of God. When Trump speaks of "my beautiful Christians," he usually means these Christians and their leaders--networks of apostles and prophets with hundreds of thousands of followers, many of whom stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, a day preceded by events such as those happening now.

Although Murillo headlined the Eau Claire revival, the chief organizer is the influential prophet Lance Wallnau, who exhorted his followers to travel to Washington, D.C., on January 6, casting efforts to overturn the election as part of a new "Great Awakening." Kindred events in the coming weeks include a series of concert-style rallies called "Kingdom to the Capitol," aiming to draw crowds to state capitals in Pennsylvania, Arizona, North Carolina, and Georgia, with a final concert in D.C. just days before the election. A march called "A Million Women" is planned for the National Mall in mid-October. Every day, internet prophets are describing dreams of churches under attack, Christians rising up, and the start of World War III, acclimating followers to the prospect of real-world violence.

And this is what awaits people under the tent: leaders waging an intentional effort to move them from passivity to action and into "God's army." It involves loudspeakers. It involves drums and lights and a huge video screen roughly 20 feet wide and eight feet high. It is a deliberate process, one choreographed to the last line, and in Eau Claire, on the grass outside Oasis Church, the four days began with a kind of promise.

"The first thing I'm going to say is you did not come to see me," Murillo said. "You came to see Jesus Christ."

This was on a warm Sunday evening, the first day of the process. Volunteers were smiling and waving cars into a gravel parking lot, ushering people toward the tent on the grass. The mood was friendly. The crowd was young and old and mostly white, people wearing khaki pants and work boots, gold crosses and Bible-verse tattoos. They were locals and out-of-towners from as far away as Texas.

Into the tent they went, past a gantlet of tables that left no doubt that the great spiritual battle they believed to be under way included politics, and that God had chosen sides. People could sign up to be "patriots" with America First Works, which is linked to the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute. They could sign up for something called the Lion of Judah, which aims to place Christians inside election offices, a strategy that the group's founder would refer to on day two as "our Trojan horse."

Now the sun was setting, and the video screen was glowing blue with drifting stars. A praise band blasted one surging, drum-pounding song after another until Murillo arrived to set expectations for the days to come, starting with establishing his own authority.

"God has chosen to speak through men--men and women--who are anointed," he began.

"My father and my God ... you have orchestrated for them to hear the words I'm about to speak," he continued. Then, step by step, he framed the moment at hand. "Something evil is at work in America," Murillo said, describing a country of lost souls, decaying cities, and drug addiction, and a degenerate culture preying on children. "Any culture that surgically alters the gender of children is a sick, perverted society."

People began clapping. "I want you to listen to me," he went on. "If you want equality? If you want women's rights? If you want freedom from drugs? You want Jesus Christ." More clapping and amens.

"But we chose, in America, a philosophical approach," Murillo said, proceeding to argue against 400 years of Enlightenment thought underpinning the concepts of individual rights, religious pluralism, Church-state separation, and American democracy itself. The problem, he said, was a wrong turn in the Garden of Eden, followed by a wrong turn in the 17th century, when people replaced God with their own reason. "The philosophical elephant in the room for America is very simple," he said. "To the degree that we took God out, we brought misery in. If we want the misery to get out, we've got to bring God back into our schools, back into our government."

People cheered, and soon, Murillo introduced Wallnau, a slightly disheveled man in jeans and a sweat-soaked shirt, a fast-talking former pastor whom some modern-religion scholars consider the most influential theologian of the 21st century.

When mainstream evangelicals were rejecting Trump during the 2016 GOP primary, it was Wallnau who popularized the idea that God had anointed Trump for a "special purpose," activating a fresh wave of so-called prophecy voters. By now, he was a Mar-a-Lago regular. He had about 2 million social-media followers. He had a podcast where he hosted MAGA-world figures such as the political operative Charlie Kirk, and frequently spoke of demonic forces in U.S. and global politics. He was a frequent guest on a streaming show called FlashPoint, a kind of PBS NewsHour for the prophecy crowd, where he'd implied that the left was to blame for the July assassination attempt against Trump. Lately, he'd been saying that Harris represented the "spirit of Jezebel."

"America is too young to die. It has an unfinished assignment," Wallnau told the crowd now.

"Tomorrow," he went on, "I want to talk to you about your unfinished assignment."

For the moment, though, he described a battle scene from the film Gladiator, one that takes place in an arena in ancient Rome, where a group of enslaved warriors comes under attack. The film's hero, Maximus, rallies them to join forces, at which point they decapitate, bludgeon, and otherwise defeat their enemies in a bloody fashion. Wallnau wasn't merely entertaining the crowd, but also suggesting how real-life events might play out.

"How many of you would like to be activated in your Maximus anointing?" Wallnau said. People in the crowd cheered. "Put your right hand up in the air!"

They did.

Day two. By 10 a.m., the drums were pounding, the band was blasting, and Wallnau was at the podium holding up a small brown bottle. It was frankincense oil.

"We're adding to this wild army!" he told the crowd, calling people up to the stage.

"Lord, they are hungry," he prayed. "Now, Lord, they want more. They believe this is real. They believe something is happening."

He cued the praise band, then walked up and down the line of people streaming to the stage, pressing his oiled hand to their foreheads. He said the Lord was filling them with "mighty power." Then he sent them back to their chairs, ready to hear what they were meant to do with it. People took out notebooks and pens.

"I daresay a lot of us are nobodies on Earth who are somebodies in the spirit," Wallnau said, explaining how good Christians like them had allowed themselves to become something God never intended them to be: victims. He said that they had been naive. That they'd misplaced their faith in a government of "elites" and "oligarchs" who wanted world domination. He said the worst part was that Christians had allowed this to happen. "You either have God, or you've got government," he said. "Only one person can be supreme."

And this is when he explained the assignment he'd promised the day before. He set up a whiteboard. He drew seven mountains. Above them he drew a stick figure, representing Jesus Christ looking down on the world. He explained that each mountain was a sphere of society--education, business, government, and so on--and that believers' job was to assert authority over each sphere. The point was not just individual salvation but societal reformation, the Kingdom. He said democracy would not work without the flourishing of Christian conscience. He said Christians are called to be "the head and not the tail."

"I'm tired of people thinking Christianity is just some kind of a backwoods, redneck religion," he continued. "It's not. It's the force that produced the Reformation in Europe. That formed the United States!"

After 30 minutes of this, Wallnau led the crowd in a declaration. "Father, I am ready," came the sound of 2,000 voices repeating his words. "To be a part. Of a new move of God. In the United States. And I will occupy. The territory you give me. For the glory of God."

Next came a man in a blue suit. This was Bill Federer, a former congressional candidate from Missouri and the author of a book called Socialism: The Real History From Plato to Present. He took out a laser pointer. "You are important people," he said. "God has chosen you."

Then he pointed his laser at the big screen, and began clicking through a slideshow illustrating human history as a bloody struggle between godly forces that want democracy and free-market capitalism, and demonic forces that want world domination and are currently working through Democrats. He clicked to a Bible verse. He clicked to a quote from the libertarian billionaire Peter Thiel. "The political slogan of the antichrist is 'peace and safety,'" it read.

"In other words," Federer told them, "don't be afraid of the world ending. Be afraid of the people that promise to save you from the world ending." He clicked to the last slide, a cartoon of a golden-walled Kingdom in the clouds. "Someday, you're going to be dead," he said, telling people to imagine heaven. Gold streets. Mansions. Also, a hypothetical gathering in the living room of Moses, where all the great Christian heroes would tell their stories. Moses would tell about facing a government "trying to kill us." David would tell about chopping off Goliath's head.

"Then everyone's going to look at you," Federer said. "Tell us your story ... What did you do when the whole world was against you, when the government was trying to kill you?" He paused so they could imagine. "Guess what? We're still on this Earth," he said, smiling. "You can still do those courageous faith-filled things that you will be known for forever. This is your time."

Wallnau returned to the stage. He told the crowd that 50,000 more people were watching online, a number that was not verifiable. Then he introduced a Polish Canadian preacher named Artur Pawlowski, who calls himself "The Lion" and "a convicted felon just like your rightful president of the United States."

Pawlowski was known in Canada for protesting Pride Month, railing against Muslim immigrants, and leading anti-lockdown protests during the pandemic, including one involving tiki torches--activity that gained him notoriety in the U.S., where he turned up as a guest on Steve Bannon's podcast. He was later convicted for "inciting mischief" for encouraging truckers who staged a blockade at the U.S.-Canadian border.

Now the audience watched the big screen as a video showed scenes of Pawlowski cast as a martyr, being arrested, on his knees, in jail, all set to a pounding rock song that included the lyric "Once they grab the pastors, they come for the common man."

And this was the point. Pawlowski told people that the government would be coming for them next. He spoke of "the venom of lies and poison of falsehoods that have been spreading through the veins of our society," and "sexual perversion," and politicians working for "the globalists," calling them the modern-day Philistines, the biblical enemies of God's chosen people, who are "under attack."

He told them that Christians had been too timid, too "gentle" and "loving."

"Here is what God is saying," he said. "It is time to go after the villains. It is time to chase the wicked. The time has come for justice, and justice demands restitution." People cheered. "It's time to move into offense," he said.

Like Federer, Pawlowski left things vague. "You want to be promoted in the Kingdom of God?" he said. "How many of you would like to see Jesus face-to-face? Then you have to go into the fire, my friends. He always comes to the fire. He is the fire. He is in the fire. And in the fire, he sets you free." Pawlowski never explained to the people under the tent what the fire was, or what going into it meant, only that a time would come when each of them would have to make some sort of sacrifice.

Then Wallnau dismissed people for lunch. The anointed gathered their Bibles and hand fans and headed for Panera and McDonald's to process what they'd heard. "It's a little overwhelming," a woman named Melanie Simon, a member of Oasis Church, said. "I'm praying for God to remove fear from our spirit," a man in camouflage shorts said. He gave only his first name, Steven, because he had gotten fired from his job and was in a legal dispute with his former employer. "We're going to have to go to extremes," a 63-year-old Wisconsin man named Will Anderson said. He'd driven two hours to hear all of this. He said he was bracing for some kind of "clash" in November. He said it was possible that people like him would have to take "steps and measures," but he was not sure what they might be. "I'm not into passivity, and neither is God," he said.

Later, he and the others came back for more. In the hot afternoon, Wallnau introduced a young political operative named Joshua Standifer, who gave people one concrete idea of what they might do. He was the founder of the Lion of Judah, whose homepage includes the slogan "Fight the fraud." Standifer flashed a QR code on the screen, explaining that it would connect people to their municipality, where they could apply to become an actual election worker--not a volunteer; a worker.

"Here's the difference: At Election Night, what happens is, when polls start to close or chaos unfolds, they're going to kick the volunteers out," he said. "You're actually going to be a paid election worker ... I call this our Trojan horse in. They don't see it coming, but we're going to flood election poll stations across the country with spiritual believers."

He flashed on the video screen the photo of Trump raising his fist after the July assassination attempt, blood streaking down his face. "Our enemy is actively taking ground and will do everything they can to win by any means necessary," he said. "Our hour of action has arrived." He added that he meant not only November but "what's coming after that." He did not elaborate on what that might be.

"The Lord is with you, valiant warrior," Standifer said at one point. "Everyone say 'Warrior.'"

"Warrior," the crowd repeated.

Day three didn't start until evening, and what happened felt familiar, normal, more like the old-fashioned tent revival that Murillo had promised in his ads. As the sun was setting, people streamed across the green grass and back into the white tent, now lit up under a deep-orange sky, the giant screen once again glowing blue with drifting stars. The band started, and the singer spoke of people "tormented by thoughts of premature death" as Murillo took his place in front of an audience full of diseased hearts, bad livers, arthritic hands, worn-out knees, and minds disturbed by depression. "Hallelujah," he said as people clapped. "We are the only movement in the history of the world where the founder attends every meeting. He's here!"

This, too, was part of the radicalization effort, an exercise in building trust and shoring up group identity. People waved colored flags, believing that the same Holy Spirit that would save America was swirling through the tent at that very moment. Murillo promised that the "power of God is going to fall on all of you." He said that he didn't want to get political tonight, but that the power was going to fall on the entire state of Wisconsin on Election Day, too. Then he launched into a barn burner of a sermon. Murillo spoke of souls in "spiritual danger," and the death of the "brittle fairyland" of the self, and the power of surrendering that self wholly to the Lord. Soon he cued the band and called people to the stage.

"Lord, I believe the pain in their soul is greater than their fear of embarrassment," Murillo said as people came forward, old men with canes, fresh-faced young women, young men crying. "Every step you take is a step toward freedom. Every step is toward power. What you're doing is wise."

He led them in a prayer about being washed in the blood of Jesus, then told them to turn around and look at the back of the tent. A line of volunteers smiled and waved, ready to welcome them with prayers, and take down their phone number and email address. "Ladies and gentlemen, they are saved," Murillo declared as the crowd applauded and cheered for the new recruits. "The devil has lost them!"

The evening went on like that, the band playing gospel, Murillo moving onto the faith healings, the people willing to believe.

"People who are deaf, ears are opening," he said.

"The lady in the orange--there is a growth that will vanish," he said.

"God is healing your spine."

"I rebuke cancer in the name of Jesus."

Murillo looked out at the crowd of people crying, fainting, raising hands, closing eyes, walking when he said walk, dancing when he said dance. "Nothing will stop the will of God," he said.

"How many of you believe we need a miracle in America?" Murillo began on the final day. By now Wallnau was gone and the Canadian preacher had left; it was just Murillo and a crowd that was the largest of all four nights, filling the folding chairs and spilling outside the tent onto the grass, where people had brought their own lawn chairs.

Murillo said that he'd had a sermon planned, but that God had "overruled" him and given him another message to deliver. "I want you to listen like you've never listened to me before," he began. If there was any confusion about what the past four days had been about, Murillo himself now clarified. It was about November. It was not just about defeating Kamala Harris, but about defeating the advance of Satan.

"I don't want a devil in the White House," Murillo said.

"God is saying to the Church, 'Will you wake up and realize that I'm giving you the authority to stop this thing?'" he said. "You have the authority."

He said that the Secret Service had deliberately failed to protect the former president from an assassination attempt in July. "They wanted him dead."

He said, "It is the job of every shepherd to get up in his pulpit ... and say to the people, 'We are going to prepare for war.'"

He said, "I didn't pick a fight; they picked the fight," he said.

He said what leaders of groups say when they are attempting to justify violence, and if people thought he was speaking only of spiritual warfare, Murillo clarified with a story.

Tim Alberta: The only thing more dangerous than authoritarianism

"Say you're in your backyard grilling," he said. "You got a fence. And somebody jumps that fence, comes after your wife. You're not going to stand there and say, 'It's in God's hands.' No. Right now, brother, it's in my hands. And my hands are going to come on you real strong right now. I'll stop you any way I can. And we gotta stop the insanity going on in the United States."

He went on like that, telling people to "quit feeling sorry for yourself" and to see themselves as an "absolute lion of God." And as the process came to its final minutes, Murillo delivered the last message that he'd been preparing people to hear.

"I am not on the Earth to be blessed; I'm on the Earth to be armed and dangerous." He went on: "I am not on the Earth to feel good. I'm not on the Earth to do my own thing. I'm on this Earth as a God-appointed warrior in a dark time."

That is what four days of carefully choreographed sermons and violent imagery had come to with only weeks to go before the presidential election. And just as the crowds had in Arizona, Michigan, and Georgia, people in Eau Claire cheered. They said amen, and then 2,000 Christian warriors headed into the Wisconsin evening, among them a young man named Josh Becker, a local who'd attended all four days. He said he felt inspired. He said he wasn't sure exactly what he was supposed to do, only that "we have to do something--we have a role."

"I believe the father is going to lead us through a dark time," he said, referring to the election and whatever God might require of him. "The Kingdom of God is now."
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What Democrats Don't Understand About J. D. Vance

The vice-presidential candidate's foes see him as unlikable--but MAGA world sees him as a brainy counterweight to Trump.

by Elaine Godfrey




If you show up to a J. D. Vance campaign event and ask some of the red-hat-wearing attendees whether they're fans of the senator from Ohio, they will say: No, they are fans of Donald Trump.

Yet Vance is better than his ticketmate at one important job: He can squeeze Trumpism through his own post-liberal-populist tube and produce something that looks like a coherent ideology. Whereas Democrats are fond of mocking Vance for being socially awkward, Trump's supporters see him as their very own Pete Buttigieg: a man with a theory of the case who is eager to defend it both on television and in real life. He is the sharp TV-sound-bite counterweight to Trump's rambling rally speech.

"There is this Christian idea that you owe the strongest duty to your family, and then you owe the next duty to your community, and then to your country, and then to everybody else," Vance said at a Christian-revival event on Saturday in Monroeville, Pennsylvania, in response to a question about his approach to immigration policy. "It doesn't mean that you have to be mean to other people, but it means that your first duty as the American leader is to the people of your own country."

Trump's supporters will tell you that they appreciate this ability to articulate their values. Maybe they didn't like Vance at first, but now they believe that he is smart. He brings a wholesome substance to their movement, like a bowl of leafy greens before the red-meat entree. "He balances Trump out," Diane Ernest, a retiree from Southampton, Pennsylvania, told me at a Vance event on Saturday in Bucks County. "He's a good speaker, and he doesn't run off--just gets right to the facts."

"In the beginning, I wondered why Trump picked Vance," 77-year-old Carol Cavanaugh told me at the same event. But she gets it now. Unlike Trump, "Vance keeps his composure," she said. She's proud that Trump "went out of his comfort zone and didn't pick someone just like him." For voters like these, the symbiotic relationship makes the two men stronger.

Among MAGA voters, no real equivalence exists between the two men. On the trail, Trump gets Beatlemania; Vance receives polite applause. Retail politics requires a level of regular-guy-ness that Vance does not appear to possess (Exhibit A: his painful interaction with a worker at a Georgia doughnut shop). This is partly because Vance is not, strictly speaking, a regular guy: Vance is a Yale grad turned venture capitalist with a reputation for ruthless ambition. He also comes off as far more cerebral, and more conservative, than his running mate. He and his intellectual allies view America as being in a state of "civilizational crisis," and employ phrases like "postmenopausal females" and "replacement fertility rate" in everyday parlance. He once wrote a 7,000-word essay about his conversion to Catholicism in which he quotes theologians and philosophers at length.

Every Vance event follows roughly the same trajectory. He'll start with a few jabs at Kamala Harris and her reluctance to do media interviews. Then, once the crowd has been worked into a mild froth, Vance will turn to inflation, gas prices, and housing. He will suggest that the solution to these problems involves more energy and more deportations. He'll say, "Drill, baby, drill!" and everyone will clap. Then he'll declare that it's time to send the "illegal aliens" home, and people will clap even harder. To wrap up, he'll take a handful of questions from the media.

The stump speech does contain a few moments of cringe. When Vance talks about the price of eggs, for example, he likes to replay a bit about his three kids, who love eggs. In Traverse City, Michigan: "My kids eat a lotta eggs!" In Monroeville: "A lotta eggs in my family!"

But the awkward moments seem not to stick with Trump's base. What matters to them, these supporters say, is how Vance eloquently articulates their positions--and makes them feel righteous for holding them. Harris, Vance often tells his audience, believes that the people complaining about illegal immigration in places like Springfield, Ohio, are racist. "Kamala Harris, stop telling the people of your own country that they're bad people!" he said on Saturday, to cheers. "You're a bad person for not doing your job!"

Vance's biggest strength, though, may be his eagerness and ability to engage with the media. He will announce, at the end of each rally, that it's time for a few questions from reporters, and every head in the audience will swivel to gawk at the press pen. They will boo and jeer at each question, regardless of its content, and Vance will smile at them like a proud parent, dispelling the tension with something ostensibly magnanimous: "This is America, folks! She has a right to ask the question, and you have a right to tell her how you feel about it."

Vance seems most at ease in these moments, because he has shifted the focus away from his personality and back toward his well-studied message. He, like most lawyers, is comfortable with debate and confrontation, turning the media's questions into opportunities to return to the issues: inflation and immigration. He will not lose the thread as Trump does, when he gets lost in his own stories about Hannibal Lecter and electric boats. Vance will answer the question, or at least provide an elegant-sounding nonanswer. Asked in August if he and Trump would support raising the federal minimum wage from $7.25 an hour, Vance made a quick pivot: "Whether you have a higher minimum wage or a lower minimum wage, the way to destroy the wages of American workers is to import 20 million illegal aliens and let them stay here with work visas," he said.

His willingness to do this sets him apart from Harris, who has mostly refused to grant interviews. Vance's supporters recognize this. "He's good unscripted, which a lot of people in this race aren't," Milo Morris, an opera singer at the Bucks County event, told me.

Vance has been a political shape-shifter, changing his views on politics, Trump, and even the lessons of his own 2016 book. But that slipperiness is easy for MAGA supporters to ignore when he's applying a gloss of coherence to their movement. If Vance performs well in tonight's debate with Harris's vice-presidential candidate, Tim Walz, it will be because he has what Trump voters see as talents. A debate isn't a doughnut-shop photo op or a glad-handing line-walk requiring baby-kissing and charm. A debate is a contest of ideas--something that Vance has spent his whole life preparing for.
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Hurricane Helene Created a 30-Foot Chasm of Earth on My Street

We don't know how long it will take for emergency crews to reach our rural North Carolina community. In the meantime, people aren't waiting around.

by Chris Moody


A boy plays near the remainder of a washed-out road near his family's home in Watauga County on September 27, 2024. (Melissa Sue Gerrits / Getty)



We knew something had gone terribly wrong when the culverts washed up in our backyard like an apocalyptic art installation splattered with loose rock and black concrete. The circular metal tubes were a crucial piece of submerged infrastructure that once channeled water beneath our street, the primary connection to town for our small rural community just outside Boone, North Carolina. When they failed under a deluge created by Hurricane Helene, the narrow strip of concrete above didn't stand a chance. Weighted down by a fallen tree, the road crashed into the river, creating a 30-foot chasm of earth near our house.

I have been through my share of disasters: the 1994 Northridge earthquake in Los Angeles, many hurricanes in south Florida, the early months of COVID-19 in New York City. In those places at those times, the first noise you heard when you poked your head outside was the sirens, the weirdly comforting sound of first responders coming to rescue you or your neighbors in need--the modern equivalent of the hooves of the cavalry arriving just in time to save the day. But out here in the aftermath of Helene, separated from that lifesaving government infrastructure by impassable roads, mountains covered in feet of mud, and overflowing rivers, there was nothing but silence.

With some roads blocked by downed trees and others destroyed entirely, emergency vehicles have struggled to reach rural areas, like ours, hit by the storm. As soon as the rain and wind slowed down Friday afternoon, people in our community began to emerge from their homes. Recovery efforts, at least for now, have had to be done on our own.

Marina Koren: America's hurricane luck is running out.

One neighbor, a roofer named Russell Taylor, who rode out the storm alone while his wife was deployed with our volunteer fire department, started blazing his chain saw, cutting away the trees that blocked his driveway and the road. In little time, he and others cut a path through so that cars could get by.

Farther down the road, a spring on top of the mountain had burst, causing an avalanche of rocks, water, and farm supplies to tumble toward the houses below. A truck had been thrust against a garage, a trailer had moved hundreds of feet, and the road was flooded.

Dylan Shortt and J. Willson, two Appalachian State University students who had recently moved from downtown Boone and were renting a place at the bottom of the hill, watched the catastrophe unfold outside their window.

"Our road turned into a river," Willson told me. "You cannot see one inch of gravel."

That river brought debris that made the road to the house unpassable. A neighbor arrived with a bulldozer, cleared the rubble, and moved on to fix another driveway.

As neighbors watched one another rebuild their roads and cut back debris, the urge to help became contagious. Void of cars, our road became a parade of people from the neighborhood carrying anything they could--chain saws, shovels, food, cases of beer and water--while looking for people in need. The loss of electricity meant that our well pumps couldn't provide running water. Taylor, who owned a generator, dispensed jugs of water from his bathtub.

Before the storm arrived, my wife had made two giant pots of chili we had planned to serve at our book club. With the electricity out and the refrigerators losing power, the food wouldn't last long. So we packed it in family-sized serving bags along with a side of chocolate-chip cookies and started knocking on doors. While we were gone, someone came onto our property and repaired water damage to our gravel driveway. (We later learned that it was Chris Townsend, a farmer who lives about a mile away, who just did it while he was driving by on his four-wheeler. He didn't say a word about it then, and hasn't since.)

Soon, cars in search of a way off the mountain began to arrive. We learned that Google Maps was directing people down our street as an evacuation route. Because there was no local cell service or internet, no one could alert the app that this path ended with a gap in the road the size of a tractor trailer, which could send unwitting cars plunging into the river. A Ford F-150 came tearing down the street, slammed its brakes and stopped before going over the ledge.

With no indication that our local transportation department was coming with a barricade, we built one ourselves. We stacked lawn chairs, stray orange traffic cones, tree branches, and even a blue playground slide that had washed up in the storm near the edge to warn drivers. John Barry, who plays piano in the local church band, found a downed road sign and balanced it on the other side of the precipice with sticks. Its words broadcast a truly understated warning to oncoming traffic: LOOSE GRAVEL.

"The chasm," as it became known, is now a gathering space for the community. In a place cut off from the world, all information is delivered, passed along (and perhaps sometimes exaggerated or misconstrued) by word of mouth. It has become the place where families met to check on one another. To shout across the divide and see if anyone needed anything. One side of the hole connects to a road that led into town. For the first few days after the storm, the other remained isolated.

As the waters below receded, people trekked to the bottom of the hole by foot and pulled themselves up to the other side. The next day, steps were built into the mud, making crossing back and forth easier. Then a handrail made of rope was tied between the trees. People began to arrive with food: Pots bubbling with hot soup, bags loaded with candy, and jugs of fresh water made their way back and forth over the land bridge. Anxious people who couldn't reach their families by phone for days parked their cars at the edge, scrambled across, and were shuttled in strangers' cars and four-wheelers to see their loved ones.

Marina Koren: North Carolina was set up for disaster

This far-western region of mountainous terrain in North Carolina was long ago known as one of America's "lost provinces," a place notoriously unreachable thanks to its poorly maintained roads and lack of access to the outside world beyond southern Appalachia's network of hollows. The early Scotch-Irish settlers who carved a home in this rugged terrain became known for their extreme self-sufficiency and distinct culture. Modern infrastructure and transportation has made these areas more accessible in recent decades--Boone is home to Appalachian State University (where I teach) and has become a popular vacationland for tourists--but Helene's onslaught is a stark reminder that age-old vulnerabilities remain.

We are still learning the catastrophic toll of the storm on communities like ours in southern Appalachia. Homes are destroyed, lives lost, and infrastructure devastated. Rebuilding will require extraordinary means and support, both public and private. We don't know how long it will take for emergency crews to reach our community, to fix the power and repair the damage. But in the meantime, people aren't waiting around.

"The rain's over," declared Sarah Sandreuter, a 23-year-old who lives on our side of the chasm. "It's time to get to work."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/hurricane-helene-rural-north-carolina/680090/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Is Taking a Dark Turn

<span>Over the weekend, the former president delivered a series of speeches laced with threats and nearly incomprehensible musings.</span>

by David A. Graham




If you think that Donald Trump's speeches this campaign cycle are just more of the same, consider the analysis of the person who knows more about them than anyone else.

"They thought they'd be out there jumping up and down, 'Make America great again,'" this observer remarked of a rally in Wisconsin on Saturday. "I'm just saying, this is a dark--this is a dark speech."

That clear-eyed pundit was Donald Trump, offering a better analysis than a great deal of the press coverage did. As Trump himself observed, he's been on a particularly bleak and disturbing tear, even by his own standards. I wrote late last year about how Americans have become understandably desensitized to his most extreme rhetoric, at the same time that he has taken a darker tone. Now he's well past that level with barely a month to go before the election.

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

Picking the lowlight of the past few days isn't easy, but it's probably Trump's suggestion that one hour of widespread, extrajudicial violence by the police would be an effective method of crime control. Perhaps that sounds like a caricature; if anything, trying to convey Trump's ideas in normal language risks toning them down. Trump was speaking in Erie, Pennsylvania, and was in the middle of a riff about how crime is up (this is false, as I've reported), which he blamed in part on the police being prevented from being hard enough on suspects.

"The police aren't allowed to do their job. They're told: If you do anything, you're going to lose your pension, you're going to lose your family, your house, your car," he said. "One rough hour, and I mean real rough, the word will get out and it will end immediately. End immediately. You know? It'll end immediately."

The idea sounds reminiscent of the Purge series of movies, set in an America in which all crime is legal for 12 hours once a year. The difference is that, in the films, this is presented as dystopian; for Trump, so long as the police are the ones acting lawlessly, it's a shining ideal. (The former president has struggled to differentiate horror films from reality, as in his ongoing musing about "the late, great Hannibal Lecter," the serial-killing cannibal from The Silence of the Lambs. He really is Ronald Reagan's heir.)

Read: Trump's new big lie

Although he has long complained about restraints on police brutality, this goes beyond that. A campaign spokesperson told Politico it was a joke, which is a common excuse used by aides when Trump crosses the line. Nothing in his tone suggested levity. This is what I've called the Trump two-step, and it allows him to dangle an idea in front of his supporters while half-heartedly distancing himself from it.

Trump's police-led Purge would violate--along with many statutes, common decency, and basic sense--the Fourth through Eighth Amendments to the Constitution. Trump's rejection of the rule of law is comprehensive: He's upset that people suspected of crimes like shoplifting aren't prosecuted, yet he's also furious that he is himself subject to prosecution when accused of crimes. Earlier this month, he promised retribution for those members of the law-enforcement community who have tried to hold him accountable, "which will include long term prison sentences." In other words: They would lose not only their pension or car, but their freedom. He also promises to pardon those who ransacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Policing is only for those Trump hates. He and his friends get a pass.

In Erie, Trump immediately went--with no transition or connection--from this observation to reprising a line from the Wisconsin rally. "Crooked Joe Biden became mentally impaired, but lying Kamala Harris, honestly, I believe she was born that way," he said. "There's something wrong with Kamala. And I just don't know what it is, but there is definitely something missing." As with some past slurs, this is a remarkably efficient way to deliver an insult, offending the elderly, the mentally impaired, and Harris--who is neither--in one breath.

Read: The Trump two-step

The line was bad enough that it drew revulsion from Republicans after Trump first used it on Saturday. Yet Trump knows that they will tut-tut but otherwise stay strictly in line with him and then soon move on, which is why he used it again the next day. The second time wasn't just a provocation to Harris and Democrats, but a reminder to Republicans of how powerless and sycophantic they are.

After Trump called Harris a "stupid person," the crowd began chanting "Lock her up," while Trump looked on in approval. Harris has not been charged, much less credibly accused, of any crime. Her offense here is presumably running against Trump.

Shall we go on? In Erie, he delivered an incomprehensible spiel about the viciousness of undocumented immigrants that compared them favorably with Hollywood stars, and ended with what may have been a line lifted from the comedian Jeff Dunham--"I kill you!"--though who can really tell? It's one of the odder things I've ever heard Trump say.

Trump also claimed, yet again, and still without any evidence, that widespread fraud in vote counting occurs in large, heavily Black cities, including Philadelphia, Detroit, and Atlanta. "If God came down from high and said, 'I am going to be your vote tabulator for this election,' I would leave this podium right now, because I wouldn't have to speak. We wouldn't have any problem," he said. This has been a banner year for candidates expecting divine intervention in their presidential campaigns, but most theologians would be surprised if God came down from on high to intervene in so secular a matter. It would be surprising if that was even his first concern regarding Trump.

Read: The Trump campaign wants everyone talking about race

And on Friday, Trump threatened to criminally prosecute Google for allegedly showing only bad stories about himself and good ones about Harris, which is a claim without evidence and, anyway, isn't against the law. This threat is a good reminder that Trump has centered his election campaign on a pledge to use the power of the federal government to punish anyone who offends him. With material like this, is it any wonder that so many negative stories about him show up in a web search?

What's not clear is why Trump is suddenly ranting and raving even more than usual. When Biden dropped out of the race and Harris replaced him, Trump lashed out, furious that his glide path to reelection had been disrupted. Now the election has stabilized somewhat. Polls indicate that the race is exceptionally close--some analysts think it could be the closest ever. Most data show Harris with a small but fragile edge. Although many Harris supporters despair that the race could be so close, this is an opportunity for Trump. By avoiding the most strident rhetoric that has consistently turned voters away from him, Trump might be able to close that gap and win. Instead, he is turning it up. Perhaps Trump is upset about something that isn't apparent to outsiders. Perhaps he reasons that the most divisive subjects are actually winners for him, and perhaps he is right. Or perhaps he just can't help himself.
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'This Is Where You End Up When You Do Your Own Research'

On the National Mall with the RFK-to-MAGA pipeline

by John Hendrickson




"Nobody ever complied their way out of totalitarianism," Robert F. Kennedy Jr. warned a few thousand people on the National Mall yesterday. It was a true Kennedyism: ominous and not quite self-aware. That RFK himself had recently ended his rebellious presidential campaign in service to an aspiring autocrat was but an inconvenient detail.

The former insurgent candidate was the main attraction at "Rescue the Republic," a free rally-slash-concert at the foot of the Washington Monument that featured Jordan Peterson, Russell Brand, and Lara Logan, to name a few. "This is where you end up when you do your own research," the writer Walter Kirn noted in his evening address. A banner with Kennedy's new slogan, "Make America Healthy Again," flew across the top of the stage, and its shorter version, MAHA, was affixed to the lectern behind panes of bulletproof glass. At the mic, Kennedy's instructions to attendees were clear: "You need to go to the polls, and get your friends there, and get Donald Trump and me into Washington, D.C," he ordered.

Read: The first MAGA democrat

I went to "Rescue the Republic" because I wanted to know whether Kennedy's latest pitch to his supporters--Buckle up and vote for Trump--would work. Nearly every Kennedy follower I met while covering his campaign over the past year and a half told me they were disillusioned by the two-party structure. And countless Kennedy acolytes had said that they just couldn't vote for Trump in 2024.

Kennedy's former national field director, Jeff Hutt, is now the advocacy and outreach director of the RFK-aligned MAHA super PAC. He told me that Kennedy's team had conducted informal polling of supporters and volunteers before he left the race and found that roughly 60 percent of his fans would vote for Trump and about 40 percent needed convincing. Of that 40 percent, Hutt said he believes that 20 to 25 percent are moving toward Trump as Election Day approaches. But he also acknowledged that 5 percent of Kennedy supporters may never get behind Trump under any circumstance: "Politically and mathematically, that's pretty much impossible."

As I walked the grounds and interviewed Kennedy-heads yesterday, Hutt's ratio appeared roughly correct. Hardly anyone I spoke with seemed excited at the prospect of voting for Trump. In an echo of 2016, many people sounded more motivated to vote against the Democratic establishment out of vengeance. Trump wasn't their guy. He was just a blunt instrument, a way to potentially keep a shred of Kennedy's movement alive. Trump wasn't the plan, but, for now at least, he would do.

"Rescue the Republic" was the creation of the self-described "exiled professor" Bret Weinstein, Defeat the Mandates founder Matt Tune, and Libertarian National Committee Chair Angela McArdle. Nearly every speaker invoked the need to resist conformity, groupthink, and censorship. "Do you ever think about why people root for the robbers in heist movies?" the Rolling Stone writer turned Substacker Matt Taibbi asked the crowd. "There's a little bit of outlaw in all of us."

Destiny Tyson, a 22-year-old RFK supporter from Laurinburg, North Carolina, was standing near the stage holding a homemade sign that read WOMEN 4 KENNEDY. "I called myself a Democrat all my life, and voted for Biden last election, but at the end of the day, our health needs to come first," Tyson told me, echoing Kennedy's MAHA pitch. "I hate Trump, but hey, I don't hate him enough to not vote for him. If he's the best option, he's the best option. I had to learn you can't just 'vote blue no matter who.'"

John Hendrickson: RFK Jr.'s philosophy of contradictions

A Kennedy supporter from Vermont named Kathleen O'Hara told me she'd been a fan of RFK for two decades and had fallen for him "hook, line, and sinker" after reading his 2004 book, Crimes Against Nature: How George W. Bush and His Corporate Pals Are Plundering the Country and Hijacking Our Democracy. Now, after a lifetime of voting Democratic, she was readying herself to vote for Trump. Another rallygoer, Ed O'Shea, one of Kennedy's signature-gatherers in Appleton, Wisconsin, described himself to me as a "flaming liberal," noting that he had worked for George McGovern and voted for Bernie Sanders twice. Was it hard for him when RFK endorsed Trump? I asked. "I'm very practical," O'Shea responded. Voting for Trump in November, he said, would be "easy." He also wanted me to know that he had canceled his Atlantic subscription because the magazine had turned "so disgustingly woke."

I wandered toward the back of the crowd and approached a man wearing a black T-shirt that read TIN FOIL HAT: IT'S ALL JUST GEORGE BUSH DEATH CULT, with images of George H. W. Bush, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, and Ronald Reagan, as well as several Democrats: Joe Biden, Barack Obama, the Clintons. The man, Bryan Belice, was a 38-year-old military veteran who had deployed to both Iraq and Afghanistan. He told me he was troubled by the Democratic Party's support of the war in Ukraine--a conflict that Kennedy has campaigned to end. Belice said he identifies as an independent, and has supported both Democrats and Republicans in past elections. This year, he'd been drawn to Kennedy and would have voted for him had he stayed in the race. Now, Belice said, he'd probably vote for Trump. "I may not agree with everything on the conservative Republican side, but I certainly think that the policies that are being put forth now by Trump are more in line with workers and average people, and in opposition to corporate interests and things that are damaging to our nation today," he said.

Other attendees were more reluctant to follow Kennedy's directive. Shauna Reisewitz, a Kennedy supporter from Santa Cruz, California, told me that she was still weighing whether to vote for RFK or Trump, given that Kennedy is still on the ballot in her state. But she conceded that, living in such a deep-blue state, her decision may not ultimately matter that much, and she didn't feel in a rush to make one at all; she knew only that voting for Kamala Harris was out of the question.

Mike Patton, a former Kennedy-campaign volunteer from central Florida, told me that RFK's late-summer exit had created "turbulent waters" for many people he knew. "There was a little remorse. You go through the whole psychological process," Patton said. He told me he was still toying with writing in Kennedy as a way to boost RFK's fledgling We the People Party and help position it for the 2028 election. I asked Patton if he was worried about Trump becoming an autocrat. "There is some possibility. And that's the danger of the thought that nobody knows. It's a percentage of risk," he said. "And so I think it's for people to decide: What's a higher-percentage risk, and what's more detrimental in the end? I don't like having to choose that. But that's where we are."

If he did vote for Trump and Trump did become a dictator, would he feel regret? "I don't know a person who wouldn't," Patton said. "I support Bobby. I understand where he's at, but I'm not going to blindly listen to him."

Onstage, Kennedy played the hits, and stuck mostly to the MAHA framework, railing at length against pandemic-era public-health restrictions. He spoke repeatedly about tyranny as it pertains to personal choice and medical freedom: "Only the worst tyrannies in the world, people like the Taliban, like the Iranian government, the Saudi government, these are the ones that force their citizens to wear masks, because it dehumanizes them. It turns them from spiritual, creative, independent human beings into a faceless mask of compliance and obedience."

And then, about 15 minutes later, he implored his followers to help him elect a would-be strongman. The crowd clapped dutifully.
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J. D. Vance's Thin Skin Makes Him Vulnerable

Tuesday's debate may hinge on whether Tim Walz can exploit his rival's greatest weakness.

by David Frum




Kamala Harris used Donald Trump's psychic weaknesses against him in their televised debate on September 10. Can Governor Tim Walz do the same to Senator J. D. Vance when they meet on Tuesday?

Watch what happens when Vance is asked an unexpected question by a friendly Fox News reporter: "What makes you smile?" Vance responds with ill temper and defensiveness: "I smile at a lot of things, including bogus questions from the media, man." That insult is followed by an unpleasant laugh.

It has been said that the Trump-Vance ticket is the angriest in recent history. But Vance doesn't rage and roar onstage the way Trump does. Instead, he seethes with petty peevishness. His disdain for women who deviate from his script for their life is barely disguised, or not disguised at all. It's an unattractive look. Walz's job is to provoke Vance into showing that ugly side to a huge national audience. How to do it?

Some of Vance's recent missteps offer clues.

On September 15, Vance was interviewed by CNN's Dana Bash. She pressed him on the falsity of his claims that Haitians in Springfield, Ohio, were stealing and eating household pets. That's the interview where Vance let slip this revealing gaffe: "If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do." Vance immediately scrambled to correct his damaging admission: "I say that we're creating a story, meaning we're creating the American media focusing on it. I didn't create 20,000 illegal migrants coming into Springfield thanks to Kamala Harris's policies. Her policies did that. But yes, we created the actual focus that allowed the American media to talk about this story."

Too late. The confession was on the record.

David Frum: Nice little Jewish community you have there

What caused Vance to make his mistake? The "creating a story" remark followed two rounds of Bash confronting Vance with statements from Ohio officials--including the mayor of Springfield and the county sheriff--that all contradicted Vance's claims. In other words, she presented evidence that people whose opinion matters to him regard him as a liar.

Trump would shrug that material off. Trump lies without regret. He often seems entirely unaware of the line between reality and fantasy. But Vance is aware. It bothered him to be exposed as untruthful. It stressed him, and he stumbled.

Also compare Vance with the former Trump-campaign manager Corey Lewandowski. In 2019, a congressional committee confronted Lewandowski with a contradiction between his claims in TV interviews and his sworn testimony to Robert Mueller's special-counsel investigation. Lewandowski shrugged off this public proof of his deceit. "I have no obligation to be honest with the media," he said. Lewandowsi does not care about his reputation, about status or standing. Vance does.

Lewandowski performs for an audience of one: Trump. He wanted to stay out of prison, so he did not lie under oath to Congress. Beyond that, nothing matters to him. But Vance wants to be seen as more than just another Trump henchman. His reinvention was meant to ingratiate himself with Trump and the MAGA movement. That shape-shifting is a pain point for him.

You can measure Vance's pain by the pain he tries to inflict on others. Immediately upon Harris's selection of Walz as her running mate, Vance attacked Walz over his military record. Walz had served in one rank, but retired at a lower rank because he had not completed all of the requirements to retain the rank permanently. Walz had on one occasion claimed that he had carried weapons "in war," when he should have said "weapons of war." Vance tried to amplify the discrepancy and the misstatement, but to little effect. When this line of attack fizzled, Vance switched to another: accusing Walz of deception because he had said that he and his wife had conceived a child by in vitro fertilization. In fact, they had used a different method of fertility treatment, intrauterine conception.

These attacks were surely not devised by Vance personally. They likely emerged from the GOP opposition-research shop. But a candidate for vice president does decide what he will or will not say. Vance could have rejected this material as trivial, offensive, and probably counterproductive. (Walz's military record had been used against him during his first run for governor of Minnesota, in 2018, and had backfired then, too.)

The point of the anti-Walz material was to depict the governor as a phony. But why pick that angle? Walz is a super-liberal governor of a state that was wracked by civil unrest in the upheavals of 2020. Surely that offers a more promising approach? Yet Vance chose otherwise. Why?

Some observers have speculated that Republicans stopped attacking Walz for his record during the 2020 riots because there is audio of Trump praising Walz at the time. So what? The Trump ticket is not troubled by inconsistency. The Trump-Vance campaign promises to restore the state and local tax deductions that President Trump himself abolished in 2017. Republicans attack Democrats for the rise in crime that occurred under Trump and was reversed under President Joe Biden. They were against IVF before they were for it, and now they're against it again. Trump Republicans feel that they owe no debt to reality. A little snippet of Trump audio would not stop Vance from attacking Walz for the riots if Vance thought it would give him an advantage.

If Vance opted instead for the "He's a phony" attack, it's because Vance himself believes that the "phony" charge is the most powerful one he can fling. And why does Vance think that? Because he himself is such an extreme phony.

Listen: The kleptocracy club

Vance has changed his identity, beliefs, religion, personal history, even his name. He's a Yale graduate and a venture capitalist who returned home to Ohio only to run for office, and had to be hauled over the finish line in this now-red state by a last-minute gift of $32 million in GOP campaign funds from his party's Senate leader, Mitch McConnell. Vance is a servant of America's richest men; his elevation to the presidential ticket produced promises of tens of millions of dollars in super-PAC contributions to the Trump campaign. He was a fierce Trump critic in The Atlantic during the 2016 election, and in private messages as late as February 2020. In the book that made him famous, Vance urged the white working class to stop blaming foreigners and shadowy elites for their troubles. He then ran for office on a message of blaming foreigners and shadowy elites.

Walz has previously responded to Vance's slights against his military record by saying that all service should be respected equally. That's high-minded, but it misses an opportunity to counterpunch. Vance accused Walz not only of dereliction of duty, but also of inauthenticity, of hypocrisy. Vance may well return to that theme in the debate. Walz can not only rebut the accusation, but make it recoil against the accuser. I am who I am. Like me, dislike me, here I am: an old-fashioned flag-and-country, union-label Democrat. Who are you? I mean, who are you today? Here's one person you pretended to be in the past. Here's another. Here's a third. Which costume are you wearing to today's dress-up party?

Vance will be ready with an answer. But if the thrust is aimed right, the parry will reveal Vance's aggrieved personality. "Even at my best, I'm a delayed explosion," Vance wrote in Hillbilly Elegy. Few things trigger him as directly as challenges to whatever constructed image he is projecting for that moment's advantage.

To see that in action, here's exhibit A: the war over weird. Before becoming the VP nominee, Vance liked to insinuate that his political adversaries were "weird," meaning racially or sexually deviant. As Walz entered national politics this summer, he seized on Vance's favorite epithet and turned it against him, to imply that Vance's own unhealthy preoccupations made him snoopy and controlling. "You know there's something wrong with people when they talk about freedom," he said, and they mean the "freedom to be in your bedroom, freedom to be in your exam room, freedom to tell your kids what they can read. That stuff is weird." The counteraccusation caught on, showing up in Democratic ads.

And it got under Vance's skin. Disparaging people as "weird" was something for him to do, not for others to do to him. In a CNN interview on August 10, Vance snapped. Asked about the "weird" label, he first dismissed it. Then he kept going: "I think it is a little bit of projection." And then he said that after his speech at the Republican National Convention, he gave his wife a kiss, "because I love my wife and I think that's what a normal person does." Walz, by contrast, "gave his wife a nice, firm midwestern handshake." To understand that jibe, you have to understand that it's an article of faith for the far right that Walz's advocacy for gay rights, dating back to the 1990s, proves that his marriage is a sham, and that his children are maybe not really his, because Walz is secretly gay, if not a clandestine sexual predator. Vance himself expressed a version of the slander about Walz as a sexual threat in an ABC interview on August 11, in which he charged that Walz "supported taking children away from their parents if the parents don't consent to gender reassignment."

In other words, by challenging Vance's right to label others "weird," Walz pushed Vance into repeating QAnon-style lunacy in back-to-back TV interviews. Vance and Walz were arguing not merely over which of them was weird, but over what is weird. Is it weird to be racially or sexually different? Or is it weird to want to surveil, police, and suppress differences? Vance has built his recent messaging on the first idea; Walz has throughout his career advocated the second idea. By goading Vance, Walz has driven Vance to make very public how deeply Vance's policing would intrude into personal freedom.

Ronald Brownstein: The undecided voters are not who you think they are

Press Vance on that record, and his first instinct is denial. Interviewed in July by Megyn Kelly on her podcast, Vance sought to excuse his controversial earlier remark about "childless cat ladies":  "Obviously it was a sarcastic comment. I've got nothing against cats." But lurking behind the denial is self-pity and aggression. In an NBC interview this month, Vance said, "I made a sarcastic comment years ago that I think that a lot of Democrats have willfully misinterpreted. I regret, certainly, that a lot of people took it the wrong way, and I certainly regret that the [Democratic National Committee] and Kamala Harris lied about it." By then, however, other instances of Vance using the phrase had surfaced, and Vance's excuse that the remark was a one-off joke was revealed as a lie of his own.

Vance is an intellectual, a man who enjoys the play of ideas. It's been a long time since the Republicans put an intellectual on their national ticket--not since Richard Nixon, maybe. Vance is not averse to changing his ideas; he has changed almost all of them. But he is quite averse to apologizing for them.

Vance is both opportunistic and stubborn, an unstable combination. That's one of many vulnerabilities that an adroit opponent can exploit. Walz has deftly used some of them already. He gets his chance to use more on national television Tuesday night.
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The Republican Freak Show

Like the man who leads it, the GOP is not just incidentally grotesque. It is grotesque at its core.

by Peter Wehner




The GOP is a moral freak show, and freak shows attract freaks. Which is why Mark Robinson fits in so well in today's Republican Party.

Robinson, the Republican candidate for governor in North Carolina, has described himself as a "devout Christian." But a recent CNN story reported that several years ago, he was a porn-site user who enjoyed watching transgender pornography (despite a history of an anti-transgender rhetoric), referred to himself as a "Black Nazi," and supported the return of slavery. According to CNN, commenters on the website discussed whether to believe the story of a woman who said she was raped by her taxi driver while intoxicated. Robinson wrote in response, "And the moral of this story..... Don't f**k a white b*tch!" Politico reports that Robinson's email address was also registered on Ashley Madison, a website for married people seeking affairs. (Robinson, the current lieutenant governor of North Carolina, has denied all of the claims.)

These allegations aren't entirely shocking, because Robinson--a self-described "MAGA Republican"--has shown signs in the past of being a deeply troubled person. (My Atlantic colleague David Graham wrote a superb profile of Robinson in May.)

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

Regarding the dedication of the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial, in 2011, Robinson wrote, "Get that fucking commie bastard off the National Mall!" Robinson also has referred to the slain civil-rights champion as "worse than a maggot," a "ho fucking, phony," and a "huckster." During the Obama presidency, Robinson wrote, "I'd take Hitler over any of the shit that's in Washington right now!" He promoted the conspiracy theory claiming that Obama was born in Kenya. He referred to Michelle Obama as a man and Hillary Clinton as a "heifer." He compared Nancy Pelosi to Hitler, Mao, Stalin, and Castro and mocked the near-fatal assault on her husband, Paul Pelosi. He is also an election denier, claiming that Joe Biden "stole the election."

In 2017, Robinson wrote, "There is a REASON the liberal media fills the airwaves with programs about the NAZI and the '6 million Jews' they murdered." He has used demeaning language against Jews and gay people. He has cruelly mocked school-shooting survivors ("media prosti-tots"). And he supported a total ban on abortion, without exceptions for rape or incest, even though he admitted that he'd paid for an abortion in the past.

Much of this was known before he ran for governor. No matter. Republicans in North Carolina nominated him anyway, and Donald Trump has lavished praise on the man he calls his "friend," offering Robinson his "full and total endorsement" and dubbing him "one of the hottest politicians" in the country.

SOME REPUBLICANS ARE distancing themselves from Robinson partly because they are worried he'll be defeated, but also because they're even more concerned that he will drag down other Republicans, including Trump. But the truth is that Robinson is a perfect addition to the Republican ensemble.

The GOP vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, has been relentlessly promoting the lie that Haitians in Springfield, Ohio, were abducting and eating pets. In 2021, he said that the United States was being run by Democrats, corporate oligarchs, and "a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too."

Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has blamed wildfires on a Jewish space laser, promoted a conspiracy alleging that some Democratic Party leaders were running a human-trafficking and pedophilia ring, and agreed with commenters who suggested that the 2018 shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, in Florida, was a "massive false flag." Another House Republican, Paul Gosar, has promoted fluoride conspiracy theories and posted an animated video depicting him slashing the throat of a Democratic congresswoman and attacking President Biden. Yet another Republican member of Congress, Lauren Boebert, was ejected from a family-friendly musical for vaping, being disruptive, and groping her date (and vice versa). She also falsely claimed that school authorities "are putting litter boxes in schools for people who identify as cats."

The Atlantic's Elaine Godfrey reported that Republican Representative Matt Gaetz, who is under House investigation for having sex with an underage girl, "used to walk around the cloakroom showing people porno of him and his latest girlfriend," according to a source Godfrey spoke with.

Read: Matt Gaetz is winning

This is not normal.

The GOP is home to a Republican governor, Kristi Noem, who describes in her book shooting her 14-month-old dog, Cricket, in a gravel pit, as well as killing an unnamed goat. A Republican senator, Ron Johnson, claimed that COVID was "pre-planned" by a secret group of "elites" even while he promoted disinformation claiming that ivermectin, which is commonly used to deworm livestock, was an effective treatment for COVID. (Because people were hospitalized for taking the drug, the FDA tweeted, "You are not a horse. You are not a cow.")

Earlier this month, Trump attended a 9/11 memorial event in New York City. He took as his guest a right-wing conspiracy theorist, Laura Loomer, who has claimed that 9/11 was an inside job, referred to Kamala Harris as a "drug using prostitute," and said that Democrats should be tried for treason and executed. (Trump has called Loomer a "woman with courage" and a "free spirit.")

Trump's first national security adviser, Michael Flynn, floated the idea of having Trump declare martial law so that he could "rerun" the 2020 election. He suggested that the president should seize voting machines. He predicted that a governor will soon declare war. He has also warned about the dangers of a "new world order" in which people such as Bill Gates, George Soros, and World Economic Forum Executive Chairman Klaus Schwab "have an intent to track every single one of us, and they use it under the skin. They use a means by which it's under the skin."

Tucker Carlson, a keynote speaker at the Republican National Convention and an unofficial Trump adviser, recently hosted a Holocaust revisionist on his podcast. He praised the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones as having been "vindicated on everything" and described Jones as "the most extraordinary person" he has ever met. (Two years ago, Sandy Hook families won nearly $1.5 billion in defamation and emotional-distress lawsuits against Jones for his repeatedly calling the 2012 school shooting, in which 20 first graders and six educators were killed, a hoax staged by "crisis actors" to get more gun-control legislation passed. As The New York Times reports, "The families suffered online abuse, personal confrontations and death threats from people who believed the conspiracy theory.")

Carlson, one of the most influential figures on the American right, has also peddled the claim that the violence on January 6, 2021, was a "false flag" operation involving the FBI and used to discredit Trump supporters; alleged that former Attorney General Bill Barr covered up the murder of Jeffrey Epstein; and promoted testicle tanning.

Then there's Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a former Democrat who recently endorsed Trump. The former president has asked Kennedy to be on his transition team should Trump win the election and "help pick the people who will be running the government and I am looking forward to that." Trump told CNN's Kristen Holmes, "I like him, and I respect him. He's a brilliant guy. He's a very smart guy."

Sara Dorn of Forbes listed some of the conspiracy theories that Kennedy has promoted--vaccines can cause autism; COVID was genetically engineered and is targeted to attack Caucasian and Black people (and Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese people are mostly immune); mass shootings are linked to Prozac; the 2004 presidential election was stolen from John Kerry; the CIA was involved in the death of his uncle John F. Kennedy; and Sirhan Sirhan was wrongly convicted of murdering his father.

In addition, Kennedy, who has revealed that he had a parasitic brain worm, told the podcaster Joe Rogan that Wi-Fi causes cancer and "leaky brain." He believes that chemicals in the water supply could turn children transgender. He claims that 5G networks are being used for mass surveillance. He's said that Katherine Maher, the president and CEO of NPR, is a CIA agent. "Even journals like Smithsonian and National Geographic ... appear to be compromised by the CIA," according to Kennedy.

Read: Why RFK Jr. endorsed Trump

According to Kennedy's daughter Kick Kennedy, her father chain-sawed the head off a dead whale on a beach in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, bungee-corded it to the roof of their car, and drove it five hours to the family home in Mount Kisco, New York. (The severed head streamed "whale juice" down the side of the family minivan on the trip home. "It was the rankest thing on the planet," Kick told Town & Country magazine in 2012. "We all had plastic bags over our heads with mouth holes cut out, and people on the highway were giving us the finger, but that was just normal day-to-day stuff for us.") Kennedy has also recently admitted to leaving the carcass of a bear cub in Central Park a decade ago, as a joke.

Donald Trump Jr. has said that he could see Kennedy being given some sort of oversight role in any number of government agencies if his father is reelected, including the FDA and the Department of Health and Human Services. "I can see a dozen roles I'd love to see him in."

Like Mark Robinson, RFK Jr. fits right in.

THE REPUBLICAN PARTY today isn't incidentally grotesque; like the man who leads it, Donald Trump, it is grotesque at its core. It is the Island of Misfit Toys, though in this case there's a maliciousness to the misfits, starting with Trump, that makes them uniquely dangerous to the republic. Since 2016, they have been at war with reality, delighting in their dime-store nihilism, creating "alternative facts" and tortured explanations to justify the lawlessness and moral depravity and derangement of their leader.

None of this is hidden; it is on display in neon lights, almost every hour of every day. No one who supports the Republican Party, who casts a vote for Trump and for his MAGA acolytes, can say they don't know.

They know.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, in an essay titled "As Breathing and Consciousness Return," warned that no one who "voluntarily runs with the hounds of falsehood" will be able to justify himself to the living, or to posterity, or to his friends, or to his children. Don't surrender to corruption, the great Russian writer and dissident said; strive for the liberation of our souls by not participating in the lie. Don't consent to the lies. The challenges facing Solzhenitsyn were quite different, and certainly far more difficult, than anything we face, but his fundamental point still holds.

The Trump movement is built on layers of lies. It's late, but it's never too late to liberate yourself from them. One word of truth outweighs the world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/mark-robinson-rfk-jr-trump/680064/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Tim Walz Is Too Good at This

Let me remind everyone that Walz is, in fact, a politician.

by Mark Leibovich




Tim Walz is trying very hard to make it look like he's not trying too hard.

"Look, a few weeks ago, I was sitting in St. Paul, minding my own damn business," Walz said recently at a rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This has been a standard line of his since Kamala Harris picked the Minnesota governor to be her running mate and special envoy to the coveted "White Dudes for Harris." These particular dudes are both the literal folksy folks in the crowd in their literal White Dudes for Harris T-shirts and the potential swing voters spread across the mythical sectors of Whitemanistan, U.S.A.

The point is, Walz likes to emphasize that he was not out there gunning for this job like some try-hard politician would. He didn't go looking for this assignment. He was just minding his own damn business one day, puttering around at home: playing with his dog, or inspecting his gutters and picking up some new downspouts at Menards.

Something authentic like that.

But then, after President Joe Biden's debate face-plant on June 27, and his exit from the campaign a few weeks later, Walz decided he might as well get himself out there a little more. He would shed his camouflage hat, throw on a tie, and try to fit some TV interviews into his busy schedule of changing air filters, hunting pheasants, and governing Minnesota.

And wouldn't you know it, Walz was an instant sensation: He relentlessly touted Harris and crushed Donald Trump and dismissed certain Republicans as "weird" in a punchy procession of appearances. Next thing he knew, in early August, Harris was on the phone asking him to be her running mate, and Walz was saying, Sure, why not, he'd be happy to help--just as he would if, say, Harris were his friend down the road who needed help shoveling out her car after a blizzard.

"As I told the vice president, whatever I can offer, I will do," Walz said in Grand Rapids, recounting Harris's fateful "Let's do this, buddy!" invitation. A sensation was born.

David A. Graham: It's Walz

"I love this guy," Barack Obama raved about Walz at the Democratic National Convention last month, the night before the effervescent everyman himself delivered arguably the best speech of the week. "You can tell those flannel shirts he wears don't come from some political consultant," Obama said. The guy was just so genuine, so pleasing, and seemingly everything the Democrats needed.

In early September, I set out to get a closer view of the pop-up populist persona--to see this happy accident in action. I wanted to get a better sense of how much of this character was real, how much was a bit, and how the whole Walz phenomenon was evolving beyond his homey debut.


Members of the audience during Tim Walz's acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention (David Butow / Redux)



During the run-up to the most important night of Walz's campaign--his debate Tuesday with his Republican counterpart, J. D. Vance--I attended several campaign rallies and smaller meet-and-greet events across four states. I talked with his friends, past and current staff members, and people I met along the way. In a few cases, his team allowed me access to Walz while he worked crowds and greeted donors, dignitaries, and volunteers in receiving lines. The campaign did not make Walz available for an interview.

Backstage in Grand Rapids, I ran into Gretchen Whitmer, the governor of Michigan. Whitmer had just introduced her friend Walz at the rally, telling the crowd of about 800 that both he and Harris "understand our lives because they live lives just like ours." She agreed to talk with me later about Walz. Like many people who know him, Whitmer described her midwestern neighbor in terms of mundane life scenarios. "If you drive by someone who's stuck on the road," she told me, "they might need a lift or a phone call or a tire change. I wouldn't be able to change the tire, but I could make the phone call or give them a lift. Tim could do all three."

When Harris picked Walz, she knew that this would be an abbreviated race, with limited time to make an impression. The campaign clearly saw Walz as embodying an archetype of American masculinity that would stand in contrast with the noisy grievance guys in the red MAGA hats and creepy venture-capitalist types like Vance, who can't order a damn doughnut without breaking into hives. Walz is a much more approachable avatar for would-be Harris supporters, those classic rockers, tellers of dad jokes, and football-watching wearers of Taylor Swift friendship bracelets. They are content to sit at home and mind their own damn business unless called upon, in which case they're happy to pitch in and help. How could these dudes--who ideally live in places like Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin--not relate to Tim Walz?

Several people in Walz's crowds held signs reading coach, a reference to Walz's former career as an assistant football coach at Mankato West High School before he ran for Congress in 2006. So what if it's been nearly two decades since Walz has worn a whistle around his neck? The coach thing has been a key component of the regular-guy shtick, one that he does tend to lay on a bit thick.

In a video that the campaign released last week, Walz can be seen popping his head up from under the hood of the figurative turnip truck in his driveway. The vehicle is in fact his 1979 International Harvester Scout, which has served as a recurring prop in Walz's stage set--just as Harris has deployed Walz himself as a kind of prop.

In the ad, Walz is schooling his online audience in the finer points of keeping a dirt-free carburetor. "You can always tell something about somebody's maintenance by how clean their air filter is," Walz said, picking up the truck's filter and then putting it back down again (for the record, his hands are also immaculate). He is like a midwestern version of the Car Talk guys--except that Click and Clack could never pivot as seamlessly as Walz can into a discussion of, say, the evils of Project 2025.

Read: The political tradition Harris and Waltz are bringing back

But that's the beauty of Walz, the Harris campaign and his allies will tell you a million different ways: He can do both. "He's someone who can connect with people and knows what it's like to be in their shoes," Jen O'Malley Dillon, the Harris-Walz campaign chair, told me. "To be able to work on a car and talk about Project 2025 is great. But also, to know what it's like to not have a ton of money in your checking account, and have the kind of struggles to go to the grocery store and live the life that people live."

"THIS car video is why Tim Walz is so loved," gushed Victor Shi, a member of the Harris-Walz youth-engagement team, while sharing the link on X. "No one else can deliver a message so authentically & get to a demographic that Democrats have struggled often to reach."

Here's another thing that Democrats sometimes struggle with: subtlety.

Let me pause now to remind everyone that Tim Walz is a politician. He is a former six-term congressman and two-term governor who until recently served as chair of the Democratic Governors' Association. He can hustle, grandstand, "misspeak," and be opportunistic, just like the rest of them. When Biden dropped out in July, Walz saw an opening. He seized it.

Walz had been thinking about what he might do when his second term as governor ended at the end of 2027. He'd kicked around the idea of running for president himself, according to people in his political circle. "But then, when it looked like Biden might drop out, things got accelerated for him," Blois Olson, a longtime political commentator in the Twin Cities, told me.

Read: The good-enough prime-time debut

The idea was that being mentioned as a possible running mate in 2024 would help if Walz wanted to be part of the conversation for 2028. He did not appear to be on Harris's original shortlist. But as soon as it started looking like Biden might quit, Walz started doing as much cable TV as he could. He was an instant phenom and shot quickly into Harris's top ranks of running-mate candidates.

"Having a good shtick is part of being a good politician," Brendan Buck, a Republican communications strategist who was a top aide to Speakers John Boehner and Paul Ryan when Walz served in Congress from 2007 to 2019, told me. "Walz always struck me as a bit of a loudmouth, who was one of those guys on the Hill who maybe seems to be trying a little too hard." This doesn't make Walz a bad person, Buck added, or especially unique among politicians. "But it doesn't give him special status as the Authentic One, either."

Olson says that in his brief career as a running mate, Walz has benefited from the frenetic pace of contemporary politics: the fact that people tend to experience candidates as impressionistic blurs and pay little attention to anything that lies below the surface. Being able to cultivate a persona and ace a role can get you a long way. Olson said that Walz has unquestionably proved himself a talented political performer throughout his career. But veteran Walz watchers can also grow weary of his practiced yokel act. "Oh, he is totally full of shit," Olson said of Walz. "And he's also really good at being full of shit." Olson seemed to mean this as a compliment.

In a crass sense, being "really good at being full of shit" distills a certain essence of what it means to be a good politician.

Walz is unquestionably a good politician. This has been evident in a variety of settings, beginning with cable interviews, the format that, more than anything, positioned him for this job. Back in July, he was firing off lines about Democrats fighting to preserve basic American freedoms--over their own bodies, lifestyle choices, health-care options, and whatnot--that went immediately viral. "These are weird people on the other side," Walz said on MSNBC. "They want to take books away. They want to be in your exam room." His message: Americans should be free to mind their own damn business, and have others mind theirs.

Oddly, since Harris picked him, Walz has been largely hidden away from the national media. The campaign has been content to deploy Walz as more of a cartoon than a multidimensional character: dress Coach up in camouflage, pop in the Bob Seger eight-track, juice him up on Diet Mountain Dew, and send him onto the stage. His rallies are loud, boisterous, and well attended, usually more so than Vance's.

Vance, in contrast, has been a constant media presence, often on friendly networks (such as Fox News). Polls show that Walz is much more popular than his Republican counterpart across the broader voting population, although Vance has received strong reviews from Republican-base voters, to whom he has become the ticket's main message ambassador.

It's a bit of a mystery why Walz has largely stopped doing national media, especially given how effective he was over the summer. The campaign seems to have trapped him in the same hyper-protective Bubble Wrap it has placed around Harris, and that was placed around Biden before her. This strikes me as a massive waste of Walz's talent, but what do I know?

Perhaps this will change after Tuesday. The debate--between two midwestern populists of very different backgrounds, styles, and sensibilities--will be fascinating. Walz can detonate a line with the best, packs a lot of words and umbrage into tight sound bites, and has proved adept on TV. But how will this translate against the cool, cerebral vitriol of Vance? Will Walz's default nonchalance survive the high stakes of the event?

What's clear from watching Walz these past few weeks is that he can land a speech. He is honing his lines as he goes and trying out new ones that he'll likely reprise against Vance. And he projects a particular relish on the stump when attacking his opposite number.

"We saw Senator Vance lead an audience when he said, 'Well, they reduced interest rates this week; how terrible is that?'" Walz said last Saturday during a rally in a high-school gym in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. "Who boos for lower interest rates?" Walz yelled, drawing out his disgust. He paused before dropping his punch line: "Venture capitalists, apparently." (In fact, Vance reacted to a crowd booing a reporter's question about the drop in rates by saying that it wasn't enough to help struggling families.)

Read: Authenticity just means faking it well

Walz is a winning retail politician, a prodigious hugger who laughs easily and is always passing out little pins imprinted with loons--the Minnesota state bird--to the kids he meets. At every stop, he is endlessly deferential to Harris and careful to portray himself foremost as a servant to her success. He projects none of the self-important traits of certain past running mates who envisioned themselves as presidential "partners" (Biden always made a big deal out of saying he would not have accepted the No. 2 job from Obama unless he was assured that his vice presidency would be sufficiently consequential and worthy of his talents). Walz, in contrast, carries himself as a charmed political lottery winner, plucked from the prairie.

"Look, I just want to help," I kept hearing Walz tell people. He cuts a convincing beta figure, content to play the ultimate assistant coach. Minnesota has a proud and winning tradition of vice-presidential candidates: Hubert Humphrey in the 1960s and Walter Mondale in the '70s. (Both fared less well when they tried to run as alpha nominees, Humphrey losing to Richard Nixon in 1968 and Mondale to Ronald Reagan in 1984.)

Walz takes the stage to "Small Town," the rollicking hayseed homage by John Mellencamp, released in 1985. The tune is fun, familiar, and apt for Walz's rural upbringing in Butte, Nebraska, where he says there were 25 students in his high-school graduating class, 12 of them his cousins.

But for what it's worth, every time I hear "Small Town," I think of a previous Democratic running mate, another self-styled fighter for the little guy with a small-town rap: John Edwards, the former senator from North Carolina, a two-time presidential candidate, and John Kerry's running mate in 2004. Edwards was a dazzling political performer in his own right, and he, too, used to wear out "Small Town" at his rallies. The lesson here is that shticks don't always age well, and neither did the story of Edwards. His sweet-talking country-lawyer routine--righteous champion of justice and handsome family man--would eventually vaporize in a swirl of $400-haircuts, extramarital liaisons, legal woes, a love child, and other tabloid unpleasantness.

Yes, Walz, like Edwards, was born in a small town (and he could breathe in a small town). But no, Walz is not John Edwards. He's much more accomplished and less slick than Edwards ever was. These are very different political times, and just because he and Edwards have the same campaign song doesn't mean that Tim Walz is also destined to come crumbling down.

The comparison, however, does ring with a cautionary echo. Very little in politics is truly authentic. And nothing is as simple as it seems--in a small town or on a big stage.
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Don't Assume That Eric Adams Is Going Anywhere

New York's mayor is defiant, and his city has tolerated its share of corruption.

by Russell Berman




By the time Eric Adams addressed reporters under a rain-soaked canopy outside Gracie Mansion yesterday morning, the biggest question about his tenure as mayor of New York seemed to be how soon it would end. Fellow Democrats started calling on him to step down even before federal prosecutors formally accused Adams of defrauding the city and doing the bidding of the Turkish government. And in recent weeks, the leaders of the nation's largest police department and public-school system had resigned from his administration amid a series of investigations.

Adams, who has denied the charges and vowed to stay on, already had at least four serious challengers to his reelection bid next year. Now a much larger number of Democrats--including former Governor Andrew Cuomo--are salivating at the prospect of a special election if Adams steps down.

But don't assume that he's going anywhere.

"He is not going to resign," predicted Mitchell L. Moss, a longtime observer of New York politics who has advised, formally and informally, some of its biggest stars over the past four decades. Moss, an NYU professor, has seen the scandals that have taken down governors such as Cuomo (sexual harassment, which he denied) and Eliot Spitzer (prostitution), members of Congress like Anthony Weiner (sending explicit photos to minors), and dozens of elected officials at lower levels of government. With few exceptions, New Yorkers accused of wrongdoing have left neither quickly nor quietly. Some have stayed in office quite a while. And that was true before a New Yorker convicted of 34 felonies won the Republican nomination for president. "We're living in a different world from the one where you would be disqualified for a divorce," Moss said. (In 2022, Adams and Governor Kathy Hochul appointed Moss to an economic-development committee, but he said he has no other ties to the mayor. "I met the guy once in a restaurant," he told me. "That's it.")

Michael Powell: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The charges against Adams are significant, and more could be on the way; FBI agents searched his official residence yesterday morning, hours after news of the imminent indictment had come out. Prosecutors say that for the past decade, Adams has been soliciting illegal campaign donations and taking bribes from foreign businesspeople and at least one Turkish-government official. Because he used the contributions to receive public matching funds through New York's campaign-finance system, the government says he essentially stole $10 million from city taxpayers.

New York has had more than its share of corruption and scandal, but Adams is the first sitting mayor to be indicted. (Coincidentally, one of his predecessors, Rudy Giuliani, was disbarred yesterday in Washington, D.C., for helping Donald Trump try to overturn his 2020 election defeat.) Yet the details of the 57-page indictment against Adams still pale in comparison to the government's recent accusations against former Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey; the FBI recovered gold bars and envelopes filled with cash in his home. Nor are the allegations as shocking as those leveled against expelled Representative George Santos of New York, who made up his resume to win a seat in Congress. Moss contends that, as far as Adams's constituents are concerned, the most damning allegation is that the mayor leaned on the fire department to approve the opening of a skyscraper housing a new Turkish consulate that had not passed a safety inspection. "That is serious," Moss said.

Democrats who have called for Adams to resign argue that the charges imperil his ability to govern the city. Moss doesn't think so. "People care about the mayor, and they want the mayor to succeed, but the city functions no matter who the mayor is," Moss told me. Emulating other scandal-tainted leaders, Adams will likely "double down on the job" to prove he can still lead, which could allow him to retain the support of his base of Black and Latino voters, who helped him win a crowded Democratic primary, and then the mayoralty, in 2021. "They are not going to abandon him," Moss said.

Under New York City's charter, Hochul could remove Adams as mayor, but Moss believes that possibility is inconceivable--not least because of the governor's own deep unpopularity. "She's not going to fire an African American mayor. No way," he said. "She'd get defeated within an hour."

Read: New York City's chaos mayor

Moss predicted that Adams would even start as the favorite in next June's primary in spite of his legal troubles. Cuomo, who is reportedly eying a run for mayor after resigning as governor in 2021, is "damaged goods," Moss said, and the four candidates who have declared their interest--the current city comptroller, Brad Lander; the former comptroller Scott Stringer; state Senators Zellnor Myrie and Jessica Ramos--could struggle to unify progressive voters.

Adams has said he wants a speedy trial, but the legal process could play out for months or longer. (He's not even the highest-profile defendant that the U.S. attorney in Manhattan, Damian Williams, is currently prosecuting.) The next president will have the power to replace Williams if he or she chooses. When Trump took office in 2017, he moved quickly to oust the U.S. attorney in Manhattan, Preet Bharara. That could happen again if Trump wins in November, Moss noted, with potential ramifications for Adams's case. "There's more uncertainty here than people realize."
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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




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


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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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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The Truth About Immigration and the American Worker

<span>In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.</span>

by Roge Karma




Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working class. It's a message that the former president repeats in one form or another at just about every one of his public appearances.

The argument carries a certain commonsense logic: Immigration means more workers competing for jobs, which translates to lower wages and employment rates for the native-born. During Tuesday night's vice-presidential debate, Republican Senator J. D. Vance said that his boss's proposal to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants would "be really good for our workers, who just want to earn a fair wage for doing a good day's work."

Mainstream Democrats used to vigorously dispute the notion that immigration hurt native-born workers. No longer. Today, the two major parties are jockeying to convince voters that they are the ones who will truly secure the border. To the extent that liberals still defend immigration, they often do so by arguing that deporting migrants would reduce the labor supply and send prices soaring again--an argument that implicitly accepts the premise that immigrants do in fact depress wages.

This is a tragedy. The effect of immigration on wages is one of the most thoroughly studied topics in empirical economics, and the results are clear: Immigrants do not make native-born workers worse off, and probably make them better off. In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.

Econ 101 tells us that when the supply of a good, like labor, increases, then the price of that good falls. This is the lens through which economists viewed immigration for much of the 20th century: great for corporations (cheap labor) and consumers (lower prices) but bad for native-born workers. Then a study came along that shattered the consensus.

In 1980, Fidel Castro briefly lifted Cuba's ban on emigration, leading 125,000 people, most of whom lacked a high-school education, to travel from Mariel Bay to Miami in what became known as the Mariel Boatlift. In a few months, Miami's workforce expanded by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands because of immigration in a typical year, creating the perfect conditions for a natural experiment. The economist David Card later realized that if he compared Miami with cities that did not experience the boatlift, he could isolate the effect that immigration had on native-born earning power. If immigrants really did depress wages, then surely the effect would be visible in Miami in the 1980s.

Instead, in a paper published in 1990, Card found that the boatlift had virtually no effect on either the wages or employment prospects of native-born workers in Miami, including those who lacked a college degree. Economists have since used similar natural experiments to study the effect of immigration in countries including Israel and Denmark, arriving at the same conclusion that Card did. (These studies mostly focus on low-skill immigration; high-skill immigration has long been viewed almost universally as economically beneficial.)

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

The simple Econ 101 story turned out to have a blind spot: Immigrants aren't just workers who compete for jobs; they are also consumers who buy things. They therefore increase not only the supply of labor, which reduces wages, but also the demand for it, which raises them. In the end, the two forces appear to cancel each other out. (The same logic explains why commentators who suggest that immigration is a helpful inflation-fighting tool are probably wrong. I have made a version of this mistake myself.)

Inevitably, not everyone accepted the new consensus. In a paper first circulated in 2015, the Harvard economist George Borjas reanalyzed Card's data and concluded that even though average wages were indeed unaffected, the wages for natives who lacked a high-school degree--and thus competed most directly with the Marielitos--had fallen as a result of the boatlift. Borjas's study seemed to back up restrictionist policy with empirical data, and for that reason became a pillar of anti-immigration discourse. In 2017, for example, Stephen Miller cited it when pressed by a New York Times reporter for evidence that immigration hurts American workers.

But Borjas's debunking of Card, such as it was, has itself been debunked. The data underlying his argument turned out to be extremely suspect. Borjas had excluded women, Hispanic people, and workers who weren't "prime age" from his analysis, arguing that the remaining group represented the workers most vulnerable to immigrant competition. As the economist Michael Clemens has pointed out, Borjas ended up with an absurdly tiny sample of just 17 workers a year, making it impossible to distinguish a legitimate finding from pure statistical noise. Another study looking at the same data, but for all native-born workers without a high-school degree, found no negative impact on wages. Subsequent natural experiment studies have yielded similar conclusions. "Economic models have long predicted that low-skill immigration would hurt the wages of low-skill workers," Leah Boustan, an economist at Princeton University, told me. "But that turns out not to be true when we actually look at what happens in the real world."

On paper, immigrants and natives without a high-school education might look like easily substitutable workers. In reality, they aren't. Take the restaurant industry. New immigrants may disproportionately get hired as fry cooks, which, in turn, depresses wages for native-born fry cooks. But by lowering costs and generating lots of new demand, those same immigrants enable more restaurants to open that need not just fry cooks but also servers and hosts and bartenders. Native-born workers have an edge at getting those jobs, because, unlike new immigrants, they have the English skills and tacit cultural knowledge required to perform them.

This dynamic helps explain why many efforts to deport immigrants have hurt native-born workers. From 2008 to 2014, the Department of Homeland Security deported about half a million undocumented immigrants through its "Secure Communities" program. Because the initiative was rolled out in different counties at different times, researchers were able to compare how workers fared in places where mass deportation was under way against outcomes for those in as-yet unaffected places. They found that for every 100 migrant workers who were deported, nine fewer jobs existed for natives; native workers' wages also fell slightly. Other studies of immigration crackdowns throughout American history have reached similar conclusions. When a community loses immigrant workers, the result isn't higher-paid natives; it's fewer child-care services provided, fewer meals prepared, and fewer homes built.

Low-skill immigration does have some economic costs. Most studies find that the income of other immigrants takes a hit when a new wave of migrants arrives. Low-skill immigration also tends to slightly exacerbate inequality because it increases demand for college-educated professionals such as doctors, managers, and lawyers, resulting in even larger wage gains for that group. But these complications don't mean that immigration is crushing the American working class.

Hold on, immigration's critics say: Natural experiments can only tell you so much. You must instead look at the broad sweep of American history. As the liberal New York Times columnist David Leonhardt has pointed out, the decades in which American workers experienced their fastest income gains--the 1940s, '50s, and '60s--occurred when immigration was near historic lows; since the '70s, immigration has surged while wages for the median worker have stagnated. "The trajectory of American history tells a very clear story," Oren Cass, the chief economist at American Compass, a conservative think tank, told me. "High levels of immigration are correlated with poor outcomes for workers."

The problem with relying on history is that correlations also only tell you so much. Some readers will recall that quite a few things have changed since the 1970s; most relevant for our purposes, these include the loosening of trade policy, the weakening of labor unions, and the enormous rise in corporate concentration. All of these trends have been more persuasively linked to the declining fortunes of the working class. Without some evidence of causation, the co-incidence of stagnating wages and rising immigration really does look like just that: a coincidence.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two data points are instructive here. First, the parts of the country that have received the largest numbers of immigrants in recent decades--Texas, Florida, the D.C.-to-Boston corridor--are those that have experienced the least wage stagnation. Second, since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the U.S. has experienced both a huge surge in illegal immigration and perhaps the most significant reduction of wage inequality since the 1940s. That doesn't mean high levels of immigration caused the spike in wages at the bottom. But that's exactly the point: Historical trends don't necessarily imply neat causal relationships.

The other problem is that you can just as easily make the circumstantial case that the natural-experiment literature underestimates the economic benefits of immigration. The aforementioned Denmark study tracked every single individual across the country (something that isn't possible in the U.S. because of data constraints) over a 20-year period and found that low-skill natives who were most exposed to immigration responded by pursuing higher levels of education and moving to higher-paying occupations. Ultimately they achieved higher earnings than their peers who weren't exposed to immigration. A study in the U.S. found that immigrants were 80 percent more likely than native-born Americans to start a business, and that the rate of entrepreneurship was just as high for immigrants from low-income countries as those from high-income countries. "Immigrants to the U.S. create so many successful businesses that they ultimately appear to create more jobs as founders than they fill as workers," Benjamin F. Jones, one of the authors, wrote in The Atlantic last year. Immigrants, he noted, are inherently risk-takers. "We should not be surprised that they are exceptionally entrepreneurial once they arrive."

I admit to being partial to this view for personal reasons. My grandfather came to the U.S. in the 1960s as an undocumented immigrant from Lebanon, having never finished high school and speaking very little English. Within a few months, he landed a job as a car mechanic at a local gas station, leaving for work each morning before his kids woke up and returning after they were asleep at night. An economic study might find that he helped depress the wages of native-born mechanics, which might have been balanced out by his spending in other areas. What it probably wouldn't capture is what happened next: He opened up his own station, and then another, and then another, employing dozens of mostly native-born mechanics, attendants, and cashiers. Along the way, he became a darling of his community, bringing a little bit of Arab hospitality to a mostly white suburb of New Jersey. His life was its own kind of natural experiment.

The appeal of restricting immigration has, to put it lightly, never been primarily about economics. Surveys of public opinion generally find that people's feelings about immigration are driven less by material concerns than they are by cultural anxieties about crime, social norms, and national identity. Anti-immigrant sentiment is much higher among older Americans (many of whom are retired) living in rural areas that contain few immigrants than it is among working-age Americans in immigrant-heavy cities such as New York and Los Angeles.

Even if conservative policy wonks sincerely believe that limiting immigration would help the American worker, the guy at the top of the Republican ticket clearly has other things on his mind. In his debate against Kamala Harris, Trump, who has accused immigrants of "poisoning the blood of our country," mentioned the supposed economic impact of migration exactly once. He spent much more time portraying undocumented immigrants as a marauding horde of psychopathic murderers "pouring into our country from prisons and jails, from mental institutions and insane asylums." At one now-infamous moment, he even claimed that immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. In Trump's hands, the economic case against immigration is a fig leaf that barely obscures a much larger and more nakedly bigoted body of work.

Gilad Edelman: Donald Trump's theory of everything

The example of Springfield is a revealing one. In the past few years, thousands of Haitian immigrants--overwhelmingly with legal status--have settled in the town of 58,000. This has led to some problems. Housing prices rose quickly. The health-care and education systems have come under stress. And relations between longtime residents and the new arrivals have at times been contentious, especially after a traffic accident caused by a Haitian immigrant last year resulted in the death of an 11-year-old boy.

But after decades of dwindling population and shrinking job opportunities, Springfield has also experienced a jolt of economic energy. The immigrants have helped auto factories stay in operation, filled shortages at distribution centers, and enabled new restaurants and small businesses to open. Wage growth in the city took off during the migration wave and stayed above 6 percent for two years, though it has since slowed down. And the flip side of strain on the housing, education, and health-care systems is that there are now more jobs available for construction workers, teachers, and nurses to meet that increased demand. "What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, said in a recent interview, referring to the Haitian immigrants. "They're very happy to have them there, and frankly, that's helped the economy."

For DeWine and other public officials, this is a trade that is well worth making: Immigrants might cause some social tensions, but overall they make the place better off. Others, of course, disagree. According to Gallup, 2024 is the first year in nearly two decades that a majority of the public wants less immigration to the U.S. In the past year alone, the desire to reduce the amount of immigration has jumped by 10 points for Democrats and 15 points for Republicans. No matter who wins in November, we will likely see more restrictive immigration policy in years to come. If that is the will of the voters, so be it. Just don't expect it to do anything to help the working class.
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Revenge of the Office

Many of America's corporate executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment.

by Rose Horowitch




More than a year since the World Health Organization declared the end of the pandemic public-health emergency, you might expect the remote-work wars to have reached a peace settlement. Plenty of academic research suggests that hybrid policies, which white-collar professionals favor overwhelmingly, pan out well for companies and their employees.

But last month, Amazon CEO Andy Jassy announced that the company's more than 350,000 corporate employees must return to the office five days a week come January. In a memo, Jassy explained that he wants teams to be "joined at the hip" as they try to out-innovate other companies.

His employees don't seem happy about it. The Amazon announcement was met with white-collar America's version of a protest--a petition, angry LinkedIn posts, tense debates on Slack--and experts predict that some top talent will leave for companies with more flexible policies. Since May 2023, Amazon has allowed corporate employees to work from home two days a week by default. But to Jassy, 15 months of hybrid work only demonstrated the superiority of full-time in-office collaboration.

Derek Thompson: The biggest problem with remote work

Many corporate executives agree with him. Hybrid arrangements currently dominate white-collar workplaces, but a recent survey of 400 CEOs in the United States by the accounting firm KPMG found that 79 percent want their corporate employees to be in the office full-time in the next three years, up from 63 percent the year before. Many of America's executives have had enough of the remote-work experiment, and as the Amazon announcement suggests, some are ready to fight to end it. They seem to be fighting not only because they believe that the evidence is on their side, but also because they long to return to the pre-pandemic office experience. (Management professors even have a name for this: "executive nostalgia.") Quite simply, they are convinced that having employees in the office is good for business--and that having them in the office more is even better.

Managers have some empirical basis for preferring in-person work. A 2023 study of one Fortune 500 company found that software engineers who worked in proximity to one another received 22 percent more feedback than engineers who didn't, and ended up producing better code. "When I was on Wall Street, I learned by showing up to the office," Imran Khan, a hedge-fund founder and the former chief strategy officer of Snap, told me. "How do you learn if you don't come to work?"

Remote work can also take a toll on creativity and culture. A study of Microsoft employees found that communication stalled when they went remote during the pandemic. Another found that people came up with less creative product pitches when they met over Zoom rather than in person. Eric Pritchett, an entrepreneur and a Harvard Business Review adviser, had the ill fortune to launch Terzo, his AI start-up, in March 2020. He left California for Georgia, where social-distancing rules were laxer and he could call people into the office. "You think of these iconic companies," he said, counting off Amazon, Tesla, and Nike. "These iconic companies didn't invent themselves on Zoom." (Even Zoom, in August 2023, told employees to come into the office two days a week.) Jassy, the Amazon CEO, wrote in his back-to-office memo that he wanted Amazon to operate "like the world's largest startup."

But some Amazon employees don't buy Jassy's argument. CJ Felli has worked at Amazon Web Services since 2019. When the pandemic sent workers home, he was apprehensive about spending every day at his Seattle apartment. Now he's a work-from-home evangelist. "I was able to deliver projects," he told me. "I could work longer than I could in the office, I could eat healthier, and I was able to get more done." He earned a promotion during the pandemic and was praised for his efficiency, which he sees as further evidence of his productivity gains. His colleagues who have kids or who get distracted in Amazon's open-floor-plan office tell him that their work has improved too.

If remote work is such a drag, its defenders ask, then why has business been booming since the pandemic? Profits are up, even as employees code in sweatpants or practice their golf swing. As one Amazon employee wrote on LinkedIn, "I'd rather spend a couple of days being really productive at my house, taking lunch walks with my dog (or maybe a bike ride). This is how my brain works." One mid-level manager at Salesforce, who spoke on condition of anonymity in order to publicly criticize his employer's policies, pointed to the company's success throughout the pandemic. "We're not machines either," he told me. "People aren't meant to just be wrung like a towel to get every drip of productivity out of them."

The big-picture data are a bit fuzzy. Some studies have found a modest negative effect on productivity--defined as work accomplished per hour on the clock--when companies switch to fully remote work. But this can be at least partly offset by the commuting time that workers regain, some of which they spend working longer hours. "There is no sound reason to expect the productivity effects of remote work to be uniform across jobs, workers, managers, and organizations," as one academic overview puts it. The debate between bosses and workers "feels a lot like my view of how productive my teenager is being when she says she's working while talking to her friends on her cellphone," Nicholas Bloom, a Stanford professor who co-authored the study, told me. "She's probably doing more work than I think--which is zero--and probably less work than she thinks, which is a lot."

In theory, hybrid work should be the compromise that satisfies both sides. A May Gallup poll found that only 7 percent of employees wanted to work in person five days a week, 33 percent wanted to be fully remote, and 60 percent wanted some kind of hybrid arrangement. A study by Bloom found that employees of the travel site Trip.com who spent three days in the office were just as likely to be promoted as their fully in-person counterparts. They wrote code of the same caliber, and were more likely to stay at the company. Crucially, after a six-month trial, managers who had initially opposed hybrid work had revised their opinion. All of that helps explain why the percentage of companies with a hybrid policy for most corporate employees doubled from 20 percent at the start of 2023 to about 40 percent today, according to the Flex Index, which tracks work arrangements.

Ed Zitron: Why managers fear a remote-work future

But as Amazon's announcement shows, the decisions around work arrangements were never going to be just about the data. When Jassy spoke last year about the company's decision to move from a remote policy to a hybrid one, he said that it was based on a "judgment" by the leadership team but wasn't informed by specific findings. Executives might just have an intuition that in-office work is better for the companies they helped build. It may make their jobs easier to have everyone close by. They also seem to find it hard to believe that their employees are doing as much work when they're at home as when they're in the office, where everyone can see them. Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google, said the company fell behind in the AI arms race because employees weren't in the office. "Google decided that work-life balance and going home early and working from home was more important than winning," he said in a speech at Stanford. "The reason start-ups work is because the people work like hell." (He later claimed that he "misspoke about Google and their work hours.")

"I largely do believe we are moving toward some truce between executives and employees," Rob Sadow, the CEO of Flex Index, told me. "But I also think this is much less settled than the average person thinks it is." He predicts that the battle will drag on for years. Companies might have trouble actually enforcing a full-time in-office policy for workers who have gotten used to flexibility. Talented coders are still in high demand. Theoretically, if enough people from Amazon decamp to Microsoft, say, then Jassy could be all but forced to backtrack. Bloom has followed one company that officially requires people to be in the office three days a week; most employees spend fewer than two days in person. He was skeptical that Amazon would discipline a high-performing employee who preferred to code from the couch. The middle manager at Salesforce told me that he is preparing a list of excuses he can offer to executives who ask why his team isn't in the office.

But executives have tools at their disposal too. Amazon and Google have already begun tracking badge data and confronting hybrid workers who don't show up as often as they're told to. (An Amazon spokesperson told me that the company hopes to eventually stop surveilling employees' work locations.) Even if bosses struggle to penalize their employees, perhaps they can lure them in with promises of career advancement. Eighty-six percent of the CEOs in the KPMG survey said they would reward employees who worked in person with promotions and raises. "You're a young person coming out of college, and you want to be CEO someday--you will not get there via remote work," Ron Kruszewski, the CEO of the investment bank Stifel, says of his company. "It just won't happen."
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We Need Supply-Side Education Policy

Eliminating degree requirements for jobs is very popular with voters but would do almost nothing to help workers who don't have a college diploma.

by David Deming




On Wednesday night, in a speech in Pennsylvania, Kamala Harris announced that, if elected, she would "eliminate degree requirements" for hundreds of thousands of federal jobs. And, she added, she would challenge "the private sector to make a similar commitment."

This policy--often called "skills-based hiring"--is very popular with voters, which explains why Harris made a similar promise earlier this month. The Trump administration also tried to loosen degree requirements in federal hiring with an executive order, making it the rare policy that draws bipartisan support. (Little seems to have come of that order, which was issued right before the 2020 election.) Nearly 60 percent of adults ages 25 to 29 do not have a bachelor's degree. If they have the skills to do a certain job, why should they be denied the chance solely because they lack a somewhat arbitrary paper credential?

And yet, despite its popularity, skills-based hiring is a dead-end policy. If every employer in America formally stopped requiring a four-year college degree for every available position as of tomorrow, nothing much would change. Indeed, companies such as Walmart, Apple, and many others have proudly touted their removal of degree requirements in job postings, but the net effect on hiring has been very small. A recent Harvard Business School study found that when companies remove degree requirements, the share of hires with a bachelor's degree declines by only two percentage points. Employers may not insist on a college degree, but they still prefer it.

So even if a degree isn't formally required, applicants who have one will still usually beat out applicants who don't, because employers need some way to differentiate between them. The real issue, in other words, is not the existence of degree requirements, but the lack of alternative ways for workers to prove their qualifications. If political leaders really want to expand opportunities for non-college-educated Americans, that's the problem they need to solve. Doing so is not particularly complicated--but it will require the government to take a markedly different approach to higher education than it is accustomed to.

The proposal to remove degree requirements fits into a larger historical pattern of higher-education and workforce-development policy, particularly within the Democratic Party. Both the Obama and Biden administrations increased the generosity of the Pell Grant for low-income students, forgave some student loans, and increased transparency in reporting college graduates' outcomes. The Bipartisan Workforce Pell Act working its way through Congress would expand students' ability to use federal financial aid for nondegree training programs. These are all demand-side policies, meaning they seek to change incentives through prices, subsidies, and regulations.

Kevin Carey: The problem with "in demand" jobs

What we're missing is supply-side policy for career and technical education. The U.S. spends a paltry 0.03 percent of GDP on job training, compared with an average of 0.11 percent across other advanced economies. The absence of credible nondegree pathways leads to a lack of interest in the skilled trades among young people, which in turn creates shortages in necessary professions, such as plumbing. Adjusting the knobs on the demand-side dials won't work, because what we really need doesn't yet exist.

Why do employers hire college graduates for entry-level jobs in the first place? Recent grads don't typically have much practical knowledge, but being admitted to college and finishing a four-year program of study at least signals that a graduate has some measure of talent and grit. This helps explain why the college wage premium starts small but grows quickly as workers gain experience. Companies hire untested college graduates in the hopes that their investment will pay off over time.

Most employers would prefer a worker who can be productive right away, which explains the theoretical appeal of skills-based hiring. The problem is that skills are hard to verify. Companies know their employees' capabilities but have no incentive to share that knowledge with rivals, who would use it to steal the good workers away. (The Harvard economist Amanda Pallais has shown that entry-level workers benefit from having information about their capabilities shared publicly with the labor market.) Sub-baccalaureate credentials unfortunately do not send a very clear signal, either, because they vary widely and present a confusing patchwork of options to employers. Fixing that problem would expand opportunities for Americans without a college diploma much more than eliminating degree requirements would.

To give just one example, consider credentialing for cardiovascular technicians. At Bunker Hill Community College, in Boston, for instance, you can enroll in a full-time, two-year program to earn your associate's degree in cardiac sonography. At Hudson Valley Community College, in Troy, New York, you can obtain a one-year certificate in cardiac sonography--but only after you've completed either an associate's degree in another health-related field or a bachelor's degree in an unrelated discipline. Meanwhile, many other community colleges in both states don't even offer specific cardiovascular-tech programs, opting instead to provide general "allied health" degrees and leaving the specific training to employers.

The variation across colleges means employers don't know what they are getting. A cardiovascular technician with a certificate from HVCC might be able to get a job in Troy, where local employers understand her qualifications. But if she wants to get a better job at a hospital in Boston, she has no way of demonstrating that her certificate has any value. This limits her mobility and, in turn, her career prospects: Switching employers is a crucial part of wage growth. A big advantage of a bachelor's degree is that you can take it anywhere.

David Deming: The college backlash is going too far

Vice President Harris has spoken favorably about expanding apprenticeship programs, which combine paid on-the-job training with classroom instruction. Apprenticeships work--a careful evaluation of the federally funded registered-apprenticeship program found that it produced substantial earnings gains--but they are bespoke and expensive. In 2021, the most recent year for which data were available, more than 25,000 active programs served an average of fewer than 10 apprentices each.

A more scalable model is the FastForward Program, which has funded career-oriented training for almost 45,000 learners in 23 community colleges across Virginia. As part of the program, the state community-college system has created career maps in fields such as manufacturing and health sciences, with a common curriculum that allows people to obtain advanced credentials that build on one another, or "stack," and opens doors to better-paying jobs. An early evaluation of FastForward found that enrolled students who received an industry-recognized credential saw increased earnings of about $4,000 a year.

Congress could do something similar on a national scale by creating and funding a federal certification program for career pathways in fields with high job demand and good prospects for upward mobility, such as advanced manufacturing and cardiovascular technology. Federal standards would create common quality benchmarks and a shared language around the skills required for career success in each field. This would make factories and hospitals across the country more willing to hire graduates from out-of-state programs, because they would know what they are getting. It would also be easier to stack credentials across different sectors, which would give workers greater career mobility.

Building better pathways for career and technical education in the U.S. requires institution-building rather than market-based reforms--much like the Biden administration's approach in areas such as infrastructure investment and clean energy. Cities and states should be able to tailor career and technical education to the strengths of the local economy, but only the federal government can provide the nationwide credibility and the funding to create more good jobs for the majority of Americans who do not have a four-year degree.
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        The Choice America Now Faces in Iran
        Eliot A. Cohen

        For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.According to early reports,...

      

      
        Iran Is Not Ready for War With Israel
        Arash Azizi

        Iran's attack on Israel yesterday evoked a sense of deja vu. On April 13, too, Iran targeted Israel with hundreds of missiles and drones--at that time marking a first-ever in the history of the two countries. The latest strikes were notably similar: more show than effect, resulting in few casualties (April's injured only a young Arab Israeli girl, and today's killed a Palestinian worker in Jericho, in the West Bank). No Israeli civilians were hurt in either attack, although it's likely that Iran's...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 Epson International Pano Awards
        Alan Taylor
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The highest-scoring panoramic photos entered into the 15th Epson International Pano Awards were just announced. Organizers reported that they received 4,529 entries from 1,105 professional and amateur photographers in 95 countries this year, competing for the top s...

      

      
        Lebanon Is Not a Solution for Gaza
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Despite the thunder of the bombs in Lebanon; despite the stunning assassination of Hezbollah leader, Hassan Nasrallah; despite the suddenly renewed image of omniscient Israeli intelligence and a boost in domestic popularity for Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, the war in Gaza has not ended. Hamas still holds 101 Israeli hostages, dead or barely alive. Gaza is devastated--nine out of 10 of its people displaced, by one estimate. Netanyahu's government still has no announced plan for who will rule ...

      

      
        Photos: The Aftermath of Hurricane Helene
        Alan Taylor

        
        
        
            
            
            
                
                
                    Joe Raedle / Getty
                
            
            
        
        
    

Late Thursday night, Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida as a Category 4 hurricane, with winds gusting up to 140 mph. The storm then crashed inland, causing wind damage and severe flooding that killed at least 120 people across six southeastern states, according to the Associated Press. Millions ...

      

      
        Putin Can't Keep His Private Life Private
        Anna Nemtsova

        Vladimir Putin would like you to know that he plays hockey. Before he invaded Ukraine, Russia's 71-year-old president regularly competed in public exhibitions with professional athletes (whose job was clearly to let him score). He insists that the war hasn't kept him from playing privately, even though it's required subbing out athletes for bodyguards.Putin would also like Alina Kabaeva to know that he plays hockey. A former gymnast, Kabaeva has been rumored to be Putin's romantic partner for more than a decade;...

      

      
        Hezbollah Got Caught in Its Own Trap
        Hussein Ibish

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.During a year of conflict in the Middle East, Israel and the Palestinians have bled while Iran and its regional allies have benefited at virtually no cost. Now Israel appears to have reshaped the landscape with its devastating war on Iran's most powerful proxy, Hezbollah, in Lebanon. Hezbollah's leadership is decimated, its command and control in disarray, and its intelligence and inner workings thoroughly pe...

      

      
        'It's an Earthquake'
        Robert F. Worth

        As word spread on Saturday that Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, had been killed in his underground Beirut bunker by an Israeli air strike, people began quietly reckoning with the possibility that Lebanon's political architecture might be about to shift for the first time in more than three decades. And that, in turn, raised the prospect that locked doors might soon open across the Middle East.Those who have fought against Hezbollah--not just Israelis but also Lebanese from across the nation'...

      

      
        Israel Tries for a Knockout Blow
        Eliot A. Cohen

        As a teenager, I took boxing lessons. What I learned from that experience--and I commend a bit of pugilistic training to all budding civilian strategists--is that you can take a punch and keep on going. But if your opponent can fire off a combination that connects--jab, jab, jab, cross, hook--you begin staggering, and then the blows will keep raining down until the coach calls an end to the round, or you throw in the towel.That is what the Israelis have done to Hezbollah over the past two months. Fir...

      

      
        Hezbollah's Long War Is With America Too
        Elliot Ackerman

        In the summer of 2006, I participated in the evacuation of American citizens from Lebanon. Israel had invaded after Hezbollah abducted two of its soldiers in a cross-border raid. I was a Marine Corps officer, and our platoon was embarked on the USS Iwo Jima, an amphibious ship, for a routine deployment in the Mediterranean. My unit, the First Battalion of the Eighth Marine Regiment--"1/8," for short--had history in Lebanon. It was known as the "Beirut Battalion," because on the morning of October 2...

      

      
        Israel Has Called Iran's Bluff
        Arash Azizi

        At the center of current conflicts in the Middle East is a long-running staring contest between Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. And Netanyahu seems to have calculated that, even if Israel moves ferociously against Khamenei's so-called Axis of Resistance--the region-wide network of militias arrayed against Israeli and Western interests--Khamenei won't do much in response.Yesterday, Israel's attacks on the southern suburbs of Beirut killed Hassan Nas...

      

      
        Speak Like a President, Madam VP
        David Frum

        Updated at 2 p.m. ET on September 30, 2024Kamala Harris has campaigned as the tough-on-dictators candidate for president. The Democrat scores points off Donald Trump for his truckling and cringing to Vladimir Putin, for swapping love letters with Kim Jong Un.Today--this very day--the vice president has her best opportunity to prove her toughness and assert her national-security credibility. She can issue a statement on Israel's killing of Hassan Nasrallah, the Hezbollah leader and terrorist in chie...

      

      
        Nasrallah's Folly
        Andrew Exum

        Updated on September 28, 2024 at 6:22 a.m.Israel said this morning that it had killed long-time Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah in a Friday air strike on the "central headquarters" of Hezbollah, in the southern suburbs of Beirut. Hezbollah has not yet commented but if Israel's claim is true, it represents a staggering setback to the Lebanese militant group. "Hassan Nasrallah will no longer be able to terrorize the world," Israel Defense Forces said in a statement posted to social med...

      

      
        A Question That Demands an Answer
        George Packer

        Around three in the morning on September 4, a Ukrainian doctor named Olesya Vynnyk was awakened by an explosion. She was staying with her parents several miles from the center of Lviv, where the blast occurred, but it was loud enough to drive her from bed. She raced to her car with a box of tourniquets and followed emergency vehicles toward the flames, until police roadblocks prevented her from reaching the site, which was close to her own downtown apartment.A Russian Kinzhal ballistic missile, f...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Mansion Graffiti, Medieval Battle, Skeletal Deer
        Alan Taylor
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The effects of Hurricane Helene in Cuba, severe drought in Brazil and Ecuador, a simulated moon walk in Germany, Israeli airstrikes in southern Lebanon, runway scenes from Paris Fashion Week, a comet viewed from Earth orbit, scenes from the opening weekend of Oktoberfest in Germany, and much mo...

      

      
        A Secret Diary of Mass Murder
        Chris Heath

        Photographs by Andrej VasilenkoIn 1999, a remarkable book was published in Poland. Its author, Kazimierz Sakowicz, had died 55 years earlier, and it's not clear whether he hoped, let alone expected, that what he had written would ever be published. The first edition appeared under the one-word title Dziennik ("Diary"), with the explanatory subtitle "Written in Ponar From July 11, 1941, to November 6, 1943."From 1941 to 1944, at least 70,000 people, the overwhelming majority of them Jews, were tak...

      

      
        That Time I Was 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...
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The Choice America Now Faces in Iran

Iran's large-scale attack on Israel presents the United States with the chance to achieve a set of long-standing objectives.

by Eliot A. Cohen




For the second time in less than half a year, Iran has hurled hundreds of missiles at Israel. Although Iran technically launched more weapons at Israel in April, only 120 of those were ballistic missiles--a smaller salvo than the more than 180 ballistic missiles used this time. The drones and cruise missiles used in April were more easily intercepted and shot down by Israeli, American, and European air defenses, working in cooperation with some of Israel's Arab partners.

According to early reports, miraculously enough, no Israelis were killed in this latest barrage, although falling debris killed a Palestinian in Jenin, on the West Bank. But some of the missiles seem to have gotten through Israel's three layers of anti-missile defenses, inflicting an unknown amount of damage. An attack yesterday by two terrorists in Tel Aviv was far more lethal, killing at least seven civilians; its relationship to the Iranian attack is unclear.

The war between Iran and Israel has gone on for a long time, although mostly in the shadows. Iran has armed Hezbollah as a proxy force to attack Israel, and so it has over the years, with roadside bombs, ambushes, and rockets; Iran has also equipped Yemen's Houthis with long-range weapons to attack the Jewish state, and so they have, as well. Israel has bombed the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps headquarters in Damascus, sabotaged the Iranian nuclear program, and conducted assassinations and raids (including the lifting of an entire Iranian nuclear archive) in Iran itself. A war on the high seas, in which ships on both sides have been sabotaged or attacked, has drawn less coverage but been no less intense.

But what we're now witnessing is something different: a large and open exchange of fire, a different stage in a conflict that has been going on for a generation. Its roots lie in the very nature of the Iranian regime. Fundamental to its ideology is unyielding hostility to the United States ("the Great Satan") and a desire to expel it from the Middle East, a commitment to the destruction of Israel ("the Little Satan") as part of a path to regional dominance, and the acquisition of nuclear weapons as a shield against retaliation.

In pursuing these goals, Iran has long relied on indirect means, which even if detected do not elicit all-out conflict with the United States or Israel. Its Arab proxies have the blood of thousands of Americans, Israelis, and Jews abroad on their hands. Until this past month, Iran's strategy--build a proxy-driven "ring of fire" around Israel and lever the United States out of the Middle East with relentless low-level violence--appeared to be working.

The United States abjured the use of large-scale force against Iran, even as Iraqi militias trained and equipped by Iran ambushed American soldiers. Neither the Bush nor the Obama administrations reacted by pummeling the country behind those attacks. As recently as 2020, following America's killing of the head of the Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani, a barrage of missiles hit an American base in Iraq, inflicting concussive traumatic brain damage on scores of American troops without an American reaction. Former President Donald Trump, who ordered the attack on Soleimani, recently dismissed these injuries as "headaches."

The series of smashing blows Israel has landed against Hezbollah over the past month--against its leadership, its middle management, its arsenal, and its communications--changes all this. Iran's most powerful surrogate has been beaten badly in ways from which it may not fully recover. The implications for Iran are profound, coming on top of Israel's assassination of Hamas's political leader in a Revolutionary Guard Corps guesthouse during the new Iranian president's inauguration. Iran's attacks in April, and even more so now, are desperate attempts to avoid what Iran's leaders fear most--strategic humiliation.

To American minds, at least, avoiding humiliation as a strategic objective, or even inflicting it as a tool of strategy, may seem absurd. To the Iranian regime, though, humiliation is potentially lethal. An unpopular regime that is presiding over a feeble economy, backed by a military that cannot protect its own airspace, dependent on a tired revolutionary ideology, led by a repressive and corrupt elite, and directed by the octogenarian last link to the regime's founder cannot afford humiliation.

One might think that, for Israel, simply parrying the Iranian blow would be enough, as it was in April. It is not. In the Middle East, as in most of the world, if you keep on taking punches without punching back, you look weak, and as Osama bin Laden famously said, "When people see a strong horse and a weak horse, by nature they will like the strong horse." This is why President Joe Biden's plea for a "proportional" response by Israel is absurd: The logical consequence would be a large-scale, expensive, and totally ineffective Israeli attack on Iran. Last April, Israel merely hit a radar site in Iran--a flick on the nose to warn of worse to come. This time, it has to deliver.

There are deeper reasons for Israel to hit back hard. Defense is often a mug's game; it costs more than offense. If Iran does not suffer (not merely "pay a price") as a result of this attack, it has every incentive to keep on building more advanced missiles and to have another go, and then another. Sooner or later, some of its missiles will hit their targets.

But this is also an opportunity, for the United States as it is for Israel, to confront an enemy who is in fact weak. Iran has been penetrated by Israeli--and, one must presume, by American and European--intelligence services. The Iranian military is equipped with a mix of obsolete American hardware from the shah's days, homemade missiles and drones largely intended for offensive use, and a small number of Russian supplied systems like S-300 surface-to-air missiles. Iran is suffering double-digit inflation, a double-digit poverty rate, and a brain drain brought about by its government's policies. It is heavily dependent on oil revenues to keep going--revenues earned on the 4 million barrels a day exported despite feeble sanctions imposed by the United States and its allies.

All of this argues not only for Israeli strikes--which will surely come--but for vigorous American action as well. Israel may well choose to attack economic targets, and in particular the oil industry that keeps Iran's economy afloat. Attacks on the nuclear program--buried and dispersed at different sites--would probably be more difficult. In either case, Israel will need American help.

Israel has a large and capable air force, including nearly 40 F-35s. But it lacks a large fleet of aerial refueling planes, necessary for long-range strikes, which the United States has in plenty. At the very least, the United States can quietly help supply that deficit. The question is: Should it do more?

The answer is yes. Presidents Obama, Trump, and Biden have all insisted that Iran must not acquire nuclear weapons. The first concluded an agreement that would slow but not stop that program; the second scrapped the agreement and tightened the screws of sanctions but did nothing to materially affect the program; the third attempted to resurrect the agreement but failed--and again, did nothing substantive. This is possibly the last opportunity to do something of consequence.

The Biden administration's plea for restraint or proportionality on Israel's part is obtuse, and its apparent reluctance to act decisively and forcefully here is not merely a display of culpable timidity, but the loss of an opportunity that may not come again.

The United States, unlike Israel, has long-range heavy bombers, unusual advanced weapons, and the ability to operate from bases and aircraft carriers in the region. It has long focused intelligence collection on Iran's nuclear program--the regime's ultimate ace in the hole--and thought about how to destroy it. Iran has killed and wounded plenty of Americans, and has never ceased to declare its enmity to the United States. It has now provided the U.S., a country whose avowed policy is to put an end to the menace of Iranian nuclear weapons, the opening to make good on what have been, until now, empty threats and emptier promises.

By taking counsel of its fears, the Biden administration set up Afghanistan for a return to the Dark Ages, set up Ukraine for a hideous war of attrition that it may lose, and will now set up the Middle East and the world beyond for a nuclear-armed Iran. This is not prudence, but strategic folly. There is little time to correct it and avoid worse to come.
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Iran Is Not Ready for War With Israel

History will show the consequences of Khamenei's decision to save face.

by Arash Azizi




Iran's attack on Israel yesterday evoked a sense of deja vu. On April 13, too, Iran targeted Israel with hundreds of missiles and drones--at that time marking a first-ever in the history of the two countries. The latest strikes were notably similar: more show than effect, resulting in few casualties (April's injured only a young Arab Israeli girl, and today's killed a Palestinian worker in Jericho, in the West Bank). No Israeli civilians were hurt in either attack, although it's likely that Iran's use of more sophisticated missiles brought about greater damage this time.

Now, as then, my sources suggest that Iran has no appetite for getting into a war and hopes for this to be the end of hostilities. And yet, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei decided to take the risk. In the past month, Iran has had to watch while Israel made quick work of destroying Hezbollah's command structure and killed its leader, Hassan Nasrallah. Tehran was fast losing face, and Khamenei apparently made up his mind to shore up his anti-Israel credibility. History will show how consequential this decision was.

Shortly after the missile barrage, Benjamin Netanyahu publicly announced that Iran had made a "big mistake" and would "pay for it." Israel's dedicated X account echoed this threat in Persian. Former Israeli Prime Minister Naftali Bennett called on Netanyahu to attack Iran's nuclear and energy sites, claiming that this could lead Iranians to rise up and bring down their regime at last. Israel has had no better chance in half a century to change the region fundamentally, Bennett said.

Read: Ordinary Iranians don't want a war with Israel

This is a terrifying moment for Iran. Khamenei has long pursued what he calls a "no peace, no war" strategy: Iran supports regional militias opposed to Western interests and the Jewish state but avoids actually getting into a war. The approach was always untenable. But Iran is not ready for an all-out war: Its economically battered society does not share its leaders' animus toward Israel, and its military capabilities don't even begin to match Israel's sophisticated arsenal. Iran lacks significant air-defense capabilities on its own, and Russia has not leapt to complement them.

"We don't have a fucking air force," a source in Tehran close to the Iranian military told me, under condition of anonymity for fear of reprisals. Of the attack on Israel, he said,  "I don't know what they are thinking."

Iran's diplomats have said that the attacks were an exercise of self-defense under Article 51 of the United Nations Charter. Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi said that Iran targeted "solely military and security sites" that Israel was using to attack Gaza and Lebanon (an odd fit for self-defense claims, because neither of these is Iranian territory). He added that Iran had waited for two months "to give space for a cease-fire in Gaza," and that it now deemed the matter "concluded." Other regime figures have contributed more bluster. "We could have turned Tel Aviv and Haifa to rubble, but we didn't," said Ahmad Vahidi, the former head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' Quds Force. "If Israel makes a mistake, we might change our decision and turn Tel Aviv into rubble overnight."

For Israel, a war is worth avoiding for strategic reasons. "Israel has no choice but to retaliate," Yonatan Touval, a senior policy analyst at Mitvim, a Tel Aviv-based liberal-leaning foreign-policy think tank, told me. But the Axis of Resistance is on its back foot, and for this reason, he said, Israel has a stake in not escalating: "Israel should ensure that, whatever it does, it does not reinforce an alliance that is remarkably, and against all odds, in tatters."

In the past couple of weeks, Israel's blitzkrieg actions against Hezbollah have neutralized Iran's most potent threat--that of Hamas and Hezbollah missiles pointing at Israel from two directions. Some observers have compared the moment to 1967, when Israel decisively defeated Jordan, Syria, and Egypt in the Six-Day War. Israel seemingly holds all the cards; it could still choose to "take the win," as President Joe Biden urged Netanyahu to do back in April, and carve a new place for itself in the region through diplomacy. In one sign of the possibility for goodwill, as in April, Arab states such as Jordan intercepted some of the Iranian missiles aimed at Israel.

But Biden has remained strangely silent for the past two days, and one wonders whom Netanyahu is listening to now.
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        Winners of the 2024 Epson International Pano Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 1, 2024

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The highest-scoring panoramic photos entered into the 15th Epson International Pano Awards were just announced. Organizers reported that they received 4,529 entries from 1,105 professional and amateur photographers in 95 countries this year, competing for the top spots in four categories, for several special awards, and for cash prizes. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of the winners and other highest scorers below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial image of clusters of steep mountains seen in stark contrast beneath a cloudy night sky and a single bolt of lightning]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Power of Nature, Overall Winner - Open Competition, Highest Scoring Aerial, and Winner, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Mountains in China's Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. Kelvin Yuen: "The primary goal of this trip was to capture the iconic mountains of Guilin, renowned for its karst formations. On the day I took this photo, I woke up at 3 a.m. and was supposed to hike up for the sunrise. However, a heavy thunderstorm struck out of nowhere, so I decided to shoot the thunderstorm. I flew my drone to wait for the lightning due to safety concerns. The drone surprised me by being functional after 30 minutes of downpour. I took 700 photos with the same compositions, of which more than 40 were lightning shots."
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                [image: Two dolphins leap above crashing waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild Leap, 26th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Cape Naturaliste region, southwest coast of Western Australia.
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                Jon Vause / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wide view of a moss-covered tree with broad and thick branches and roots in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tree of Life, 31st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Basque country, Spain.
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                Rafael Garcia Luna / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people walk across a dune, backdropped by a vast scene of many dunes and rocky mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the Edge, 6th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Tadrart, Algeria.
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                Rolf Gemperle / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wintry view of a steep canyon in Yosemite National Park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Soul Always Suspects, 42nd Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Yosemite National Park, California.
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                [image: An aerial top-down view of two people in a small boat navigating among many racks of chrysanthemums]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chrysanthemum Season, Winner, Open--Built Environment / Architecture, Runner-up overall - Open Competition, plus Epson Digital Art Prize. Dong Thap, Vietnam. The photographer says, "I love taking photos of landscapes and traditional craft villages in my country, especially the golden chrysanthemums growing village in Sa Dec, Dong Thap, Vietnam, because of the way farmers have relied on nature and terrain to choose the right way to grow flowers."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Tuan Nguyen Tan / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The top of a skyscraper is just visible above a cloudbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Above the Clouds, 11th Place (tie) Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Hong Kong.
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                Tomoaki Katsuba / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A conical hill stands above a broad, flat plain, casting a long shadow, with lightning bolts seen in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cono de Arita Storm, 22nd Place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Argentina.
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                Ignacio Palacios / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A leopard stands on a branch of a tree looking out over the landscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Land, 29th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Lower Zambezi National Park, Zambia.
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                [image: An aerial view of many mirrors organized in concentric circles at a solar power plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Symmetrical Solar Power, 36th Place (tie) Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Cerro Dominador, Maria Elena, Chile.
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                [image: A room in an observation deck that is covered in mirrors and glass, with the New York City skyline visible outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                View From the Top, 6th Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. New York City.
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                [image: A hiker walks across snow at the edge of a jagged rock outcrop above a fjord.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Segla Chaser, 18th Place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Segla, Norway.
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                [image: A night view of a bridges and many lit-up traditional buildings stacked high along a riverside, in a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hongya Cave, 23rd Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A group of penguins, marching in a snowstorm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguins Marching in Snowstorm, 50th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. South Georgia Island.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Jim Lamont / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks past a modern building with a sharply-angled roof design, and a large sculpture of a human torso outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ebro's Silent Guardian, 26th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Zaragoza Conference Centre, Spain.
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                [image: A top-down aerial view of a horse-drawn sleigh traveling across ice on a frozen lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Icy Road, 45th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Khuvsgul Lake, Mongolia.
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                [image: A distant view of a large storm cell above farm fields, with a tornado rising in the center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perspective, 14th Place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Silverton, Texas.
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                [image: A large elephant walks toward the camera, with Mount Kilimanjaro visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Colossal Elephant Strolled Gracefully Into Our View of Mount Kilimanjaro, 26th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Amboseli National Park, Kenya.
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                [image: A long-exposure photograph shows streaks of light from car headlights that have been driving on a zigzag road up a steep mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Atardecer en el Paso Los Caracoles (Sunset at Los Caracoles Pass), 25th Place, Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Los Caracoles Pass, in the Chilean Andes.
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                [image: The even tiles of a roof, interrupted by two smooth dormers above small rounded windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes, 44th Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Mikulov, Czech Republic.
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                [image: A wide view of a section of the Grand Canyon, seen under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light Through the Tempest, 23rd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Fritz Rumpf / The 15th Epson International Pano Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Lebanon Is Not a Solution for Gaza

Now Israel is fighting the war it planned for--alongside the one it refused to see coming and still hasn't brought to an end.

by Gershom Gorenberg




Despite the thunder of the bombs in Lebanon; despite the stunning assassination of Hezbollah leader, Hassan Nasrallah; despite the suddenly renewed image of omniscient Israeli intelligence and a boost in domestic popularity for Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, the war in Gaza has not ended. Hamas still holds 101 Israeli hostages, dead or barely alive. Gaza is devastated--nine out of 10 of its people displaced, by one estimate. Netanyahu's government still has no announced plan for who will rule Gaza on the day after the fighting ends, or for how it will end. Fighting the war that you prepared for is not a solution for the war you refused to see coming.

After Israel's 2006 war with Hezbollah, which was widely regarded as a debacle, Israel stepped up its espionage efforts with both human and electronic sources. According to a Financial Times report, Hezbollah expanded its numbers to fight on the side of Bashar al-Assad's regime in the Syrian civil war and checked its recruits less carefully. That allowed Israel to plant spies and recruit Hezbollah members as sources. Unit 8200 of Israeli military intelligence, responsible for electronic spying, reportedly processed information from hacked cellphones, Lebanese security cameras, and home electronics. That long-running effort made Hezbollah stunningly vulnerable.

Consider the pager explosions on September 17, which signaled the sudden escalation between Israel and Hezbollah. Israeli intelligence agencies apparently not only knew that their Lebanese Shiite enemy intended to buy thousands of the small low-tech devices for its operatives; they knew early enough to create a Hungarian shell company, which acquired a license to make Taiwanese pagers. They had enough advance notice to either booby-trap the gadgets or manufacture them from scratch. And they presumably knew exactly which Hezbollah agent would be shopping for them, likely under an assumed identity.

Read: The exploding pagers of Lebanon

So Israel was ready to fight in Lebanon. Did it need to? Certainly it had a casus belli: Since October 8, 2023, Hezbollah has steadily fired rockets and drones into northern Israel in support of Hamas. This was not full-scale war--but an estimated 60,000 Israelis from the area closest to the border are displaced elsewhere in the country.

The obvious way to restore quiet in the north might have been for Netanyahu's government to reach a cease-fire in Gaza. Hezbollah's stated reason for shooting would then vanish. Whether the group would have stood down isn't certain--but Netanyahu never tested the possibility, and in fact seemed intent on avoiding it.

After the latest escalation, quiet in the south will probably not be enough to persuade Hezbollah to accept a truce. Now this is its own war, not Hamas's. And as shattered as the Shiite organization is at the moment, an extended Israeli ground invasion could help it. Hezbollah was born as a resistance movement opposing Israel's conquest of southern Lebanon in 1982. A new occupation risks restoring its popularity and reinvigorating it.

As for the panegyrics to Israel's intelligence abilities, it's worth noting that five days before the pager attack, the commander of Unit 8200 resigned. "On October 7 at 6:29 a.m. I did not fulfill my mission," Brigadier General Yossi Sariel wrote, referring to the moment when the Hamas invasion of Israel began last year. Major General Aharon Haliva, the commander of military intelligence, had resigned several months earlier, likewise admitting failure. Israeli media investigations over the past year suggest that the army made risky changes in how it gathered information on Hamas in Gaza and ignored the evidence it had of an impending attack.

Israel's recent successes in Lebanon don't erase last October's fiasco. They underline it. Intelligence resources apparently weren't devoted on the same scale to Gaza. Generals and political leaders, it seems, assumed that the danger was from Iran's most devoted proxy, in Lebanon. The fact that since October 7, Israeli officers have repeatedly expressed shock at the extent of the tunnel network in Gaza suggests that Israel possessed too little intelligence about Hamas's military assets. Ultimately, the military error complemented the right-wing government's political view that the Palestinian issue could be postponed indefinitely because the Palestinians were divided and Hamas was focused on governing Gaza, rather than on another round of fighting with Israel.

The intensity of the war in Gaza has ebbed somewhat, but the fighting continues. Israel says it has "dismantled" 22 of 24 Hamas battalions in Gaza, a claim that outside experts dispute. The organization is still able to wage guerrilla attacks--meaning that if the Israeli army stays in Gaza, it will face the kind of long conflict that wore it down in southern Lebanon in the 1980s and '90s. Netanyahu has rejected even indirect Palestinian Authority control of Gaza. But without a stable government in the territory, few if any outside players will be likely to invest in desperately needed reconstruction.

And after the failure of negotiations, largely due to Netanyahu's intransigence, the hostages remain in Gaza. Those still alive may not last much longer: The bodies of the six hostages recovered a month ago showed that they were starving even before their captors shot them. On Saturday night, the massive weekly protest in Tel Aviv to demand a hostage deal had to be canceled because of the risk of a Hezbollah missile attack. Symbolically, the new war overshadowed the old one. Yet even if Israel achieves some form of success in Lebanon, the catastrophe of Gaza will remain.
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        Photos: The Aftermath of Hurricane Helene
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            Late Thursday night, Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida as a Category 4 hurricane, with winds gusting up to 140 mph. The storm then crashed inland, causing wind damage and severe flooding that killed at least 120 people across six southeastern states, according to the Associated Press. Millions remain without power as first responders work to reach those in need and search for survivors. Gathered below are images from the past weekend, showing some of the devastation in Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of about a dozen utility trucks sitting in the middle of a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, power crews work on the lines after Hurricane Helene passed by on September 27, 2024, in Crystal River, Florida.
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                [image: A satellite image of a large hurricane approaching Florida.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This GOES-16 GeoColor satellite image taken on September 26, 2024, shows Hurricane Helene in the Gulf of Mexico moving toward Florida.
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                [image: Windblown palm trees and crashing waves around a damaged sailboat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat is washed ashore as the storm surge affects Gulfport, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands on a deck, looking out across an enormous amount of debris from storm-damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Hester inspects the damage to his house and neighborhood after Hurricane Helene made landfall in Horseshoe Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a couple dozen small boats strewn about in the front yards of several houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of boats piled up in front of homes after Hurricane Helene hit the area on September 28, 2024, in Treasure Island, Florida
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                [image: An aerial view of a home that was destroyed by fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a home that was destroyed by fire during the storm surge as Hurricane Helene passed off shore in the Davis Islands neighborhood on September 29, 2024, in Tampa, Florida
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                [image: The burned-out shell of a car sits in a debris-strewn parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tesla vehicle burned when it took on salt water from Hurricane Helene, stranded in a parking lot in the Pass-a-Grille community of St. Pete Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man, a woman, and two children walk through knee-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dustin Holmes, second from right, holds hands with his girlfriend, Hailey Morgan, while returning to their flooded home with her children in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 27, 2024, in Crystal River, Florida.
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                [image: Flood-damaged household items are left at the curb outside many homes in a neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents discard items from their homes, which had filled with floodwaters from Hurricane Helene in the Shore Acres neighborhood, on Saturday, September 28, 2024, in St. Petersburg, Florida.
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                [image: A small American flag sits in floodwater, near houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An American flag sits in floodwaters in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in the Shore Acres neighborhood of St. Petersburg, Florida, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial picture of a tree that has fallen onto a house, smashing through most of its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial picture shows storm damage in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Valdosta, Georgia, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A storm-damaged two-story brick building, surrounded by piles of brick and debris]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of some of the storm damage in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Valdosta, Georgia, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people collect items from a living room that has two large tree branches protruding through the ceiling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sisters Molly Coffee, left, and Victoria Coffee work to clean up their home after a tree fell on their house and crashed into their living room and Victoria's bedroom in Morrow, Georgia, on September 27, 2024. "It doesn't feel like tragedy. It feels like we are very lucky," said Molly Coffee about the late-night incident.
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                [image: A person dumps a bucketful of water out of a house's window, into floodwater outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People toss buckets of water out of a home as the streets and homes are flooded near Peachtree Creek after Hurricane Helene brought in heavy rains overnight on September 27, 2024, in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A person looks at a flooded road and neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person looks at the flooding from Hurricane Helene in Atlanta's Paces neighborhood on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Huge piles of debris sit bunched-up against a road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Rocky Broad River flows into Lake Lure and overflowed a town with debris from Chimney Rock, North Carolina, after heavy rains from Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024. Approximately six feet of debris piled on the bridge from Lake Lure to Chimney Rock, blocking access.
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                [image: The top of a stop sign can be barely seen above floodwater in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stop sign can be barely seen above a flooded parking lot after torrential rain from Hurricane Helene caused severe flooding on September 28, 2024, in Morganton, North Carolina.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: A car rests on a small, bent-over tree outside a school.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle rests on a small tree outside of Old Fort Elementary School after being deposited there during flooding in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Old Fort, North Carolina, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: A view of many flooded brick buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavy rains from Hurricane Helene caused record flooding and damage in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand outside a fire station using their mobile devices.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents gather at Fire Station 6 to access Wi-Fi after Hurricane Helene passed through, causing record flooding and damage in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024. Cell service and internet access had been down for more than 48 hours.
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                [image: Two kids play on the remainder of a washed-out road, beside a small damaged bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kids play on the remainder of a washed-out road to their home in Watauga County, North Carolina, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand in line near a gas-station pump, waiting to fill plastic jugs with gasoline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wait in line to pump gasoline in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 29, 2024, in Fletcher, North Carolina.
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                [image: Debris and storm-damaged buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Storm damage near Biltmore Village, seen in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024
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                [image: A historic marker sign noting the flood of 1916 lies on the ground next to a flooded waterway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sign marking the flood of 1916 lies on the ground next to a flooded waterway near Biltmore Village on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Piles of flood debris sit on a toppled power pole beside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Piles of flood debris sit on a toppled power pole beside a building in in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A cow wanders amid flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow wanders amid the flood debris at Riverview Industrial Park in Erwin, Tennessee, on September 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Putin Can't Keep His Private Life Private

Russian journalists and activists have recently obtained extraordinary access to the president's inner circle.

by Anna Nemtsova




Vladimir Putin would like you to know that he plays hockey. Before he invaded Ukraine, Russia's 71-year-old president regularly competed in public exhibitions with professional athletes (whose job was clearly to let him score). He insists that the war hasn't kept him from playing privately, even though it's required subbing out athletes for bodyguards.

Putin would also like Alina Kabaeva to know that he plays hockey. A former gymnast, Kabaeva has been rumored to be Putin's romantic partner for more than a decade; their relationship is an open secret in Russia. But according to a recent investigation published by the Dossier Center, a Russian opposition media group, the couple take extra precautions when Putin invites her to his rink: She watches him play from a separate box, out of sight of Putin's staff, hidden behind smoked glass.

Putin will broadcast anything from his personal life that burnishes his image as a strongman. (Hockey is one of many athletic exploits that he brags about.) But he zealously guards everything else, even if it means concealing a woman in a box.

The report from the Dossier Center, which is financed by the exiled businessman Mikhail Khodorkovsky, describes in detail the sheltered lives of Putin, Kabaeva, and their purported kids, whose existence Putin has long denied. Even the children he's willing to acknowledge publicly--the two daughters he had with his ex-wife--live under assumed names. But in recent years, journalists and activists have obtained unprecedented access to Putin's inner circle, a massive failure on the part of his security services.

Read: That time I was a Russian propagandist

The private lives of Russian and Soviet leaders have almost always spilled into public view, becoming subjects of study for historians or grist for national mockery. But they can usually keep their secrets at least until they leave office. Putin hasn't been so lucky.



Kabaeva was once known as Russia's "Golden Girl." Walk around Moscow and you'll still find posters celebrating her 2004 Olympic gold medal. But now, at age 41, she lives almost entirely in Putin's shadow, reportedly residing in his palace in the freezing northern town of Valdai. A pop song named after her includes the line, "she is dancing there, behind a little invisible door." It's the same door that hides nearly everyone in Putin's orbit.

"Kabaeva must have thought she would become a queen, but turned out a prisoner," Nina Khrushcheva, an international-affairs professor at the New School, in New York, told me. "This is the Kremlin's tragedy."

The author of the Dossier Center report, Ilya Rozhdestvensky, described to me the "surreal" schemes that Putin has in place to protect his personal life. Guests have to quarantine before seeing him or his family, sometimes for weeks, and his children are moved around the palace grounds only by car. "But at the same time," Rozhdestvensky said, "there are many signs of security negligence: People can sneak into the residence with cellphones." He told me that he and his team managed to corroborate some of their reporting with photos of Putin's sons that had been posted on social media by his own employees and guests.

The president's obsession with privacy might be explained in part by how much Russians now know about the personal life of his favorite dictator, Joseph Stalin. Entire movies and documentaries have been made about Stalin's ill-fated wife, Nadezhda. One night at dinner, Stalin was flirting with another woman by rolling bread into little balls and throwing them into her cleavage. When Nadezhda noticed, he rolled a ball of tobacco and threw it at her face. The next morning, she was found dead in her bed with gunshot wounds. The official cause of death was suicide.

As with Stalin, many artists have portrayed Putin in their work. But they've largely avoided the president's personal life. Erika Sheffer, who wrote a play called Vladimir that premiered this month in New York, told me that Putin struck her as "not particularly complicated--petty, self-interested, determined to retain power and amass money." Her play depicts several major political events during Putin's tenure while steering clear of his private life. "Great drama requires complexity and contradiction. It requires humanity, and I don't see that in him."

Mikhail Gorbachev was the rare case of a Soviet leader whose private life endeared him to the public. In Moscow in 2021, at one of the final rehearsals of a play about him and his wife, Raisa, he was in the audience to hear the standing ovation. Raisa Gorbacheva was the Kremlin's only truly public first lady. Many Russians loved her--a fact Putin seems not to have grasped. "Putin thinks that Gorbachev's beautiful, strong, and active wife, Raisa, was hated by ordinary people," Maria Morina, a Russian filmmaker, told me. "He does not want Kabaeva to be the focus of gossip."

That fear isn't completely unfounded. Gossip about Kabaeva erupted in 2008, when a recently opened newspaper, the Moscow Correspondent, published an article asserting that Putin was preparing to marry her at a royal palace in St. Petersburg. Putin denied the report, denouncing its authors and their "erotic fantasies." The paper closed soon after, a signal to Russia's journalists that Putin's personal life was off-limits.

Gal Beckerman: Five tiny pieces of paper

But secrets kept coming out. The opposition leader Alexei Navalny, who died in prison earlier this year, founded an online outlet that has reported on real estate that Putin seems to have purchased for Kabaeva's family. Three years ago, Navalny released a video investigation into Putin's purported Black Sea estate, which has been viewed more than 100 million times on YouTube. Last year, his team published a report that included records of Putin's and Kabaeva's matching itineraries. Journalists at independent Russian outlets such as Dossier, Project Media, Meduza, The Insider, and others have continued to probe the relationship. Some found a private railroad that Kabaeva reportedly uses to travel to and from Putin's palace in Valdai.

Exactly how many children the couple have is unclear. Some say two, others three. The Wall Street Journal has reported that Kabaeva gave birth to one of them in Switzerland in 2015. According to Dossier, that child was a boy named Ivan, now 9 years old. He likes playing chess online, Rozhdestvensky told me, which suggests that he may have access to the outside world. Wi-Fi could be a mixed blessing for Ivan. The internet is a big place. It includes the International Criminal Court's warrant for his father's arrest. It also includes allegations that his father has stolen Ukrainian children.

Rozhdestvensky called his investigation "Succession," after the television series about children fighting over their father's empire. I asked Timur Olevsky, the editor of The Insider, what that fight might look like among Putin's multiple sets of children. "Russia will probably suffer from decades of conflicts, like the War of Roses," he told me, only half-kidding. "For now, Putin's kids will continue to live as recluses in a golden cage."
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Hezbollah Got Caught in Its Own Trap

How Nasrallah's death remade the strategic landscape

by Hussein Ibish




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


During a year of conflict in the Middle East, Israel and the Palestinians have bled while Iran and its regional allies have benefited at virtually no cost. Now Israel appears to have reshaped the landscape with its devastating war on Iran's most powerful proxy, Hezbollah, in Lebanon. Hezbollah's leadership is decimated, its command and control in disarray, and its intelligence and inner workings thoroughly penetrated, exposed, and vulnerable. Its personnel and heavy equipment are being degraded on a daily basis. Tehran's strategy of relying on Hezbollah and other militant groups to provide an Arab-forward defense against Israeli or American attacks on Iran's homeland or nuclear facilities appears to be failing, potentially decisively.

Hezbollah is entirely a creature of Tehran, unlike Hamas and the Houthis, which, though backed by Iran, were not founded under the Islamic Republic's tutelage and have religious and political differences with it. Established in the immediate aftermath of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and developed during the 18-year occupation that ended in May 2000, Hezbollah was the first Iranian-controlled militia in the Arab world, providing a model that Tehran has successfully replicated in Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere.

Read: 'It's an earthquake'

As such, Hezbollah has defined its regional role almost entirely around Iran's objectives. From 2015 to 2017, for example, Hezbollah was the most effective ground force in Syria, propping up the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, Iran's ally. Under Hassan Nasrallah, the leader killed in an Israeli strike on Friday in Beirut, Hezbollah became the driving ideological force within Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance in the Arab world.

Nasrallah's role expanded after the 2020 U.S. assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the charismatic head of Iran's Quds Force, which is responsible for coordinating militias abroad. Soleimani's replacement proved far less inspiring in the Arab world. Nasrallah stepped into the breach, demonstrating a remarkable rhetorical prowess and willingness to bring ideological and strategic coherence to an unwieldy network of forces that do not always share the same goals. Nasrallah coined the phrase unity of fronts to suggest that the various Iran-backed militias would all act together in relative harmony and coherence, or at least mutual support, even when their interests diverged.

As useful as this framing has been, it may also have proved to be a fatal miscalculation--literally--for Nasrallah and other Hezbollah leaders since October 7. Some reports suggest that, in the summer of 2023, Hamas officials floated the prospect of an offensive against the Jewish state to Hezbollah and Iranian leaders. Hezbollah and Iran apparently took the conversation as aspirational and vague rather than as a specific plan. When Hamas attacked southern Israel from the Gaza Strip on October 7, Hezbollah therefore faced a crisis.

Nasrallah's rhetoric of unity, along with Hezbollah's longtime encouragement of Hamas's fight against Israel, left the Lebanese group vulnerable to Hamas's demand for assistance in the new war. But this was not Hezbollah's assignment from Iran. Gaza has no strategic, religious, historic, or cultural significance for Iran or Hezbollah. Hamas, a Sunni group, fits very awkwardly into Iran's otherwise almost entirely Shiite alliance. Indeed, Hamas and Iran were on opposing sides in the war in Syria, leading to a rift that lasted many years.

Although answering Hamas's call in earnest was out of the question, Hezbollah, given Nasrallah's previous rhetoric, felt it had to do something. Eventually, Nasrallah promised to intensify his organization's struggle against Israel, but only along the Israel-Lebanon border. In the weeks following October 7, Hezbollah fired more rockets than usual in that area, but in most cases within de facto rules mutually accepted by Hezbollah and Israel: Tolerable engagement included attacks that occurred within a mile or so of the border, were aimed at military targets, and caused limited casualties. Hezbollah's rocket attacks gradually escalated, reaching farther into Israeli territory. On some occasions, the brinkmanship with flying bombs proved lethal for civilians, most notably when 12 Druze teenagers and children were killed in an errant Hezbollah missile strike in the Israeli-annexed Golan Heights in August.

In the past year, even the most cautious Israeli leaders began to see advantages to a major offensive against Hezbollah. By degrading and humiliating the Lebanese group, Israel could inflict a heavy price on Iran and its regional network. Israel's willingness to court a broader conflict gave it "escalation dominance," the ability to control the pace and intensity of the confrontation. When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared at the United Nations General Assembly meeting last week that Israel is "winning," he was alluding to this dynamic. At least in the short run, Israel has achieved its goals of inflicting a heavy price on Iran and restoring the reputation of its own security services, which had been publicly discredited by their failure to prevent the October 7 attack.

Read: Israel tries for a knockout blow

Indeed, recent events have showcased Israel's extraordinary ability to gather human intelligence within Iran and Hezbollah. The July assassination of Ismail Haniyeh, Hamas's chief diplomat and titular political leader, was a startling demonstration: Israeli agents managed to place a bomb in a key Iranian-intelligence safe house in Tehran and then detonate it months later when Haniyeh and his personal bodyguard were alone in the house--thereby avoiding Iranian casualties that would have further escalated tensions. In another stunning coup, Israeli agents succeeded in placing explosives in thousands of pagers procured on the black market by Hezbollah, all of which were detonated simultaneously in mid-September. The next day, a smaller group of walkie-talkies exploded at once. Nearly 3,000 Hezbollah operatives or associates, along with numerous civilians and several children, were killed or maimed in the two incidents.

In recent months, Israel has shown the ability to kill key Hezbollah leaders almost at will, including the military chief of staff Fuad Shukr in July; his successor, Ibrahim Aqil, earlier this month; and now Nasrallah himself. Israel could not have arranged all of this solely by intercepting the militant group's communications. Israeli intelligence has infiltrated Iran and Hezbollah far more deeply than it has Hamas, whose leader, Yahya Sinwar, apparently remains unharmed in Gaza.

Hezbollah is now caught in a trap of its own making. It sought to have a limited border confrontation with Israel to maintain its credibility as a "resistance" organization, but not an all-out war. Israel called its bluff, and now the group is in profound disarray. Hezbollah could tacitly sue for peace by stopping rocket attacks across the Israeli border. That would hand another victory to Netanyahu, who could claim that he has restored security to northern communities by force. Even though those areas will remain vulnerable as long as Israel is enmeshed in an endless two-front war against Hezbollah and Hamas, the illusion of security through unyielding confrontation with all neighboring adversaries is a primary goal of the current Israeli government.

The Iranian regime, meanwhile, may have to rethink its fundamental strategy toward opposing Israel and ensuring its own survival. Its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps has considerable experience establishing and running foreign militias and will presumably help Hezbollah rebuild. Although the group might never regain the regional authority it developed under Nasrallah, it may feel comfortable returning to its origins as a guerrilla organization fighting Israel with limited means. Given Hezbollah's fealty to Iran's interests, it will almost certainly pursue this path if that's the instruction from Tehran. Regardless, Tehran's confidence in the group as the centerpiece of its forward defenses has surely waned. Iranian leaders will likely focus on a dual strategy of moving steadily toward nuclear weaponization while trying to negotiate sanctions relief, if possible, with Washington.

Read: Hezbollah's long war is with America too

The United States will also face a dilemma if Israel concludes, after battering Iran's defenses in Lebanon, that now is the time for a decisive strike against Iran's nuclear sites. Because many key facilities are heavily defended and, in some cases, buried deep underground, Israel may not possess the conventional firepower to cause much damage but might calculate that the U.S., with its far greater arsenal, would ultimately feel obliged to join the effort. Washington has lost control of Israel's strategic calculations, if it ever had any, but remains committed to Israel's security.

Although Israel appears to have prevailed decisively in the short term, the long-term equation is likely to yield no winners. Israel remains mired in guerrilla conflicts. The U.S. is trying to prevent Iran from going nuclear but lacks leverage to achieve that without military intervention. Iran's regional strategy has proved fundamentally ineffective and woefully vulnerable to a determined Israeli pushback. The potential risks are enormous. With Iranian acquiescence, Hezbollah could decide to unleash its remaining stockpile of missiles--out of vengeance, a desire to "restore deterrence," or a simple instinct to use it or lose it.

All of the parties involved have been playing a dangerous game since October 7. The question is whether any of them have the wisdom to now pull back from the brink.
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'It's an Earthquake'

Beirut responds to Nasrallah's death.

by Robert F. Worth




As word spread on Saturday that Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, had been killed in his underground Beirut bunker by an Israeli air strike, people began quietly reckoning with the possibility that Lebanon's political architecture might be about to shift for the first time in more than three decades. And that, in turn, raised the prospect that locked doors might soon open across the Middle East.

Those who have fought against Hezbollah--not just Israelis but also Lebanese from across the nation's confessional divides, as well as Syrians and Yemenis--could see the tantalizing possibility that the Shiite movement's dominance might be at an end. Many others worried that a sudden power vacuum might lead Lebanon back to the kind of civil war that tortured its people for 15 years before Hezbollah emerged in the early 1980s.

Nasrallah was more than a political leader. After 32 years in power, he had become synonymous with Hezbollah, the most well-armed nonstate actor in the world and the linchpin of Iran's tentacular "Axis of Resistance" to Israel and the United States.

You could feel the moment's gravity almost as soon as the bombs struck on Friday evening--the biggest bombardment Israel has unleashed on Beirut since Hezbollah attacked Israel last October 8. I heard and felt the attack miles away from where they struck in the city's southern suburbs. The deep sound like rippling thunder that shook the ground lasted several seconds. People on the street glanced anxiously skyward and clutched their phones, calling to check on their loved ones. Car alarms went off.

The rumors began almost instantly: that Nasrallah was dead, that he was in hiding, that a civil war was brewing. The same TV clips of the bomb site ran throughout the night and the next morning, showing a mound of flaming rubble and twisted steel. If Israel had, as it claimed, scored a direct hit on Hezbollah's underground command center, believing that anyone inside could have survived seemed impossible.

Beirut was a city transformed on Saturday, the main squares full of dazed people who had fled all of the places Israel had bombed overnight, from Beirut to the Bekaa valley to southern Lebanon. Families huddled together, their eyes hollow and fearful. No safe places were left, it seemed. Some of the displaced were Syrians, who had fled the horror of their own country's civil war a decade ago and were now left homeless again.

Nasrallah was such a central figure for so long--the most powerful man in Lebanon and Israel's greatest foe; loved, hated, and imitated by anti-Western insurgent leaders across the Middle East--that his absence left many Lebanese feeling profoundly rudderless. There were occasional bursts of gunfire throughout the day. Whether it came from mourners or celebrators was impossible to say.

Just after Nasrallah's death was announced by Hezbollah on Saturday afternoon, impromptu rallies broke out, with people chanting in unison Labayka, ya Nasrallah--"We are at your service, Nasrallah." Ordinarily, any Hezbollah activity is carefully organized by the party itself, a strict and hierarchical organization. But with the group leaderless and in disarray, no one seemed to know where to turn for guidance.

Some Hezbollah loyalists directed their anger at Iran, the group's patron and arms supplier, which has not come to their aid after weeks of punishing air strikes. "Iran sold us out," I heard one man say in a Beirut cafe Saturday afternoon, a phrase that was widely repeated on social media among Hezbollah sympathizers. Other supporters of Hezbollah appeared to be lashing out at Syrian refugees, whom they suspect of providing targeting information to Israel. Videos circulated online, claiming to show Shiite men brutally beating Syrians with truncheons.

"It's an earthquake that has restructured power perceptions," Paul Salem, the vice president for international engagement at the Middle East Institute, told me. Those who might benefit from Nasrallah's death include Nabih Berri, the leader of the rival Shiite party known as Amal, and former Christian warlords such as Samir Geagea, Salem said.

Outside Lebanon, some of Hezbollah's enemies openly celebrated. In Syria's rebel-held Idlib province, people danced in the streets and handed out sweets on Friday night as rumors of Nasrallah's death spread. Hezbollah helped prop up Bashar al-Assad's regime during the Syrian civil war and killed many opposition fighters. Some Iranians who oppose their country's Islamist government posted derisive comments online, as did members of the Iranian diaspora. Iran has diverted enormous amounts of its own people's money to support Hezbollah, Hamas, and other groups around the Middle East that oppose Israel.

Most of Hezbollah's domestic enemies maintained a wary silence on Saturday. But in Martyr's Square in downtown Beirut, a young man walked past a group of displaced people--many of them Hezbollah loyalists--and shouted "Ya Sayyid, Qus Ummak," an obscene insult that translates roughly to "Nasrallah, fuck your mother." Instantly, angry shouts rang out in response, and someone burst from the crowd by a nearby mosque and shot the young man in the leg.

This episode--relayed to me by several witnesses--frightened the displaced people in the square, though the dominant emotion was still shock and sorrow.

Nasrallah "was a great man; there was no one like him," a 41-year-old woman named Zahra told me. "We are afraid of where things will go now. And we could be bombed in the streets."

Zahra's face was wet with tears. Dressed in a black-and-white track suit and a headscarf, she sat alongside her two sisters. They had come from the Dahieh--the southern suburb where Hezbollah is based and where the bombs had struck--early that morning. No one was willing to give them a ride, and they ended up paying 4 million Lebanese lire--more than $44--to a taxi driver for the 15-minute drive to Martyr's Square. Petty war profiteering is rampant in Lebanon.

As Zahra spoke, her sister Munayda interrupted periodically to repeat: "I don't believe it. I don't believe he's dead."

Many other people said the same thing, on the streets and on social media. One insidious consequence of Israel's year-long campaign of technology-enabled strikes on Lebanon--including the detonation of thousands of booby-trapped electronic pagers earlier this month--is that no one trusts their phones. People have become less connected, more suspicious, more fearful.

The bomb that killed Nasrallah also destroyed half a dozen residential towers, and appears likely to have killed large numbers of people. But information trickled out slowly over the weekend because Hezbollah blocked off the area for security reasons.

One of the displaced people in Martyr's Square, a 39-year-old Palestinian woman named Najah who had been living in the Dahieh, told me she had narrowly survived the bombing. She was at home with her three children when the series of bombs struck just before sunset, and "it felt like the missiles were right over our heads," she said. She crumpled to the floor, she said, expecting another bomb to kill her and her children. When that didn't happen, she gathered up the kids and ran outside. "It was chaos. The streets were full of people; we were running," she said. "The sounds of the bombs were still in my head."

Like many others, Najah wept openly as she spoke of Nasrallah. "He's defending us as Palestinians," she said. "He didn't accept injustice."

Nasrallah may have presented himself as a champion of the Palestinian cause, but he also made large swaths of his country into a forward base for Iran's Islamic Republic. And he was willing to sacrifice anyone who got in his way, including a string of prominent Lebanese politicians and journalists. In 2005, an enormous car bomb on Beirut's seafront killed former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri and 22 other people. A team of international investigators concluded that Hezbollah members were responsible for the bombing.

Yet Nasrallah was admired even by some who resented the way he held the Lebanese state hostage for decades. He had charm, unlike so many other leaders in a region full of potbellied Islamist prigs and brutal dictators. He was recognized across the Arab world for delivering elegantly composed speeches, starting out calmly and moving toward a finger-wagging vehemence. Along the way he could be funny, even impish, as he relentlessly promoted hatred and violence. And he had an instinct for the dramatic.

During the 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah, the movement timed the release of one of his prerecorded statements to coincide with a missile attack on one of Israel's vessels. "The surprises that I have promised you will start now," Nasrallah told his audience. "Now in the middle of the sea, facing Beirut, the Israeli warship ... look at it burning."

Everyone conceded the sincerity of Nasrallah's zeal, even if its results--a long series of destructive wars and terrorist bombings--were appalling. In 1997, Nasrallah gave a speech just hours after his eldest son was killed in a clash with Israeli soldiers. He did not dwell on his son's death, but his face registered a battle to conceal his emotions as he spoke. "My son the martyr chose this road by his own will," he said.

Whether or not that was true of his son, it was certainly true of Nasrallah.
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Israel Tries for a Knockout Blow

Whether we wish it or not, we are again in the world of war.

by Eliot A. Cohen




As a teenager, I took boxing lessons. What I learned from that experience--and I commend a bit of pugilistic training to all budding civilian strategists--is that you can take a punch and keep on going. But if your opponent can fire off a combination that connects--jab, jab, jab, cross, hook--you begin staggering, and then the blows will keep raining down until the coach calls an end to the round, or you throw in the towel.

That is what the Israelis have done to Hezbollah over the past two months. First they killed Fuad Shukr, the top military commander of the Lebanese militia. Then they detonated thousands of pagers used by its members. Next they exploded walkie-talkies. Then they launched hundreds of sorties, targeting missile and rocket depots. And now, in the equivalent of a devastating uppercut, they have killed Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, and others who had gathered in its headquarters bunker.

The entire sequence of Israeli military attacks has been misunderstood by those who think that peace is the norm and that, rather than figuring out what a military campaign is intended to do and what its prospects are, they should simply find the quickest way of getting it to stop. It may be uncomfortable, particularly to the Western mind, to take that more detached perspective, but it is necessary.

Israel experienced strategic shock on October 7--that is to say, an unexpected blow. For the next several days, multiple levels of command of the Israel Defense Forces, including the Gaza division, were simply dysfunctional. Because Hamas could not follow up its initial punch, however, the IDF was eventually able to recover.

Hezbollah should not have been taken similarly off guard. On October 8 and in the months since, it chose to fire salvos over the border into Israel, killing civilians as well as soldiers, in order to declare its solidarity with Hamas and take advantage of Israel's disarray and paralysis. It knew that it was at war with Israel, because it had initiated that war and repeatedly declared it. But since July, it has suffered an operational shock of a kind rarely seen in recent Middle Eastern conflicts--or, indeed, in most wars.

The Israeli strategy was to hit the enemy in different places. With Shukr and his associates, they struck a blow at Hezbollah's leadership, then pressed their attacks with strikes on regional and functional commanders, including the head of Hezbollah's missile force. The pager and walkie-talkie attacks were a body blow to Hezbollah's middle management--the people any complex organization needs in order to operate. The attacks not only disabled them physically; they also undercut their willingness to communicate electronically and, no doubt, shook their faith in the high command that had distributed ticking bombs to its subordinates. The campaign of air strikes that followed, as scenes of secondary explosions suggest, smashed up key parts of Hezbollah's arsenal, and the latest, devastating blow was aimed at removing its leader of 32 years, as well as some of his key aides.

Hezbollah has struggled to retaliate, despite its prewar inventory of an estimated 150,000 or more missiles and rockets. A military organization battered in so many places will simply find it hard to do all the kinds of things--planning, coordinating, moving people and munitions--needed to fight a big battle.

For Iran, the shock is strategic: It may have just lost, for a considerable period of time, its most important proxy force. And the effects will ripple out. The Houthis in Yemen, and Iraqi and Syrian militias sponsored by the Iranians, must now wonder whether their allies in Tehran will do anything for them if Israel or the United States comes after them. They may worry as well about their communications systems. And Hamas may reach the conclusion that no external force is capable of expanding the war it launched on October 7.

The lessons for the United States are useful. Once again, our government and most of our interpreters of events have shown themselves unable to understand war on its own terms, having instead been preoccupied by their commendable focus on humanitarian concerns and their understandable interest in ending the immediate hostilities. Israel has repeatedly acted first and explained later, and for a strategically understandable reason: It does not want to get reined in by a patron that may understand with its head the need for decisive operations in an existential war, but does not get it in its gut. In the same way that the United States government says that it is with Ukraine "as long as it takes" but cannot bring itself to use words like victory, much less give Kyiv the full-throated military support that it needs, Israel's undoubtedly indispensable ally has given it reason to mistrust the U.S. too. And so Israel acts.

The Israelis believe, with reason, that diminishing civilian suffering today by a sudden cease-fire will only make another, more destructive war inevitable, with losses to populations on both sides that dwarf those seen thus far. Up against opponents who deliberately place headquarters, arms depots, and combatants among--and under--a civilian population, the Israelis will wait in vain for an explanation of how one fights such enemies without killing and wounding civilians. They will wait in vain too, in most cases, for more than formulaic regret from most quarters about the displacement, maiming, and death of Israeli civilians.

Genuinely good intentions and reasonableness are inadequate in the face of real war. The U.S. government was surprised by the swift and bloody collapse of Afghanistan when American forces withdrew. But anyone who had given thought to the role of morale in war should have expected as much. U.S. leaders did not expect Ukraine to survive the Russian onslaught in February 2022, which reflected even deeper failures of military understanding. They continue to be trapped by theories of escalation born of the Cold War and irrelevant to Ukraine's and Russia's current predicament. While denying Ukraine the long-range weapons it needs, and permission to use those it has, they have decried Ukraine's failure to offer a convincing theory of victory, which surely depends on such arms. In Israel's war with Hamas, they tried to block the sort of difficult, destructive operations, such as the incursion into Rafah, that have proved necessary to shatter Hamas as a military organization. And when Israel struck this series of blows at Hezbollah they have, with the best intentions in the world, attempted to stop operations that are the inevitable consequence of real war.

That is what Israel, like Ukraine, is waging: real war. Although the consequences of neither ally's operations are foreseeable, both understand an essential fact memorably articulated by Winston Churchill:

Battles are the principal milestones in secular history. Modern opinion resents this uninspiring truth, and historians often treat the decisions of the field as incidents in the dramas of politics and diplomacy. But great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and in nations, to which all must conform.


Much foreign-policy discourse in the United States and Europe rests on the unstated assumption that diplomacy is an alternative to the use of military force. In real war, it is the handmaiden of it. There may be an opportunity here for diplomacy to change the geopolitics of the Levant and perhaps beyond, thanks to decisive Israeli action, as there most likely would be in Europe if Ukraine were armed to the extent and depth that it needs. But that can only happen if we realize that, whether we wish it or not, we are again in the world of war, which plays by rules closer to those of the boxing ring than the seminar room.
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Hezbollah's Long War Is With America Too

The conflicts proliferating around the world are all part of a single challenge for the United States.

by Elliot Ackerman


An American sits under a palm tree as his comrades inspect the damage from a suicide bombing at a Marine barracks in Beirut, Lebanon, in 1983. (Francoise De Mulder / Roger Viollet / Getty)



In the summer of 2006, I participated in the evacuation of American citizens from Lebanon. Israel had invaded after Hezbollah abducted two of its soldiers in a cross-border raid. I was a Marine Corps officer, and our platoon was embarked on the USS Iwo Jima, an amphibious ship, for a routine deployment in the Mediterranean. My unit, the First Battalion of the Eighth Marine Regiment--"1/8," for short--had history in Lebanon. It was known as the "Beirut Battalion," because on the morning of October 23, 1983, Hezbollah detonated a truck bomb that killed 238 Marines and sailors from 1/8. In 2006, when we were unexpectedly sent to Lebanon, it was the first time Marines had returned since 1983. That it was our battalion was purely a coincidence.

It was a strange deployment for us. We had just returned from Iraq, where the entire Marine Corps had its focus, and my next deployment would be to Afghanistan. Those were our major wars. After a day of evacuation operations during our interlude in Lebanon, I would climb onto the deck of the USS Iwo Jima and watch the fighting around Beirut. I would struggle to make sense of the conflict. At the time, the first of Iran's explosively formed penetrators--a kind of armor-piercing improvised explosive device--were only just appearing in Iraq. When I arrived in Afghanistan in 2008, I would be fighting members of the Taliban who were supported by Iran's paramilitary Quds Force. I didn't understand it then, but in retrospect, it's obvious that Iran wasn't only at war with Israel; Iran was at war with the United States. Today, this remains true.

Read: Israel has called Iran's bluff

No one wants war. However, in recent years, in the name of "ending America's forever wars," our leaders have proved reluctant to call enemies "enemies" and friends "friends." If America wishes to remain at peace, or at least not find itself in an active war, we must speak clearly in defense of our friends. This remains uniquely true in the case of Israel.

In response to Israel's killing of Hassan Nasrallah yesterday, Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei has called on Lebanon to "make the aggressor and evil dark enemies regret their actions." Who are those aggressors? They include a wider array of antagonists than ever before. Certainly included is the United States. But the list of "evil dark enemies" also surely includes Ukraine. Iran has been supplying Russian forces with advanced weaponry, including Shahed drones. And although the Iranians aren't in a military alliance with China, they are in an economic one, and would be China's ready allies in any conflict with the West.

Israel has recently dealt Hezbollah a series of crippling blows, beginning with exploding pagers and radios that sabotaged Hezbollah's command and control and degraded its leadership. This has culminated with the strike against Nasrallah. Hezbollah has been forced onto its back foot, as has the Iranian regime. This creates an opening, one that Israel will likely exploit and that the United States, Israel's ally, must support, lest we squander a precious opportunity in this broader war.

In the early days of Ukraine's war with Russia, Ukraine put the Russians on their back foot, expelling them from the outskirts of Kyiv when the world had assumed that a Ukrainian defeat was inevitable. At that moment, the United States could have reinforced Ukraine's victory, delivering the military aid Ukraine was clamoring for, and without delay. Instead, we equivocated, sending military aid in drips while trying to appease the Russians, heeding every red line in the name of "regional stability"--a foolhardy objective in a region consumed by war. This strategy has only perpetuated the conflict, raising Ukraine's cost of victory to staggering heights.

The United States can't afford to make the same mistake with Israel. Now is the time to stand decisively behind our ally and against Hamas, Hezbollah, Iran, Russia, China, and the axis of authoritarian nations that continue to menace the liberal world.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

This has proved challenging. Sadly, threats facing the United States have more and more been viewed using the simplistic partisan prism through which we filter every issue now. We seem incapable of looking at the proliferation of conflicts in the world as a single challenge that confronts and threatens all Americans. Support for Ukraine is coded as an issue of the left, and support for Israel is coded as an issue of the right. While the ayatollahs applaud student encampments on American campuses, Vladimir Putin is delighted to see President Volodymyr Zelensky's trip to an arms-manufacturing plant in Scranton, Pennsylvania, provoke partisan outrage, threatening future aid.

Divide and conquer: It's one of the oldest military strategies. Our adversaries know it well.

We and our allies face a global axis of authoritarian nations. They are bent on the physical destruction of democratic nations such as Ukraine and Israel. Our shores might be beyond their reach now, but they want nothing less than the destruction of the liberal world order. A broader swath of America must wake up to this threat.

Marine units continue to patrol the Mediterranean. After hearing the news of Nasrallah's death, I couldn't help but wonder which one was currently on station. As luck would have it, I discovered that it was my old unit, 1/8, the Beirut Battalion. Right now, they're sitting off the coast. I can almost imagine some young officer staring at the shore in the evening, as I once did, watching the fighting and trying to make sense of what it's all about.

This is a long war, and one that Americans have been fighting for decades. Victory is impossible unless we call things what they are.
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Israel Has Called Iran's Bluff

Despite the Israeli attack that killed Hezbollah's leader, Tehran has many reasons to exercise restraint.

by Arash Azizi




At the center of current conflicts in the Middle East is a long-running staring contest between Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. And Netanyahu seems to have calculated that, even if Israel moves ferociously against Khamenei's so-called Axis of Resistance--the region-wide network of militias arrayed against Israeli and Western interests--Khamenei won't do much in response.

Yesterday, Israel's attacks on the southern suburbs of Beirut killed Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah's leader since 1992. That was only the latest in a dramatic series of strikes this month, including a sci-fi-esque operation using exploding pagers, that have killed high-ranking commanders of the Lebanese militant group and hundreds of Lebanese civilians. Hezbollah has been widely viewed as the most significant nonstate threat to Israel. Nasrallah was easily the most powerful operative in Iran's Axis.

Read: Nasrallah's folly

Hamas is also part of that Axis. And ever since the July 31 assassination of the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran, many in the Middle East have been bracing for an Iranian attack on Israel that could plunge the region into a broad war. But the response hasn't come. Ultimately, Tehran decided against risking a major escalation with Israel. Khamenei has maintained his policy of "strategic patience," slowly building militias surrounding Israel on all sides without getting into a direct confrontation.

Whether Nasrallah's death will alter Khamenei's cautious approach seems questionable. A statement yesterday from the Iranian embassy in Beirut claimed that the "rules of the game" had now changed, and threatened Israel with "appropriate punishment and discipline." Predictably, the hard-liner mouthpiece Kayhan, whose history includes praise for Adolf Hitler and insistent Holocaust denial, declared today, "Israel has dug its own graves; now go ahead and bury its corpse."

But officials in Tehran have been notably more reticent. Several simply pointed out, after yesterday's strike but before Nasrallah's death was confirmed, that whenever Hezbollah's commanders are killed, they'll be replaced with others. This was the position taken by Ahmad Vahidi, the founding head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' Quds Force, who helped build Hezbollah into the formidable force it is today. Tehran has deep-seated reasons for showing restraint in recent weeks--reasons that still hold no matter how egregious it views the killing of Nasrallah to be.

First, Iran's options for retaliation against Israel are very limited, and it can't bring about much damage there without risking a destruction of Iranian infrastructure that might take decades to rebuild.

Second, Iran has been trying for months to ease tensions and pursue talks with other countries in the region and with the West. This past week in New York, on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly, a visiting Iranian delegation headed by President Masoud Pezeshkian defended Hezbollah and Hamas but put its main focus on giving out peace vibes. Pezeshkian even told a group of American journalists that Iran would put down its arms if Israel also did so. Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi later denied that the president had made such a statement, but Iranian hard-liners leaked audio that confirmed it.

Araghchi himself is spreading the message that Iran wants the international community to stop Israel from broadening the conflict. Araghchi said on X that he had warned, in a meeting earlier this week with his British counterpart, David Lammy, that "Israeli attacks must cease immediately to avoid unprecedented risk of all-out catastrophe in region." In Tehran on Tuesday, Pezeshkian's spokesperson, Fatemeh Mohajerani, likened the recent attacks against Hezbollah to Israel's war against Hamas in the Gaza Strip. She called on the UN Security Council to "intervene to prevent catastrophes like Gaza and Rafah in Lebanon."

Such calls for measured action by the global community sound quite different from the stance taken by Hezbollah's deputy leader, Naim Qassem, who last week warned that the group's war with Israel had entered "a new phase of limitless settling of accounts." Tehran isn't Hezbollah. Although Pezeshkian had claimed on CNN that Hezbollah was unable to defend itself "on its own," seemingly promising Iran's entry into the conflict, his foreign minister essentially corrected that statement. Addressing reporters on Wednesday morning, Araghchi promised that Hezbollah "makes its own decisions and is fully capable of defending itself, Lebanon, and the people of Lebanon on its own."

This is another way of saying that Iran doesn't intend to rush to Hezbollah's defense. Iran's Lebanese allies are on their own. Javad Zarif, Tehran's favorite English-speaking messenger who now serves as a vice president, repeated the same talking points on CNN on Thursday.

Iranian hard-liners are incensed at this attitude. Even before Nasrallah's death, Iran's political debate was starting to resemble the period from 2013 to 2021, when the centrist President Hassan Rouhani's negotiations with the United States and other countries in the West led to a backlash in Iran. Earlier this week, one commentator accused Pezeshkian's government of abandoning Hezbollah and claimed that if Iran didn't respond to the attacks on Lebanon, Israel would attack Tehran next.

Read: Speak like a president, Madam VP

A centrist outlet responded by criticizing "extremists who always want to drum up tensions." The anti-retaliation case was put forward most explicitly by Mohammad Khajoee, the head of the Lebanon section at a top Tehran think tank and a former Beirut bureau chief for Iran's main news agency. In an article on Thursday in a reformist-leaning daily, he argued that "Iran must not enter itself into a military conflict with Israel. It must quickly find a way for Hezbollah to save face and leave this recent war, without suffering more damage." Iran, Khajoee wrote, "must convince Hezbollah to finish its clashes with Israel and go back to pre-October 7 conditions." Khajoee even criticized Hamas for getting Iran and the Axis into a war they hadn't prepared for.

What Iran does next is up to Khamenei. The supreme leader has not given up on his decades-long crusade against the West, Israel, and his own people's insufficient purity. But he has understood that intransigence could prove self-destructive for his regime and is thus putting out feelers for negotiations with the West that could help lift sanctions and stabilize the country. His open support for Pezeshkian limits the gambit of hard-liners, who are also hated by much of the Iranian population and even by many in the establishment.

In Tehran, many are cautiously hoping for a new era of talks with the West. A prominent Iranian diplomatic correspondent expressed the hope this week that negotiations with European countries to revive the Barack Obama-era Iranian nuclear deal and lift sanctions will soon resume, perhaps to be followed by discussions with the United States after the November presidential election.

But what if Tehran's reticence tempts Israel into continuing its battering of Hezbollah? Netanyahu might feel that he has called Khamenei's bluff and can now march on further, thereby keeping his fractious right-wing coalition happy and intact. The Axis might then increase its pressures on Tehran to get into the ring. Already, Yemen's Houthis and Iraqi militias have fired salvos in Hezbollah's defense.

Still, an uneasy equilibrium has been kept so far, preventing a full-on war between Israel and Iran. Israel would do well to take Nasrallah's death as a resounding win against the Axis and use the occasion to wind down the wars against Hezbollah and Hamas. If there was ever a time for Israel to pursue peace with its neighbors from a position of strength, this is it.
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Speak Like a President, Madam VP

Nasrallah's death is no time for equivocation.

by David Frum




Updated at 2 p.m. ET on September 30, 2024

Kamala Harris has campaigned as the tough-on-dictators candidate for president. The Democrat scores points off Donald Trump for his truckling and cringing to Vladimir Putin, for swapping love letters with Kim Jong Un.

Today--this very day--the vice president has her best opportunity to prove her toughness and assert her national-security credibility. She can issue a statement on Israel's killing of Hassan Nasrallah, the Hezbollah leader and terrorist in chief. "The Middle East is a better and safer place without Nasrallah." Full stop. No diplomatic balancing, no process-speak.

Read: Nasrallah's folly

Yes, obviously, there will be complexities ahead. What will Iran, Hezbollah's patron, do in response? The U.S. government pays skilled regional experts to worry about such contingencies. But a big problem with Harris's public image is that she often lets those skilled experts choose her words for her. They push her to say too much, which means saying nothing, which means Americans don't feel they know her.

In too many cases, Harris's words seem focus-grouped to please every imaginable constituency. The trouble is, at exactly the moment when communications staffers are satisfied they have pleased everybody, they have, in fact, left everybody frightened that the candidate is confused and hesitant. Strong leaders get in front of public opinion. Strong leaders make choices and accept consequences.

Sometimes the best way to halt an escalation cycle is to demonstrate how unafraid you are of the escalation cycle.

On October 23, 1983, Hezbollah detonated truck bombs at the barracks of the U.S. Marines keeping the peace in Lebanon after the 1982 war between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization. More Marines died than in any single day since the landing on Iwo Jima during the Second World War. That blood debt has never been fully paid. Israel's forceful strikes on Hezbollah this year have delivered justice for Americans too.

Leadership isn't always straightforward, but a great leader should know when to be simple and direct. A very bad man has met the violent death he inflicted on so many others. No American leader should feel frightened of expressing a lack of sorrow. The menu can sometimes call for word salad. Today, the menu calls for word meat-and-potatoes.


 "Nasrallah dead? Good." That's the message Harris should send. Say it clear. Say it firm. Say it like a president.



This article originally misstated when the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut were bombed by Hezbollah.
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Nasrallah's Folly

The Hezbollah leader escalated a fight that Israel was only too eager to wage. Now Israel claims to have killed him.

by Andrew Exum




Updated on September 28, 2024 at 6:22 a.m.

Israel said this morning that it had killed long-time Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah in a Friday air strike on the "central headquarters" of Hezbollah, in the southern suburbs of Beirut. Hezbollah has not yet commented but if Israel's claim is true, it represents a staggering setback to the Lebanese militant group. "Hassan Nasrallah will no longer be able to terrorize the world," Israel Defense Forces said in a statement posted to social media.

The strike caps a sequence of Israeli attacks over the past two weeks that have wreaked havoc on Hezbollah as an organization. The pager and walkie-talkie attacks that began on September 17--which former U.S. Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta went so far as to describe as "terrorism"--would have maimed a good portion of Hezbollah's mid-level leadership, making it very hard for Hezbollah to organize itself coherently in response to the Israeli aerial bombardment, much less prepare for a prospective ground assault into southern Lebanon.

Armies must all be able to shoot, move, and communicate--that's the blocking and tackling of war. By taking away the ability of Hezbollah operatives to securely communicate with one another at the tactical level, Israel dealt a serious blow to its adversary while no doubt reaping an intelligence bonanza in the process. Never before has Hezbollah's rank and file been so publicly exposed and, worse, humiliated.

Israel's relentless air strikes this week, meanwhile, appear to have devastated much of Hezbollah's senior leadership, not to mention its missile stores. I am often skeptical of Israel's ability to do serious harm to its nonstate adversaries through air strikes alone, but militarily, Hezbollah is surely reeling. As Yezid Sayigh, a senior fellow at the Malcom H. Kerr Carnegie Middle East Center, in Beirut, observed, Israel's "ability to deploy superior military firepower and technology" might just render the need for a ground assault moot.

Israel has tried to chasten and degrade Hezbollah through the air before--in 1993, with the feckless Operation Accountability, and in 1996, with the Grapes of Wrath campaign--but it's clear that much has changed since the 1990s. Much has also changed since the summer of 2006, when Hezbollah managed to embarrass Israel in 34 days of fighting.

In 2016, I asked Herzi Halevi--now the commander of the Israel Defense Forces but then its intelligence chief--what he most feared. His answer was a ground incursion from southern Lebanon into northern Israel, one in which Hezbollah either temporarily seized Israeli territory or kidnapped Israeli civilians and took them as hostages. I have often thought of this when reflecting on Israel's failure to anticipate and prepare for the attacks on October 7 of last year.

But it's clear now that Israel was preparing for Hezbollah. This--not a fight against Hamas--was the fight Israel anticipated, and wanted. And it was indeed ready.

The question now, if Nasrallah has been killed, is whether Iran feels that it must directly respond. The Lebanese--not just Hezbollah's largely Shiite Muslim constituents, but all Lebanese--will have grimly noted that after Hezbollah sent hundreds of men to fight and die in Iraq and Syria for Iran and Bashar al-Assad's regime, neither Syria nor Iran has lifted a finger to relieve the Israeli pressure on Lebanon. But Iran does not want a war with Israel, and any response it makes will likely be carefully calibrated to avoid one.

Spare a thought for the innocent Lebanese living in the high-rise buildings that collapsed in Israel's air strike. They didn't ask for Hezbollah to build its command center underneath their home following the 2006 war. They didn't ask for any of this.

Hezbollah, which alone among Lebanon's militias kept its arms following the conclusion of that country's civil war, has always claimed that its belligerence is necessary to protect Lebanon. But Hezbollah's actions since--which have almost always been in the service of its own political needs, or those of its ungrateful Iranian sponsors--have brought nothing but pain for all Lebanese, and particularly for the downtrodden Lebanese it claims to represent.
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A Question That Demands an Answer

The plight of Yaroslav Bazylevych poses a challenge to the West.

by George Packer


Yaroslav Bazylevych with his wife, Evgeniya, and their three daughters, before he lost them in a Russian missile attack on Lviv earlier this month (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: AP.)



Around three in the morning on September 4, a Ukrainian doctor named Olesya Vynnyk was awakened by an explosion. She was staying with her parents several miles from the center of Lviv, where the blast occurred, but it was loud enough to drive her from bed. She raced to her car with a box of tourniquets and followed emergency vehicles toward the flames, until police roadblocks prevented her from reaching the site, which was close to her own downtown apartment.

A Russian Kinzhal ballistic missile, fired from a MiG-31K aircraft about 200 miles from the border with Ukraine and 700 miles from Lviv, had hit an apartment in a civilian neighborhood. The apartment was the home of the Bazylevych family: Yaroslav Bazylevych; his wife, Evgeniya; and their three daughters, Yaryna, 21, Darya, 18, and Emilia, 7. Yaroslav staggered out of the damaged building, badly injured, but struggled to return inside while emergency personnel restrained him. He had lost his entire family.

Vynnyk knew the Bazylevych family through their participation in a Ukrainian scouting organization. The girls reminded her of her nieces, and she thought about how easily the missile could have destroyed her own family. During the funeral, at the Garrison Church of Peter and Paul, which all of Lviv seemed to attend, Yaroslav moved between the four open coffins as if, Vynnyk told me, he couldn't decide which one he should stay with to say goodbye. "There is a common thought in Lviv that he died together with them."

Read: The timekeeper of Ukraine

At the many funerals she's attended, Vynnyk has noticed that people avoid looking each other in the eye, out of some complicated mix of feelings--guilt, fear of breaking down. "You want to talk to God more than someone standing next to you," she said. As a former member of a volunteer medical battalion, she's lost numerous friends to the war, including a soldier who was killed the day before we sat down together this week in New York. But the erasure of a sleeping family shocked her more than anything Russia has done since its full-scale invasion of Ukraine two and a half years ago. "I don't think anyone can describe this tragedy of the Bazylevych family," Vynnyk said. "It was beyond our understanding, beyond what we can allow ourselves to feel."

Vynnyk--whom I first met in Lviv shortly after the invasion and wrote about for this magazine--works for the Ukrainian World Congress, a nonprofit focused on diaspora Ukrainians. She was in the United States this month as part of her study for a doctorate in bioethics at Loyola University Chicago, and to speak with Americans about the war. She realized that our attention had moved away, and she wanted us to know that Ukrainians are still there, still fighting for values we're supposed to share, still confident of ultimate victory. But beneath her cheerful resilience, she seemed tired beyond physical fatigue. The war had revealed to her the best and worst in human nature. At the start of the war, she told me, Ukrainians were standing in a circle, holding hands. "They are still holding the circle, they are doing it with all their strength, they will hold it until the last one of them is left standing, but that grip is not as strong as in the first days."

We were talking on a park bench in Lower Manhattan. A few miles north, the annual session of the United Nations General Assembly was in full swing. The world's statesmen and diplomats were clogging Midtown with their convoys of SUVs, being chauffeured between meetings and luncheons and speeches. The UN has seemed unusually feckless recently, but never more so than while I sat with Vynnyk and she told me about the Bazylevych family.

President Joe Biden was in town, and in his speech to the General Assembly he asked: "Will we sustain our support to help Ukraine win this war and preserve its freedom, or walk away and let aggression be renewed and a nation be destroyed? I know my answer. We cannot grow weary. We cannot look away. And we will not let up on our support for Ukraine, not until Ukraine wins a just and durable peace based on the UN charter."

It was a moving speech, given by a lifelong supporter of the world body on his last occasion to deliver such an address. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky was in Manhattan as well. He told the General Assembly that Ukraine would not accept a peace deal that surrendered pieces of his own country to Russian imperialism, and he urged Western allies to increase their support for Ukrainian resistance to aggression. Russian President Vladimir Putin was not in town--he faces an International Criminal Court arrest warrant for the kidnapping of Ukrainian children--but in Moscow this week, he issued a new warning to the West, threatening nuclear war if NATO-supplied weapons are used to strike Russian territory.

But Biden's vows and Zelensky's pleas and Putin's threats are just words. On the night of September 3-4, Russia fired 42 ground- and air-based missiles and drones from Russia and Russian-occupied territory at Ukraine. Ukrainian armed forces shot down most of them, but ballistic missiles travel so fast that many get through. To protect itself from those missiles, Ukraine would have to attack their points of origin, Russian bases and airfields, with long-range missiles provided by the U.S. and other NATO countries. NATO's current policy forbids Ukraine from using its weapons to hit military targets deep inside Russia--and so the Bazylevych family no longer exists.

Read: No time for funeral rites

From New York, Zelensky went to Washington, D.C., to urge the Biden administration to lift those restrictions. The outgoing secretary general of NATO, Jens Stoltenberg, has indicated his support for Zelensky's request; so has the government of Britain. But Biden has hesitated out of a fear of escalation into nuclear and world war. Putin has been blackmailing Biden and the West since the start of the invasion, first warning against the use of any NATO weapons inside Ukraine, then against certain tanks and long-range artillery, then against strikes on military positions just across the border from which Russia has been raining destruction on Kharkiv. All of those warnings turned out to be empty. This week Putin raised the stakes. Is he bluffing?

That's the question he hopes will paralyze the West. We can't know his intent, and the consequences of guessing wrong could be catastrophic. But a lot of Russia experts think he is bluffing; after all, Putin cherishes his own survival above everything else, and he's threatening suicide as well as mass murder. To give him the final say over every move his adversaries make is to surrender in advance. Perhaps we should ask a different question, one that Olesya Vynnyk asked me: If Ukraine is defending values we are supposed to hold dear, how can we not allow Ukraine to defend its people?
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            The effects of Hurricane Helene in Cuba, severe drought in Brazil and Ecuador, a simulated moon walk in Germany, Israeli airstrikes in southern Lebanon, runway scenes from Paris Fashion Week, a comet viewed from Earth orbit, scenes from the opening weekend of Oktoberfest in Germany, and much more
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                [image: Horses run through wetlands, with low sunlight illuminating nearby fog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horses run through wetlands in Wulan Butong scenic area on September 22, 2024, in Chifeng, in China's Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region.
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                [image: A large crowd fills a beer hall, with many near the front reaching up for a large glass of beer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festival-goers reach out for the first glasses of beer on Day One of the 189th Oktoberfest beer festival in Munich, Germany, on September 21, 2024.
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                An aerial view of a valley in southern Kazakhstan, with trees showing autumn colors, seen on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: Audience members near the front of a stage hold up their mobile devices to film a model posing in a flowing red garment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kendall Jenner walks the runway during "Le Defile L'Oreal Paris - Walk Your Worth" Womenswear Spring-Summer 2025 show, as part of Paris Fashion Week, on September 23, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Two people wearing astronaut gear walk with a wheeled cart on a simulated lunar surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Astronauts Thomas Pesquet of France and Matthias Maurer of Germany demonstrate their training in simulated lunar-surface conditions for future moon missions, like the Artemis lunar exploration program led by NASA, at the opening of the new LUNA facility at the European Astronaut Center in Cologne, Germany, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing full suits of armor battle in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in tournaments during the Queanbeyan Medieval Fair on September 21, 2024, in Queanbeyan, Australia.
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                [image: A worker uses a shovel to move a large pile of discarded aluminum cans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Afghan worker sorts discarded aluminum cans at a recycling yard in Herat on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses inside a room with walls, ceiling, and floor all covered by mirrors, illuminated by many small green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person poses inside an art installation by Yayoi Kusama at the Victoria Miro gallery on September 23, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: A view of a distant comet, seen above the curve of the Earth's surface and layers of atmosphere]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the comet called Tsuchinshan-ATLAS, seen far beyond the Earth's atmosphere, as viewed from aboard the International Space Station.
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                [image: People dive from a platform in the sea at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dive from a platform in the sea at sunset in Noumea, on the French overseas collectivity of New Caledonia, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a boat passing through the confluence of two rivers, with the left side of the photo dominated by muddy, cream-colored water, and the right side, much darker water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a boat navigating at the confluence point between the Rio Negro and the Rio Solimoes, above the Amazon river, near Manaus, Amazonas state, Brazil, on September 21, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a mansion covered with graffiti]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a mansion in the Hollywood Hills that was covered with graffiti by squatters who occupied and trashed the expensive house, on September 23, 2024, in Los Angeles, California. The tags of the vandals are the same as some that were painted on the so-called "Graffiti Tower," an unfinished 30-story downtown building that was covered in graffiti earlier this year. Work had already begun to cover the graffiti and restore the mansion.
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                [image: A worker carries a crate filled with grapes on the slope of a hillside vineyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker carries a crate filled with grapes on the slope of a hillside vineyard of Carballo Cobo, in Doade, Lugo, Spain, on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A deer bellows as the sun rises, in a meadow surrounded by trees, with an ornate chateau seen in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer bellows as the sun rises over the Chateau de Chambord, inside the Chambord estate, in central France, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: A visitor takes a picture of the mounted skeleton of a deer with long antlers, inside a museum.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors take pictures in the Nanjing Museum in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers pose, all wearing birdlike costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers pose before performing at the Five Mountains Folk Festival, started by farmers on the slopes of Mount Merapi Merbabu, in Magelang, Central Java, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A model on a runway wears a hat that is decorated with many long red spikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by designer Kevin Germanier as part of his Spring/Summer 2025 Women's ready-to-wear collection show for his label Germanier at Paris Fashion Week on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs from wires above a stage during a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Katy Perry performs during the Rock in Rio music festival in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on September 21, 2024.
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                [image: A tall stone tower is partly illuminated with multicolored lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The National Wallace Monument is illuminated in bright rainbow colors specially for Stirling Pride on September 21, 2024, in Stirling, Scotland. This was the first Pride Event to take place in Stirling and the Forth Valley.
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                [image: A person stands by the side of a road, covering their face with their shirt, looking up toward a hillside that is on fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hillside burns during a wildfire in Quito, Ecuador, on September 24, 2024. At least three forest fires were burning simultaneously in Quito, amid a "water crisis" caused by Ecuador's worst drought in 61 years.
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                [image: People carry crosses and dress in religious garments while standing around a large bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                High priests hold crosses as they sing in front of a bonfire during celebrations of the Ethiopian Orthodox holiday of Meskel, in Addis Ababa, on September 26, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Michele Spatari / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Smoke billows from the site of an Israeli airstrike in Lebanon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke billows from the site of an Israeli airstrike in Marjayoun, near the Lebanon-Israel border, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: Two children lean close to each other, and one cries, as they shelter during an airstrike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children react following an Israeli strike on a school sheltering displaced Palestinians near the Jabalia refugee camp in the northern Gaza Strip on September 26, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and the Hamas militant group.
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                [image: A person weeds through hip-deep floodwater in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident of the coastal town of Guanimar in Artemisa province, southwest of Havana, Cuba, wades through a flooded street after the passage of Hurricane Helene on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people in traditional clothing carry a shrine into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants carry a portable shrine, a Mikoshi, into the sea as part of autumn celebrations, and prayers for a good harvest, during the Ohara Hadaka Festival in Isumi, Chiba Prefecture, Japan, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: Two people lean over, spraying something at an oncoming wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attempt to extinguish a forest fire in Intiyaco, Cordoba province, Argentina, on September 22, 2024. The forest fires that have been raging for weeks in the Argentine province of Cordoba (central Argentina) intensified on September 20 with two intense outbreaks that forced the evacuation of residents in rural areas, provincial authorities reported.
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                [image: A forest fire spreads across hills, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A forest fire spreads across hills in Dolores, Cordoba province, Argentina, on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small four-rotor drone hovers just above the ground, with an explosive strapped beneath it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian soldiers test a so-called kamikaze drone equipped with an explosive at a training ground on September 25, 2024, in Druzhkivka, Ukraine.
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                [image: A flooding river reaches up to the steps of a large parliament building in Hungary.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Parliament building in Budapest is pictured as floodwater reached its base and stairs in Budapest, Hungary, on September 21, 2024, as the river Danube reached its peak flood stage--marking a 10-year high--in the Hungarian capital, after storm Boris lashed Europe.
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                [image: A person carries a cat on their backpack. The cat is relaxed, wearing a pair of glasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participants with a cat waits for a set of giant dominoes to fall in downtown Toronto, Ontario, on September 22, 2024, part of a public art project created by Station House Opera.
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                [image: Birds fly as fog covers hills and trees at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Birds fly as fog covers the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, early on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a motorcycle, fleeing a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides a motorcycle, fleeing a wildfire in Quito, Ecuador, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: Boats and houses are seen stranded in a dried-up lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boats and houses are seen stranded in Aleixo Lake due to the severe drought in the west of Manaus, Amazonas State, Brazil, on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing American flag-themed shorts and shirt waves an American flag while standing in crashing surf, facing out toward dark clouds on the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a person holding an American flag and being splashed by crashing waves as Hurricane Helene intensifies before its expected landfall on Florida's Big Bend, in Alligator Point, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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A Secret Diary of Mass Murder

As the Nazis performed executions deep in the Lithuanian woods, one local man took detailed, dispassionate notes. He was unwittingly creating one of the most unusual documents in history.

by Chris Heath


A view of a modern-day railway near the Paneriai Memorial in Lithuania (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)



In 1999, a remarkable book was published in Poland. Its author, Kazimierz Sakowicz, had died 55 years earlier, and it's not clear whether he hoped, let alone expected, that what he had written would ever be published. The first edition appeared under the one-word title Dziennik ("Diary"), with the explanatory subtitle "Written in Ponar From July 11, 1941, to November 6, 1943."

From 1941 to 1944, at least 70,000 people, the overwhelming majority of them Jews, were taken by the Nazis into the forest of Ponar, a few miles from Vilnius, Lithuania; shot at close range; and buried in mass graves. Though the Germans had attempted to ensure that even the most basic details of what happened at Ponar would be forever shrouded in secrecy, it now turned out, incredibly, that someone living nearby had been recording a day-by-day account of what was taking place.

Sakowicz was a Polish journalist whose career was derailed in the early 1940s, when the Soviets--who occupied Lithuania before the Nazis--put local businesses under government control. In the face of this reversal, he and his wife, Maria, were forced to leave the city. They moved into a house next to a railway line in a small settlement a few miles away; from there, Sakowicz would bicycle into the city to do whatever work he could find.


A page from Kazimierz Sakowicz's diary, describing the events of April 5, 1943 (Jewish Litvak Community of Lithuania)



That settlement--Ponar--was where, toward the end of June 1941, Sakowicz was living when the Germans arrived and repurposed an unfinished Soviet fuel depot in the wooded area just across the tracks from his house. From a small window in the attic, Sakowicz could see part of the fenced-off site where the killing took place, and the comings and goings from it. What he couldn't see with his own eyes, he learned from his neighbors.

Sakowicz's response to what was happening around him was to write it down, to make a secret record of the events. He took detailed notes in Polish on scraps of paper, sometimes writing in the white spaces around the numbers on pages from a calendar--describing everything he saw and learned, creating a fragmentary diary in which revelatory observations were interspersed with his own wry commentary.

Exactly why Sakowicz did this, we can only speculate. Did the thwarted journalist in him realize that the biggest story of his life was unfolding just outside his front door? Was he taking down evidence so that it might one day serve to indict the guilty? Or was he just writing out of some instinctive sense of duty, or compulsion, or protest? The decision surely can't have been a casual one--Sakowicz would have known that his life, and very likely his wife's, too, would be in danger should what he was doing be discovered. He clearly treated these notes with care and secrecy, and also as holding significance or value; as he completed these diary pages, he rolled them up, put them in stoppered lemonade bottles, and buried them in caches near his house. They were just one man's scribbled accounts of the events in one small community in Lithuania. And yet what Sakowicz was creating--a contemporaneous day-by-day account of the process of genocide as observed by a witness who was neither perpetrator nor victim--was, as the historian Yitzhak Arad would later write, "a unique document, without parallel in the chronicles of the Holocaust."


A view of what is now the Paneriai railway station (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)



Whatever Sakowicz's precise motives, the very first words of his diary make it clear that what he was striving to communicate went beyond a flat documentation of the facts unfolding before him. Here is that first entry, Sakowicz's description of what took place on July 11, 1941, and in the days that followed--at, or near, the very beginning of the mass executions at Ponar:

Quite nice weather, warm, white clouds, windy, some shots from the forest. Probably exercises, because in the forest there is an ammunition dump on the way to the village of Nowosiolki. It's about 4 p.m.; the shots last an hour or two. On the Grodzienka [a nearby road] I discover that many Jews have been "transported" to the forest. And suddenly they shoot them. This was the first day of executions. An oppressive, overwhelming impression. The shots quiet down after 8 in the evening; later, there are no volleys but rather individual shots. The number of Jews who passed through was 200. On the Grodzienka is a Lithuanian (police) post. Those passing through have their documents inspected.
 By the second day, July 12, a Saturday, we already knew what was going on, because at about 3 p.m. a large group of Jews was taken to the forest, about 300 people, mainly intelligentsia with suitcases, beautifully dressed, known for their good economic situation, etc. An hour later the volleys began. Ten people were shot at a time. They took off their overcoats, caps, and shoes (but not their trousers!).
 Executions continue on the following days: July 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19, a Saturday.


Right from the beginning, there's a deliberate artfulness to this. Sakowicz didn't sit down with his pen and scrap of paper intending just to record the weather. He knew what he was going to be writing about. And so one can only interpret those opening phrases--Quite nice weather, warm, white clouds, windy, some shots from the forest--as a calculated, arch, writerly decision. Sakowicz would provide more weather updates over the following years, and while he would occasionally report inclement conditions, he seems to particularly relish opportunities to describe the weather on those days when terrible events happened under bright, clear skies; when mass murder sat in cruel counterpoint to sun-kissed surroundings. In other words, it seems obvious that Sakowicz's deeper interest here was less one of meteorology than of irony.

Read: The escape tunnel discovered beneath a Nazi death camp

This tone extends beyond his weather reporting. Sakowicz often wrote almost as if what he was observing was more a curious turn of events deserving of his sardonic observations--"but not their trousers!"--than an act of genocide. Though he clearly did not endorse what was going on around him, he was often surprisingly restrained in expressing abhorrence. Mostly, he concentrated on empirical matters: what happened, how it happened, how many people it happened to, who did what, how they did what they did. This is the diary of a man who, when he awakes each morning, looks outside his house and, more often than not, observes to himself, They're killing again today.

That may unsettle us now as a moral choice, but we should nonetheless be grateful that a record like this--a meticulously detailed account from an apparently objective witness--actually exists; that through these years, a journalist sitting nearby was watching and listening and taking notes:

September 2 [1941]: On the road there was a long procession of people--literally from the [railroad] crossing until the little church--two kilometers (for sure)! It took them fifteen minutes to pass through the crossing ... exclusively women and many babies. When they entered the road (from the Grodno highway) to the forest, they understood what awaited them and shouted, "Save us!" Infants in diapers, in arms, etc.



Left: A Soviet-era obelisk at the Paneriai Memorial in Lithuania bearing an inscription dedicated to "victims of fascist terror." Right: A memorial to the Jews killed in Ponar, which includes a Hebrew inscription, reading, in part: "Monument of memory to seventy thousand Jews of Vilnius and vicinity that were murdered and burned in the valley of death Ponar by the Nazis and their helpers." (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)



One reason Sakowicz's diary is so powerful and distinctive is the way it calmly, brutally shows mass extermination close up as it actually happens--as a messy, incremental process, a relentless quotidian task. When people die collectively in unfathomable numbers, we constantly need ways to remind ourselves that within that disorienting total, every extra integer denotes the premature end of another individual human life: one by one by one by one by one. In the face of this challenge, a common narrative technique is to focus in for a moment on a particular victim, to tell one specific story in rich and humanizing detail, in the hope that the act of restoring a single person's identity and particularity will sharpen our sense of the overall loss.

Sakowicz's diary avails itself of a more unusual opportunity. He rarely humanizes individual victims; instead, he mostly offers a chance to observe what mass extermination looks like from the mid-distance--where you can still see the victims' shape as individuals, but where you also see their collective place in the unremitting aggregation of the murder process. This effect is only heightened by Sakowicz's eye for a certain kind of unpleasant detail. For instance: "Because it was unusually cold, especially for the children, they permitted them to take off only their coats, letting them wait for death in clothes and shoes." Cumulatively, Sakowicz draws an unbearably precise picture of what it looks like when tens of thousands of people are forced toward a single place, in different combinations and by different methods, but always with the same result.

The diary also contains within it a whole other extraordinary narrative. As he methodically recorded events unfolding around him, Sakowicz laid bare the ways in which what was happening at Ponar involved, and often implicated, a much wider population than those who directly participated in the killing. Here, for instance, is an extract from one of the diary's earliest entries:

Since July 14 [the victims] have been stripped to their underwear. Brisk business in clothing. Wagons from the village of Gorale near the Grodzienka [railroad] crossing. The barn--the central clothing depot, from which the clothes are carried away at the end after they have been packed into sacks ... They buy clothes for 100 rubles and find 500 rubles sewn into them.


This becomes a recurrent theme. Genocide induces its own parasitic systems of commerce, and references to the grim new economy that developed around Ponar through some combination of pragmatism, greed, and self-preservation on the part of the local population litter Sakowicz's diary. In early August 1941, in one of the diary's most chilling and memorable passages, Sakowicz made its implications explicit: "For the Germans 300 Jews are 300 enemies of humanity; for the Lithuanians they are 300 pairs of shoes, trousers, and the like."

The publication of Sakowicz's diary in 1999 was almost entirely due to the efforts of one person, Rachel Margolis. Margolis was in Lithuania during the war--in the final week of the German occupation, she lost her parents and her brother, among the very last people to be shot at Ponar--but afterward, traumatized, she long tried to leave behind that part of her life.

Only in the 1970s did Margolis begin to reengage with the history she had survived. In the second half of the 1980s, as Lithuania opened up and moved toward independence, she became involved with the Jewish museum in Vilnius. One day while searching through documents in the Lithuanian Central State Archives, she happened upon a folder containing 16 yellowing sheets, some of which had been stamped ILLEGIBLE in the Soviet era, their dates running from July 11, 1941, to August 1942. Margolis recalled that she had also seen occasional quotations in Lithuanian publications from diary entries written later in the war that seemed to match what was in these sheets, and an employee at the Museum of the Revolution told her of coming across some of these later documents in the museum's collection back in the 1970s. Eventually she was permitted to study the material--a further tranche of sheets, covering the period from September 10, 1942, to November 6, 1943. Margolis pored over them with a magnifying glass, painstakingly deciphered Sakowicz's scrawl, and prepared the material for publication.

To Margolis, the importance of Sakowicz's words was obvious, and from her perspective, his chilling dispassion only bolstered his credibility as a witness. "I don't think he was an anti-Semite, but I don't see any signs of sympathy for the Jews," Margolis observed. "He's indifferent. But he describes their deaths. And by doing this, he is placing a stone, a big stone, marking the spot where those Jews died."

From the November 2022 issue: How Germany remembers the Holocaust

When Margolis wrote her foreword to the first Polish edition, she assumed that Sakowicz had stopped writing his diary in November 1943, the point at which the available material ended, and that he had not done so by choice. Margolis noted how, in the diary's penultimate entry, Sakowicz expressed concern for his predicament--"I couldn't watch this for long because I was afraid of being suspected; they look on me with suspicion." She guessed that shortly afterward, Sakowicz had been found out, with fatal consequences.

But by the time the book was published, a counternarrative had been added by the book's Polish editor, Jan Malinowski, written after he managed to track down Sakowicz's cousin, who relayed to him what Maria, Sakowicz's wife, had told her after the war. According to Maria, Sakowicz had continued to write the diary until the beginning of July 1944, as the Soviets moved close, all the while continuing to hide it. Then, on July 5, while cycling to Vilnius, Sakowicz was shot. Maria apparently presumed that local Lithuanians, suspicious of her husband, were responsible. Yitzhak Arad, who edited the later English version of the diary, was skeptical, considering it more likely that Sakowicz had been caught up in the fighting between the retreating Germans and the ascendant Soviet and partisan forces. Whatever and whenever his exact end, Sakowicz did not survive the war. If eight more months of his diary really are buried somewhere, they have yet to be found.


Forest in the Paneriai Memorial, near Vilnius (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)



There is another vivid firsthand account of Ponar's dark history as a site of mass murder--one of a very different kind, written by a chance witness who just happened to be passing by on a single day. But it is an account that seems to dovetail with Sakowicz's in a very specific and remarkable way.
 
 Jozef Mackiewicz, who would later become a celebrated Polish emigre novelist, worked before the war as a journalist in Vilnius. Under the German occupation, he published occasional articles, but mostly eked out a living by selling what he grew in his garden and by picking up whatever manual jobs he could find. When he saw what he saw at Ponar, he was not reporting a story.

In the account he wrote after the war in Europe was over, Ponary--"Baza" ("Ponar--'Base of Operations'"), Mackiewicz began by tracing Ponar's prewar history, then pivoted to his growing awareness of what had been taking place there more recently, an unnervingly impassive vignette of how daily life adjusts to the sounds of mass murder.

I had the misfortune of living just eight kilometers from Ponary, although by another branch of the railway leading from Wilno. At first, in a country as saturated with war as ours, not much attention was paid to the shots because, no matter from which direction they came, they were somehow intertwined with the normal rustle of the pines, almost like the familiar rhythm of rain beating against the window pane in the autumn.
 But one day, a cobbler comes into my yard, bringing back my mended boots, and, driving a mutt away, says, just to start a conversation:
 "But today they are hammering our Jews a lot at Ponary."

 I am listening: indeed.
 Sometimes such a silly sentence gets stuck in the memory like a splinter, and it brings back images associated with the moment. I remember that the sun was beginning to go down, and precisely on the western side, the Ponary side, of my garden, a broad rowan tree stood. It was late autumn. There were puddles left by the morning rain. A flock of bullfinches descended on the rowan tree, and from there, from their red breasts, from the red berries and the red sun above the forest (all of the things arranged themselves symbolically) incessant shots came, driven into the ears as methodically as nails.
 From that moment on, from that cobbler's visit, my wife began to shut even the in-set windows each time the echo came down. In the summer we could not eat on the veranda if the shooting was beginning at Ponary. Not because of respect for someone's death, but because potatoes with clotted milk would just stick in the throat. It seemed that the entire neighborhood was sticky with blood.



Left: An excerpt from Jozef Mackiewicz's report on Ponar in a Polish-language newspaper, published on September 2, 1945. Right: Jozef Mackiewicz, in the middle, with other journalists. (Poles Abroad Digital Library; National Digital Archives)



Mackiewicz eventually pivots to the specific series of events on a particular day in 1943 that are at the center of his essay. One local resident who lived next to the Ponar base was an acquaintance of Mackiewicz's. The day before the day in question, Mackiewicz had arranged to meet this Ponar resident in the city--they had some "urgent business" of an unspecified nature--but the man failed to turn up. The next morning, Mackiewicz borrowed a bicycle and headed off to find the man at his home.

It was an overcast day, and there was water on the ground from earlier rain. Nearing the railway line close to Ponar, an SS sentry gestured to Mackiewicz as if to stop him, but didn't protest when he carried on. Further on, about 12 uniformed men were gathered around a table laden with vodka, sausage, and bread. A German Gestapo officer asked Mackiewicz why he was there, inspected his papers, and said he could proceed. "But you have to hurry up," he ordered.

There was a train stopped at the Ponar station, and as he approached it, Mackiewicz realized that it was full of Jews. He heard one of them ask, "Will we be moving soon?" Most likely they had been told that they were being taken to a ghetto or camp elsewhere and were yet to realize what was about to happen to them. The policeman next to Mackiewicz did offer an answer to the question, but not loudly enough for the woman inside the train carriage who had asked it to hear. His answer was purely for Mackiewicz's benefit, and for his own amusement. "She is asking whether she will be moving soon," the policeman said. "She may not be alive in a half an hour's time."

A moment after, as Mackiewicz moved toward where his friend lived, the prisoners, at last realizing their plight, began trying to break free. Mackiewicz cowered behind his bicycle with two railway workers. As the Jews poured out of the train-car windows, throwing their suitcases and bundled possessions before them, their captors leaped into action. The first shot, Mackiewicz said, was fired at close range into the buttocks of a Jewish man who was squeezing himself out backward through a tight window. "I can't look," Mackiewicz wrote. "The air is being torn apart by such a horrific wail of murdered people, but you can still distinguish the voices of children, a few tones higher, exactly like the yowl of a cat at night."


A pathway within the Paneriai Memorial (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)



But he did look, cataloging it all with the dispassionate eye of a novelist: the old Jew with a beard who stretched his arms to the sky before blood, and brain, gushed from his head; the one who jumped a ditch, shot between the shoulder blades; the dead boy lying across a rail.

The carnage continued, and from the distance an insistent whistle could be heard. It was the approaching fast train, on its way from Berlin to Minsk. The driver began to brake, but then one of the Gestapo men gestured forcefully that the train should keep going. The driver did as he was instructed to do, and the speeding train sliced through the bodies of the dead and the wounded.

Even though Mackiewicz would not publish his account of these events until about two years later (by then, he and his family were in Italy), the fact that he had been able to witness any of this, then cycle home afterward, is but one more demonstration of how flawed the Nazis' control over the secrets of Ponar ultimately was.

The narrative portion of Mackiewicz's unprecedented article, published in a Rome-based Polish newspaper, ended with what happened at the Ponar train station, but when he reused this material in a 1969 novel, Nie trzeba glosno mowic ("Better Not to Talk Aloud"), he described what happened next. After removing himself from the killing spree, the novel's narrator, Leon, dazed by what he has just experienced, bangs on his friend's door. Initially the friend, at his wife's insistence, will not let anyone in, but Leon is eventually allowed to enter. The wife explains that she can't bear to live in Ponar anymore. Leon and her husband go upstairs; Leon asks for a glass of water, which arrives with a vodka chaser. The two friends sit in a room filled with flowering and climbing plants. When Leon's host opens the balcony door, they hear a shot, ringing out from nearby, and the friend immediately steps back.

There is no way of being certain who this friend was, the man Leon--and, in real life, Mackiewicz--cycles through the wartime countryside to see. But we have reason to suspect that it was Kazimierz Sakowicz. For one thing, the kind of person a Polish journalist had "urgent business" with might very well have been another Polish journalist--and there is solid evidence suggesting that Mackiewicz and Sakowicz knew each other. We also know that Sakowicz observed a similar day of carnage at Ponar--his description of it, on April 5, 1943, is the longest entry in his diary. Finally, consider the fictional name that Mackiewicz gave to Leon's friend in Ponar: Stanislaw Sakowicz.

Not everything in Mackiewicz's novel mirrors reality, or facts we believe we know, but the connection seems too strong to dismiss. The truth very well might be that the first landmark account of what happened at Ponar was written by a man who observed it on the way to visit a man who had already, since July 1941, been secreting away the scribbled fragments that would one day make him Ponar's most famous witness. And that neither man ever had any idea what the other was doing.


A memorial at one of the massacre pits in Ponar (Andrej Vasilenko for The Atlantic)







This article was adapted from Chris Heath's new book, No Road Leading Back: An Improbable Escape From the Nazis and the Tangled Way We Tell the Story of the Holocaust.
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That Time I Was a Russian Propagandist

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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        Republicans Hate Electric Cars, Right? ... Right?
        Matteo Wong

        For years, Donald Trump has taken seemingly every opportunity to attack electric vehicles. They will cause a "bloodbath" for the auto industry, he told Ohio crowds in March. "The damn things don't go far enough, and they're too expensive," he declared last September. EVs are a "ridiculous Green New Deal crusade," he said a few months earlier. "Where do I get a charge, darling?" he mocked in 2019.But of late, the former president hasn't quite sounded like his usual self. At the Republican National...

      

      
        Please Don't Make Me Download Another App
        Ian Bogost

        Fifteen years ago, an Apple ad campaign issued a paean to the triumph of the smartphone: There's an app for that, it said. Today, that message sounds less like a promise than a threat. There's an app for that? If only there weren't.Apps are all around us now. McDonald's has an app. Dunkin' has an app. Every chain restaurant has an app. Every food-delivery service too: Grubhub, Uber Eats, DoorDash, Chowbus. Every supermarket and big-box store. I currently have 139 apps on my phone. These include: ...

      

      
        Shh, ChatGPT. That's a Secret.
        Lila Shroff

        This past spring, a man in Washington State worried that his marriage was on the verge of collapse. "I am depressed and going a little crazy, still love her and want to win her back," he typed into ChatGPT. With the chatbot's help, he wanted to write a letter protesting her decision to file for divorce and post it to their bedroom door. "Emphasize my deep guilt, shame, and remorse for not nurturing and being a better husband, father, and provider," he wrote. In another message, he asked ChatGPT t...

      

      
        North Carolina's Coming Run on Electric Cars
        Andrew Moseman

        When Hurricane Helene knocked out the power in Charlotte, North Carolina, on Friday, Dustin Baker, like many other people across the Southeast, turned to a backup power source. His just happened to be an electric pickup truck. Over the weekend, Baker ran extension cords from the back of his Ford F-150 Lightning, using the truck's battery to keep his refrigerator and freezer running. It worked so well that Baker became an energy Good Samaritan. "I ran another extension cord to my neighbor so they ...

      

      
        The Next Big Thing Is Still ... Smart Glasses
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Last week, Mark Zuckerberg stood on a stage in California holding what appeared to be a pair of thick black eyeglasses. His baggy T-shirt displayed Latin text that seemed to compare him to Julius Caesar--aut Zuck aut nihil--and he offered a bold declaration: These are Orion, "the most advanced glasses the world has ever seen."Those glasses, just a prototype for now, allow users to take video calls, watch movies, and play games in so-called augmented reality, where digital imagery is overlaid on the...

      

      
        The Playwright in the Age of AI
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Photographs by OK McCauslandAyad Akhtar's brilliant new play, McNeal, currently at the Lincoln Center Theater, is transfixing in part because it tracks without flinching the disintegration of a celebrated writer, and in part because Akhtar goes to a place that few writers have visited so effectively--the very near future, in which large language models threaten to undo our self-satisfied understanding of creativity, plagiarism, and originality. And also because Robert Downey Jr., performing onstag...

      

      
        Does AI Actually Understand Language?
        John Pavlus

        This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine. A picture may be worth a thousand words, but how many numbers is a word worth? The question may sound silly, but it happens to be the foundation that underlies large language models, or LLMs--and through them, many modern applications of artificial intelligence.Every LLM has its own answer. In Meta's open-source Llama 3 model, words are split into tokens represented by 4,096 numbers; for one version of GPT-3, it's 12,288. Individually, thes...

      

      
        AI Is a Language Microwave
        Stephen Marche

        Nearly two years ago, I wrote that AI would kill the undergraduate essay. That reaction came in the immediate aftermath of ChatGPT, when the sudden appearance of its shocking capabilities seemed to present endless vistas of possibility--some liberating, some catastrophic.Since then, the potential of generative AI has felt clear, although its practical applications in everyday life have remained somewhat nebulous. Academia remains at the forefront of this question: Everybody knows students are usin...

      

      
        Malcolm Gladwell, Meet Mark Zuckerberg
        Gal Beckerman

        Not long after Malcolm Gladwell's The Tipping Point was published, in the winter of 2000, it had a tipping point of its own. His first book took up residence on the New York Times best-seller list for an unbelievable eight years. More than 5 million copies were sold in North America alone, an epidemic that spread to the carry-on bags of many actual and aspiring CEOs.Gladwell offered three "rules" for how any social contagion happens--how, say, a crime wave builds (and can be reversed), but also ho...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        For Now, There's Only One Good Way to Power AI
        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 p...
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Republicans Hate Electric Cars, Right? ... Right?

The EV culture wars aren't what they seem.

by Matteo Wong




For years, Donald Trump has taken seemingly every opportunity to attack electric vehicles. They will cause a "bloodbath" for the auto industry, he told Ohio crowds in March. "The damn things don't go far enough, and they're too expensive," he declared last September. EVs are a "ridiculous Green New Deal crusade," he said a few months earlier. "Where do I get a charge, darling?" he mocked in 2019.



But of late, the former president hasn't quite sounded like his usual self. At the Republican National Convention in July, Trump said he is "all for electric [vehicles]. They have their application." At a rally on Long Island last month, he brought up EVs during a winding rant. "I think they're incredible," he said of the cars, twice. To hear Trump tell it, the flip came at the bidding of Tesla CEO Elon Musk: "I'm for electric cars--I have to be," he said in August, "because Elon endorsed me very strongly." Not that Trump is unambiguously praising plug-in vehicles: He still opposes incentives to boost EV sales, which he repeated at his Long Island rally. The crowd erupted in cheers.



In America, driving green remains a blue phenomenon. Many Republicans in Congress have rejected EVs, with one senator calling them "left-wing lunacy" and part of Democrats' "blind faith in the climate religion." The GOP rank and file is also anti-EV. In 2022, roughly half of new EVs in America were registered in the deepest-blue counties, according to a recent analysis from UC Berkeley. That likely hasn't changed since: A Pew survey conducted this May found that 45 percent of Democrats are at least somewhat likely to buy an EV the next time they purchase a vehicle, compared with 13 percent of Republicans.



If anyone can persuade Republican EV skeptics, it should be Trump--when he talks, his party listens. During the pandemic, his support for unproven COVID therapies was linked to increased interest in and purchases of those medications; his followers have rushed to buy his Trump-branded NFTs, watches, sneakers. But when it comes to EVs, Trump's apparent change of heart might not be enough to spur many Republicans to go electric: His followers' beliefs may be too complex and deep-rooted for Trump himself to overturn.



EVs were destined for the culture wars. "When we buy a car, the model and the brand that we choose also represents a statement to our neighbors, to the public, of who we are," Loren McDonald, an EV consultant, told me. Like the Toyota Prius in years prior, zero-emission electric cars are an easy target for Republicans who have long railed against climate change, suggesting that it's not real, or not human-caused, or not a serious threat. EVs have been "construed as an environmental and liberal object," Nicole Sintov, an environmental psychologist at Ohio State University who studies EV adoption, told me. Her research suggests that the cars' perceived links to environmental benefits, social responsibility, and technological innovation might attract Democrats to them. Meanwhile, most people "don't want to be seen doing things that their out-group does," Sintov said, which could turn Republicans away from EVs.



Republicans' hesitance to drive an EV is remarkably strong and sustained. The Berkeley analysis, for instance, found that the partisan divide in new EV registrations showed up in not only 2022, but also 2021, and 2020, and every year since 2012, when the analysis began. It remains even after controlling for income and other pragmatic factors that might motivate or dissuade people from buying an EV, Lucas Davis, a Berkeley economist and one of the authors, told me.



All of this suggests that Trump's flip-flop has at least the potential to "go a long way toward boosting favorability" of electric cars among Republicans, Joe Sacks, the executive director of the EV Politics Project, an advocacy group aiming to get Republicans to purchase EVs, told me. If you squint, there are already signs of changing opinions, perhaps brought on more so by Musk than the former president. After Musk's own public swing to the far right, a majority of Republicans say he is a good ambassador for EVs, according to the EV Politics Project's polling. Tucker Carlson began a recent review of the Tesla Cybertruck by saying that "the global-warming cult is going to force us all to drive electric vehicles," but admitted, at the end, that it was fun to get behind the wheel. Adin Ross, an internet personality popular with young right-leaning men, recently gave Trump a Cybertruck with a custom vinyl wrap of the former president raising his fist moments after the assassination attempt in Pennsylvania. "I think it's incredible," Trump reacted.



But ideology might not account entirely for Republican opposition to EVs. The other explanation for the partisan gap is that material concerns with EVs--such as their cost, range, or limited charging infrastructure--happen to be a bigger issue for Republican voters than for Democrats. The bluest areas, for instance, tend to have high incomes, gasoline taxes, and population density, all of which might encourage EV purchases. EVs typically have higher sticker prices than their gas-powered counterparts, and in urban areas, people generally have to drive less, ameliorating some of the "range anxiety" that has dogged electric cars. Consider California, which accounts for more than a third of EVs in the U.S. Climate-conscious liberals in San Francisco may be seeking out EVs, but that's not the whole story. The state government has heavily promoted driving electric, public chargers are abundant, and California has the highest gas prices in the country.



The opposite is true in many red states. For instance, many Republicans live in the South and Upper Midwest, especially in more rural areas. That might appear to account for the low EV sales in these areas, but residents also might have longer commutes, pay less for gas, and live in a public-charging desert, McDonald told me. California has more than 47,000 public charging stations, or 1.2 stations per 1,000 people; South Dakota has 265 public chargers, or less than 0.3 per 1,000 residents. "If you part all of the politics, at the end of the day I think the nonpolitical things are going to outweigh people's decisions," he said. "Can I afford it? Does it fit my lifestyle? Do I have access to charging?" In relatively conservative Orange County, California, 27 percent of new passenger vehicles sold this year were fully electric--higher than statewide, and higher than the adjacent, far bluer Los Angeles County.



Indeed, after the Berkeley researchers adjusted for pragmatic considerations, for instance, the statistical correlation between political ideology and new EV registrations remained strong, but decreased by 30 percent. Various other research concurs that political discord isn't the only thing behind EVs' partisan divide: In her own analyses, Sintov wrote to me over email, the effect of political affiliation on EV attitudes was on par with that of "perceived maintenance and fuel costs, charging convenience, and income." McDonald's own research has found that fuel costs and income are stronger predictors than political views. In other words, partisanship could be the "icing on the cake" for someone's decision, McDonald said, rather than the single reason Democrats are going electric and Republicans are not.



From the climate's perspective, Trump's EV waffling is certainly better than the alternative. But his new tack on EVs is unclear, and it doesn't speak to conservatives' specific concerns, whether pragmatic or ideological. As a result, Trump is unlikely to change many minds, Jon Krosnick, a social psychologist at Stanford who researches public opinions on climate change, told me. Teslas are a "great product," Trump has said, but not a good fit for many, perhaps even most, Americans. He's "all for" EVs, except that they're ruining America's economy. "Voters who are casually observing this are pretty confused about where he is, because it is inconsistent," Sacks said. But they know where the rest of the party firmly stands: Gas cars are better.



Perhaps most consequential about Trump's EV comments is what the former president hasn't changed his mind on. By continuing to say that he wants to repeal the Biden administration's EV incentives, Trump could further entrench EV skeptics of all political persuasions. The best way to persuade Republicans to buy a Tesla or a Ford F-150 Lightning might simply be to make doing so easier and cheaper: offering tax credits, building public charging stations, training mechanics to fix these new cars. Should he win, Trump just might do the opposite.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/donald-trump-gop-electric-car/680135/?utm_source=feed
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Please Don't Make Me Download Another App

Our phones are being overrun.

by Ian Bogost




Fifteen years ago, an Apple ad campaign issued a paean to the triumph of the smartphone: There's an app for that, it said. Today, that message sounds less like a promise than a threat. There's an app for that? If only there weren't.

Apps are all around us now. McDonald's has an app. Dunkin' has an app. Every chain restaurant has an app. Every food-delivery service too: Grubhub, Uber Eats, DoorDash, Chowbus. Every supermarket and big-box store. I currently have 139 apps on my phone. These include: Menards, Home Depot, Lowe's, Joann Fabric, Dierbergs, Target, IKEA, Walmart, Whole Foods. I recently re-downloaded the Michaels app while I was in the Michaels checkout line just so I could apply a $5 coupon that the register failed to read from the app anyway.

Even when you're lacking in a store-specific app, your apps will let you pay by app. You just need to figure out (or remember, if you ever knew) whether your gardener or your hair salon takes Venmo, Cash App, PayPal, or one of the new bank-provided services such as Zelle and Paze.

It's enough to drive you crazy, which is a process you can also track with apps for mental health, such as Headspace and Calm. Lots of apps are aiming to help you feel your best. My iPhone comes with Apple Health, but you might also find yourself with Garmin or Strava or maybe Peloton if you're into that, or whichever app you need to scan into your local gym, or Under Armour, a polyester-shirt app that is also a jogging app. The MyChart app may help you reach a subset of your doctors and check a portion of your medical-test results. As for the rest? Different apps!

The tree of apps is always growing, always sending out its seeds. I have an app for every airline I have ever flown. And in every place I ever go, I use fresh apps to get around. In New York, I scan into the subway using just my phone, but the subway app tells me which lines are out of service. For D.C., I have the SmarTrip app. At home, in St. Louis, I have a physical pass for the Metrolink, but if I want to buy a ticket for my kid, I need to use the Transit app. For hiring a car, I've got the Uber app, which works almost anywhere, but I also have the app for Lyft, and Curb for taxis, just in case. Also, parking: I have ParkMobile, PayByPhone, and one other app whose name I can't keep straight because it doesn't sound like a parking app. (The app is called Passport. It took me many minutes of browsing on my phone to figure that out.)

If you've got kids, you'll know they are the Johnny Appleseeds of pointless apps. An app may connect you to their school for accessing their schoolwork or connecting to their teachers; only thing is, you might be assigned a different app each year, or different apps for different kids in different classes. It could be Class Dojo, Brightwheel, Bloomz, or TalkingPoints. It could be ClassLink, SchoolStatus, or PowerSchool. The school bus might also have an app, so you can track it. And if your kids play sports, God help you. A friend has an app, SportsEngine, that describes itself as "the one app that does it all." And yet, she has several more youth-sports apps on top of that.

Let's talk about the office. Yes, there's an app for that. There are a thousand apps for that. Google Docs has an app, as do Google Sheets, Slides, Mail, and Search. Microsoft is highly app-enabled, with separate apps for Outlook, Word, and Excel. Then, of course, you've got the groupware apps that allow you to coordinate with colleagues, such as Slack, Teams, Zoho, and Pumble. And the office-infrastructure apps that your employer may be using to, you know, make your job easier: Workday, Salesforce, Notion, Zendesk, Jira, Box, Loom, Okta.

Read: The app that monetized doing nothing

And what about all the other apps that I haven't yet brought up, the ones that may now be cluttering your phone? What about Doova, Nork, PingPong, and Genzillo?  Those are not actually apps (as far as I'm aware), but we all know that they could be, which is my point. Apps are now so numerous, and so ubiquitous, that they've become a form of nonsense.

Their premise is, of course, quite reasonable. Apps replaced clunky mobile websites with something clean and custom-made. They helped companies forge more direct connections with their customers, especially once push notifications came on the scene. They also made new kinds of services possible, such as geolocating nearby shops or restaurants, and camera-scanning your items for self-checkout. Apps could serve as branding too, because their icons--which are also business logos--were sitting on your smartphone screen. And apps allowed companies to collect a lot more data about their customers than websites ever did, including users' locations, contacts, calendars, health information, and what other apps they might use and how often.

By 2021, when Apple started taking steps to curtail that data harvest, the app economy was already well established. Smartphones had become so widespread, companies could assume that any customer probably had one. That meant they could use their apps to off-load effort. Instead of printing boarding passes, Delta or American Airlines encouraged passengers to use their apps. At Ikea, customers could prepay for items in the app and speed through checkout. At Chipotle or Starbucks, an app allowed each customer to specify exactly which salsa or what kind of milk they wanted without holding people up. An apartment building that adopted a laundry app (ShinePay, LaundryView, WASH-Connect, etc.) spared itself the trouble of managing payments at its machines.

In other words, apps became bureaucratized. What started as a source of fun, efficiency, and convenience became enmeshed in daily life. Now it seems like every ordinary activity has been turned into an app, while the benefit of those apps has diminished.

Parking apps offer one example of this transformation. Back before ParkMobile and its ilk, you might still have had to drop coins into a street meter. Some of those meters had credit-card readers, but you couldn't count on finding one (or one that worked). Parking apps did away with these annoyances. They could also remind you when your time was up and, in some cases, allow you to extend your parking session remotely. Everyone seemed to win: individuals, businesses, municipalities, and, of course, the app-driven services taking their cut. But like everything, app parking grew creaky as it aged. Different parking apps took over in different places as cities chose the vendors that gave them the best deals. These days, I use ParkMobile in some parts of town and Passport in others, a detail about the world I must keep in mind if I want to station my vehicle within it. The apps themselves became more complex too, burdened by greater customization and control at the user and municipal level. Sometimes I can use Apple Pay to park with ParkMobile; other times I can't. Street signage has changed or vanished, so now I find myself relying on the app to determine whether I even have to pay after 6 p.m. on a weekday. (Confusingly, sometimes an app will say that parking is unavailable when it really means that payment is unavailable--because payment isn't required.) The apps sometimes sign me out, and then I have to use my password-manager app just to log back in. Or, worse, my phone might have "off-loaded" whichever parking app I need because I haven't used it in a while, such that I have to re-download it before leaving the car.

Similar frustrations play out across many of the apps that one can--or must--use to live a normal life. Even activities that once seemed simple may get you stuck inside a thicket of competing apps. I used to open the Hulu app to watch streaming content on Hulu--an app equivalent of an old television channel. Recently, Hulu became a part of Disney+, so I now watch Hulu via the Disney+ app instead. When HBO introduced a premium service, I got the HBO Go app so I could stream its shows. Then HBO became HBO Max, and I got that app, before HBO Max turned into  Max, a situation so knotty that HBO had to publish an FAQ about it.

I'd like to think that this hellscape is a temporary one. As the number of apps multiplies beyond all logic or utility, won't people start resisting them? And if platform owners such as Apple ratchet up their privacy restrictions, won't businesses adjust? Don't count on it. Our app-ocalypse is much too far along already. Every crevice of contemporary life has been colonized. At every branch in your life, and with each new responsibility, apps will keep sprouting from your phone. You can't escape them. You won't escape them, not even as you die, because--of course--there's an app for that too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/too-many-apps/680122/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Shh, ChatGPT. That's a Secret.

Your chatbot transcripts may be a gold mine for AI companies.

by Lila Shroff




This past spring, a man in Washington State worried that his marriage was on the verge of collapse. "I am depressed and going a little crazy, still love her and want to win her back," he typed into ChatGPT. With the chatbot's help, he wanted to write a letter protesting her decision to file for divorce and post it to their bedroom door. "Emphasize my deep guilt, shame, and remorse for not nurturing and being a better husband, father, and provider," he wrote. In another message, he asked ChatGPT to write his wife a poem "so epic that it could make her change her mind but not cheesy or over the top."

The man's chat history was included in the WildChat data set, a collection of 1 million ChatGPT conversations gathered consensually by researchers to document how people are interacting with the popular chatbot. Some conversations are filled with requests for marketing copy and homework help. Others might make you feel as if you're gazing into the living rooms of unwitting strangers. Here, the most intimate details of people's lives are on full display: A school case manager reveals details of specific students' learning disabilities, a minor frets over possible legal charges, a girl laments the sound of her own laugh.

People share personal information about themselves all the time online, whether in Google searches ("best couples therapists") or Amazon orders ("pregnancy test"). But chatbots are uniquely good at getting us to reveal details about ourselves. Common usages, such as asking for personal advice and resume help, can expose more about a user "than they ever would have to any individual website previously," Peter Henderson, a computer scientist at Princeton, told me in an email. For AI companies, your secrets might turn out to be a gold mine.

Would you want someone to know everything you've Googled this month? Probably not. But whereas most Google queries are only a few words long, chatbot conversations can stretch on, sometimes for hours, each message rich with data. And with a traditional search engine, a query that's too specific won't yield many results. By contrast, the more information a user includes in any one prompt to a chatbot, the better the answer they will receive. As a result, alongside text, people are uploading sensitive documents, such as medical reports, and screenshots of text conversations with their ex. With chatbots, as with search engines, it's difficult to verify how perfectly each interaction represents a user's real life. The man in Washington might have just been messing around with ChatGPT.

But on the whole, users are disclosing real things about themselves, and AI companies are taking note. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman recently told my colleague Charlie Warzel that he has been "positively surprised about how willing people are to share very personal details with an LLM." In some cases, he added, users may even feel more comfortable talking with AI than they would with a friend. There's a clear reason for this: Computers, unlike humans, don't judge. When people converse with one another, we engage in "impression management," says Jonathan Gratch, a professor of computer science and psychology at the University of Southern California--we intentionally regulate our behavior to hide weaknesses. People "don't see the machine as sort of socially evaluating them in the same way that a person might," he told me.

Of course, OpenAI and its peers promise to keep your conversations secure. But on today's internet, privacy is an illusion. AI is no exception. This past summer, a bug in ChatGPT's Mac-desktop app failed to encrypt user conversations and briefly exposed chat logs to bad actors. Last month, a security researcher shared a vulnerability that could have allowed attackers to inject spyware into ChatGPT in order to extract conversations. (OpenAI has fixed both issues.)



Chatlogs could also provide evidence in criminal investigations, just as material from platforms such as Facebook and Google Search long have. The FBI tried to discern the motive of the Donald Trump-rally shooter by looking through his search history. When former  Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey was charged with accepting gold bars from associates of the Egyptian government, his search history was a major piece of evidence that led to his conviction earlier this year. ("How much is one kilo of gold worth," he had searched.) Chatbots are still new enough that they haven't widely yielded evidence in lawsuits, but they might provide a much richer source of information for law enforcement, Henderson said.



AI systems also present new risks. Chatbot conversations are commonly retained by the companies that develop them and are then used to train AI models. Something you reveal to an AI tool in confidence could theoretically later be regurgitated to future users. Part of The New York Times' lawsuit against OpenAI hinges on the claim that GPT-4 memorized passages from Times stories and then relayed them verbatim. As a result of this concern over memorization, many companies have banned ChatGPT and other bots in order to prevent corporate secrets from leaking. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



Of course, these are all edge cases. The man who asked ChatGPT to save his marriage probably doesn't have to worry about his chat history appearing in court; nor are his requests for "epic" poetry likely to show up alongside his name to other users. Still, AI companies are quietly accumulating tremendous amounts of chat logs, and their data policies generally let them do what they want. That may mean--what else?--ads. So far, many AI start-ups, including OpenAI and Anthropic, have been reluctant to embrace advertising. But these companies are under great pressure to prove that the many billions in AI investment will pay off. It's hard to imagine that generative AI might "somehow circumvent the ad-monetization scheme," Rishi Bommasani, an AI researcher at Stanford, told me.

In the short term, that could mean that sensitive chat-log data is used to generate targeted ads much like the ones that already litter the internet. In September 2023, Snapchat, which is used by a majority of American teens, announced that it would be using content from conversations with My AI, its in-app chatbot, to personalize ads. If you ask My AI, "Who makes the best electric guitar?," you might see a response accompanied by a sponsored link to Fender's website.

If that sounds familiar, it should. Early versions of AI advertising may continue to look much like the sponsored links that sometimes accompany Google Search results. But because generative AI has access to such intimate information, ads could take on completely new forms. Gratch doesn't think technology companies have figured out how best to mine user-chat data. "But it's there on their servers," he told me. "They'll figure it out some day." After all, for a large technology company, even a 1 percent difference in a user's willingness to click on an advertisement translates into a lot of money.

People's readiness to offer up personal details to chatbots can also reveal aspects of users' self-image and how susceptible they are to what Gratch called "influence tactics." In a recent evaluation, OpenAI examined how effectively its latest series of models could manipulate an older model, GPT-4o, into making a payment in a simulated game. Before safety mitigations, one of the new models was able to successfully con the older one more than 25 percent of the time. If the new models can sway GPT-4, they might also be able to sway humans. An AI company blindly optimizing for advertising revenue could encourage a chatbot to manipulatively act on private information.

The potential value of chat data could also lead companies outside the technology industry to double down on chatbot development, Nick Martin, a co-founder of the AI start-up Direqt, told me. Trader Joe's could offer a chatbot that assists users with meal planning, or Peloton could create a bot designed to offer insights on fitness. These conversational interfaces might encourage users to reveal more about their nutrition or fitness goals than they otherwise would. Instead of companies inferring information about users from messy data trails, users are telling them their secrets outright.

For now, the most dystopian of these scenarios are largely hypothetical. A company like OpenAI, with a reputation to protect, surely isn't going to engineer its chatbots to swindle a divorced man in distress. Nor does this mean you should quit telling ChatGPT your secrets. In the mental calculus of daily life, the marginal benefit of getting AI to assist with a stalled visa application or a complicated insurance claim may outweigh the accompanying privacy concerns. This dynamic is at play across much of the ad-supported web. The arc of the internet bends toward advertising, and AI may be no exception.

It's easy to get swept up in all the breathless language about the world-changing potential of AI, a technology that Google's CEO has described as "more profound than fire." That people are willing to so easily offer up such intimate details about their life is a testament to the AI's allure. But chatbots may become the latest innovation in a long lineage of advertising technology designed to extract as much information from you as possible. In this way, they are not a radical departure from the present consumer internet, but an aggressive continuation of it. Online, your secrets are always for sale.
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North Carolina's Coming Run on Electric Cars

More than 1 million Americans are still without electricity. EV owners are using their cars to keep the lights on.

by Andrew Moseman




When Hurricane Helene knocked out the power in Charlotte, North Carolina, on Friday, Dustin Baker, like many other people across the Southeast, turned to a backup power source. His just happened to be an electric pickup truck. Over the weekend, Baker ran extension cords from the back of his Ford F-150 Lightning, using the truck's battery to keep his refrigerator and freezer running. It worked so well that Baker became an energy Good Samaritan. "I ran another extension cord to my neighbor so they could run two refrigerators they have," he told me.

Americans in hurricane territory have long kept diesel-powered generators as a way of life, but electric cars are a leap forward. An EV, at its most fundamental level, is just a big battery on wheels that can be used to power anything, not only the car itself. Some EVs pack enough juice to power a whole home for several days, or a few appliances for even longer. In the aftermath of Helene, as millions of Americans were left without power, many EV owners did just that. A vet clinic that had lost power used an electric F-150 to keep its medicines cold and continue seeing patients during the blackout. One Tesla Cybertruck owner used his car to power his home after his entire neighborhood lost power.

This feature, known as bidirectional charging, has been largely invisible during America's ramp-up to electric driving. Many of the most popular EVs in the United States, such as Tesla's Model Y and Model 3, don't have it. "It just wasn't a priority at the time," a Tesla executive said last year about why the cars lack the feature, though the newly released Cybertruck has bidirectional charging and the company plans to introduce it into its other vehicles in 2025. Bidirectional charging is hardly perfect: Connecting your car to your home requires thousands of dollars of expensive add-on infrastructure and might require pricey enhancements to run extra wiring or upgrade an electrical panel. The Ford Charge Station Pro, which connects the all-electric Ford F-150 to the home's electricity system, costs about $1,300.

But Hurricane Helene is revealing the enormous potential of bidirectional charging. A new EV doesn't come cheap, of course, but it has plenty of clear upsides over a traditional generator. The latter usually burns diesel, giving off fumes that can kill people who don't realize that it needs to be kept outdoors; an EV sits silently in the garage, producing zero emissions as it conquers a power outage, even a lengthy one. "I lost a total of about 7 percent of my capacity," Baker said. "Doing the math, I estimated I could get almost 2 weeks of running my freezer and refrigerator." Plus, there's no need to join the hurricane rush to the gas station if your vehicle runs on electricity. In Asheville, which has been especially devastated by flooding, residents have struggled to find gas for their cars.

This resiliency in case of power outages was a major reason Jamie Courtney, who lives in Prairieville, Louisiana, decided to go electric. When Hurricane Francine slammed Louisiana last month, Courtney hadn't yet connected his Tesla Cybertruck to his home power supply. So, like Baker, he MacGyvered a fix: Courtney ran cords from the outlets in the truck's bed into his house to power a variety of appliances during a blackout. "We were able to run my internet router and TV, [plus] lamps, refrigerator, a window AC unit, and fans, as well as several phone, watch, and laptop chargers," he told me. Over the course of about 24 hours, he said, all of this activity ran his Cybertruck battery down from 99 percent to 80 percent.

As a new generation of EVs (including Teslas) comes standard with bidirectional charging, the feature may become a big part of the pitch for going electric. From a consumer's point of view, energy has always moved in one direction. People buy gasoline from the service station and burn it; they buy electricity from the power company and use it. But in an electrified world in which cars, stoves, and heating systems run on electricity rather than on fossil fuels, ordinary people can be more than passive consumers of energy. Two-way charging is not just helpful during hurricanes--you might also use some of the energy to run a stereo or power tools by plugging them into the power outlets in the truck's bed. People have even used EV pickup trucks to power their football tailgates.

Bidirectional charging may prove to be the secret weapon that sells electrification to the South, which has generally remained far behind the West and the Northeast in electric-vehicle purchases. If EVs become widely seen as the best option for blackouts, they could entice not just the climate conscious but also the suburban dads in hurricane country with a core belief in prepping for anything. It will take a lot to overcome the widespread distrust of EVs and anxiety about a new technology, but our loathing of power outages just might do the trick.
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The Next Big Thing Is Still ... Smart Glasses

A computer for your face--now with AI. What could go wrong?

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Last week, Mark Zuckerberg stood on a stage in California holding what appeared to be a pair of thick black eyeglasses. His baggy T-shirt displayed Latin text that seemed to compare him to Julius Caesar--aut Zuck aut nihil--and he offered a bold declaration: These are Orion, "the most advanced glasses the world has ever seen."



Those glasses, just a prototype for now, allow users to take video calls, watch movies, and play games in so-called augmented reality, where digital imagery is overlaid on the real world. Demo videos at Meta Connect, the company's annual conference, showed people playing Pong on the glasses, their hands functioning as paddles, as well as using the glasses to project a TV screen onto an otherwise blank wall. "A lot of people have said that this is the craziest technology they've ever seen," Zuckerberg said. And although you will not be able to buy the glasses anytime soon, Meta is hawking much simpler products in the meantime: a new Quest headset and a new round of software updates to the company's smart Ray-Bans, which have cameras and an AI audio assistant on board, but no screen in the lenses.



Orion seems like an attempt to fuse those two devices, bringing a fully immersive computerized experience into a technology that people might actually be comfortable putting on their face. And it is not, you may have noticed, the only smart-glasses product to have emerged in recent months. Amazon, Google, Apple, and Snap are all either officially working on some version of the technology or rumored to be doing so. Their implementations are each slightly different, but they point to a single idea: that the future is about integrating computing more seamlessly into everyday life.



Smartphones are no longer exciting, and the market for them has been declining for the past few years. The primary new idea there is foldable screens, which effectively allow your phone to turn into a tablet--though tablet sales have slowed too. The virtual-reality headsets that companies have spent billions developing aren't being widely adopted.



These companies are betting big that people want to be able to check the weather without pulling out a smartphone--and that they are more willing to wear a pair of Ray-Bans with cameras than spend hours in the metaverse. And after years of false starts on the glasses front, they're betting that AI--despite some high-profile flops--will be what finally helps them achieve this vision.



Tech companies have been working on smart frames for decades. The first real consumer smart glasses started appearing in the late 1980s and '90s, but none broke through. At last, in 2013, Google released its infamous Glass eyewear. A thin metal frame with a camera and tiny screen above one eye, Glass could be used to check emails, take photos, and get directions. They were advanced for their time, but the general public was spooked by the idea of face-cameras constantly surveilling them. In 2015, Google abandoned the idea that Glass might ever be a consumer product, though the frames lived on as an enterprise device until last year.



Glass's failure didn't deter other companies from taking a swing. In 2016, Snapchat launched its first generation of Spectacles, glasses that allowed users to capture pictures and videos from cameras mounted above each eye, then post them on their account. In 2019, Amazon jumped in, teasing its Echo Frames--camera-less smart glasses with Alexa built in--which went on sale to the public the following year. Meta, then called Facebook, launched the first iteration of its collaboration with Ray-Ban in 2021, though the frames didn't catch on.



Then there are the virtual-reality headsets, such as Meta's Quest line. Last summer, after Apple announced the Vision Pro, my colleague Ian Bogost deemed this the "age of goggles," pointing out that companies have been spending billions developing immersive technology, even though the exact purpose of these expensive headsets is unclear.



Consumers also seem to be wondering what that purpose is. One analyst reports that sales of the Vision Pro were so dismal that Apple scaled back production. According to The Information, the company paused work on the next model, while Meta canceled its competitor device entirely.



Read: The age of goggles has arrived



In some ways, this glasses moment is something of a retreat: an acknowledgment that people may be less likely to go all in on virtual reality than they are to throw on a pair of sunglasses that happens to be able to record video. These devices are supposed to look and feel more natural, while allowing for ambient-computing features, such as the ability to play music anywhere just by speaking or start a phone call without having to put in headphones.



AI is a big part of this pitch. New advances in large language models are making modern chatbots seem smarter and more conversational, and this technology is already finding its way into the glasses. Both the Meta and Amazon frames have audio assistants built in that can answer questions (How do whales breathe?) and cue up music (play "Teenage Dirtbag"). Meta's Ray-Bans can "look" using their cameras, offering an audio description of whatever is in their field of vision. (In my experience, accuracy can be hit or miss: When I asked the audio assistant to find a book of poetry on my bookshelf, it said there wasn't one, overlooking an anthology with the word poetry in the title, though it did identify my copy of Joseph Rodota's The Watergate when I asked it to find a book about the Washington landmark.). At Connect, Zuckerberg said that the company plans to keep improving the AI, with a couple of big releases coming in the next few months. These updates will give the glasses the ability to do translation in real time, as well as scan QR codes and phone numbers on flyers in front of you. The AI will also, he said, be able to "remember" such things as where you parked your car. One demo showed a woman ruffling through a closet and asking the AI assistant to help her choose an outfit for a theme party.



Read: The end of foreign-language education



But whether AI assistants will actually be smart enough to realize all of this is still somewhat of an open question. In general, generative AI struggles to cite its sources and frequently gets things wrong, which may limit smart glasses' overall usefulness. And, though the companies say the technology will only get better and better, that's not entirely certain: The Wall Street Journal recently reported that, when Amazon attempted to infuse Alexa with new large language models, the assistant actually became less reliable for certain tasks.



Products such as Orion, which promise not just AI features but a full, seamless integration of the digital world into physical reality, face even steeper challenges. It's really, really difficult to squish so many capabilities into eyewear that looks semi-normal. You need to be able to fit a battery, a camera, speakers, and processing chips all into a single device. Right now, even some of the most state-of-the-art glasses require you to be tethered to additional hardware to use them. According to The Verge's Alex Heath, the Orion glasses require a wireless "compute puck" that can be no more than about 12 feet away from them--something Zuckerberg certainly did not mention onstage. Snap's newest Spectacles, announced earlier this month, don't require any extra hardware--but they have a battery life of only 45 minutes, and definitely still look big and clunky. The hardware problem has bedeviled generations of smart glasses, and there still isn't a neat fix.



But perhaps the biggest challenge facing this generation of smart glasses is neither hardware nor software. It's philosophical. People are stressed right now about how thoroughly technology has seeped into our everyday interactions. They feel addicted to their phones. These companies are pitching smart glasses as a salve--proposing that they could, for example, allow you to handle a text message without interrupting quality time with your toddler. "Instead of having to pull out your phone, there will just be a little hologram," Zuckerberg said of Orion during his presentation. "And with a few subtle gestures, you can reply without getting pulled away from the moment."



Yet committing to a world in which devices are worn on our face means committing to a world in which we might always be at least a little distracted. We could use them to quietly read our emails or scroll Instagram at a restaurant without our partner knowing. We could check our messages during a meeting while looking like we're still paying attention. We may not need to check our phones so much, because our phones will effectively be connected to our eyeballs. Smart glasses walk a thin line between helping us be less obsessively on the internet and tethering us even more closely to it.



I spent some time this spring talking with a number of people who worked on early smart glasses. One of them was Babak Parviz, a partner at Madrona, a venture-capital firm, who previously led Google's Glass project. We discussed the history of computers: They used to be bulky things that lived in research settings--then we got laptops, then smartphones. With Glass, the team aimed to shorten the time needed to retrieve information to seconds. "The question is, how much further do you need to take that? Do you really need to be immersed in information all the time, and have access to much faster information?" Parvis told me he'd changed his mind about what he called "information snacking," or getting fed small bits of information throughout the day. "I think constant interruption of our regular flow by reaching out to information sources doesn't feel very healthy to me."



In my conversations, I asked experts whether they thought smart glasses were inevitable--and what it would take to unseat the smartphone. Some saw glasses not as a smartphone replacement at all, but as a potential addition. In general, they thought that new hardware would have to give us the ability to do something we can't do today. Right now, companies are hoping that AI will be the thing to unlock this potential. But as with so much of the broader conversation around that technology, it's unclear how much of this hype will actually pan out.



These devices still feel more like sketches of what could be, rather than fully realized products. The Ray-Bans and other such products can be fun and occasionally useful, but they still stumble. And although we might be closer than ever to mainstream AR glasses, they still seem a long way off.



Maybe Zuckerberg is right that Orion is the world's most advanced pair of glasses. The question is really whether his big vision for the future is what the rest of us actually want. Glasses could be awesome. They could also be just another distraction.
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The Playwright in the Age of AI

His new play, <em>McNeal</em>, starring Robert Downey Jr., subverts the idea that artificial intelligence threatens human ingenuity.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


Director Bartlett Sher, star Robert Downey Jr., and writer Ayad Akhtar (OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



Ayad Akhtar's brilliant new play, McNeal, currently at the Lincoln Center Theater, is transfixing in part because it tracks without flinching the disintegration of a celebrated writer, and in part because Akhtar goes to a place that few writers have visited so effectively--the very near future, in which large language models threaten to undo our self-satisfied understanding of creativity, plagiarism, and originality. And also because Robert Downey Jr., performing onstage for the first time in more than 40 years, perfectly embodies the genius and brokenness of the title character.

I've been in conversation for quite some time with Akhtar, whose play Disgraced won the Pulitzer Prize in 2013, about artificial generative intelligence and its impact on cognition and creation. He's one of the few writers I know whose position on AI can't be reduced to the (understandable) plea For God's sake, stop threatening my existence! In McNeal, he not only suggests that LLMs might be nondestructive utilities for human writers, but also deployed LLMs as he wrote (he's used many of them, ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini included). To my chagrin and astonishment, they seem to have helped him make an even better play. As you will see in our conversation, he doesn't believe that this should be controversial.

In early September, Akhtar, Downey, Bartlett Sher--the Tony Award winner who directed McNeal--and I met at Downey's home in New York for what turned out to be an amusing, occasionally frenetic, and sometimes even borderline profound discussion of the play, its origins, the flummoxing issues it raises, and, yes, Avengers: Age of Ultron. (Oppenheimer, for which Downey won an Academy Award, also came up.) We were joined intermittently by Susan Downey, Robert's wife (and producing partner), and the person who believed that Akhtar's play would tempt her husband to return to the stage. The conversation that follows is a condensed and edited version of our sprawling discussion, but I think it captures something about art and AI, and it certainly captures the exceptional qualities of three people, writer, director, and actor, who are operating at the pinnacle of their trade, without fear--perhaps without enough fear--of what is inescapably coming.



Jeffrey Goldberg: Did you write a play about a writer in the age of AI because you're trying to figure out what your future might be?

Ayad Akhtar: We've been living in a regime of automated cognition, digital cognition, for a decade and a half. With AI, we're now seeing a late downstream effect of that, and we think it's something new, but it's not. Technology has been transforming us now for quite some time. It's transforming our neurochemistry. It's transforming our societies, you know, and it's making our emotionality within the social space different as well. It's making us less capable of being bored, less willing to be bored, more willing to be distracted, less interested in reading.

In the midst of all this, what does it mean to be a writer trying to write in the way that I want to write? What would the new technologies mean for writers like Saul Bellow or Philip Roth, who I adore, and for the richness of their language?

Goldberg: Both of them inform the character of McNeal.

Akhtar: There are many writers inside McNeal--older writers of a certain generation whose work speaks to what is eternal in us as humans, but who maybe don't speak as much to what is changing around us. I was actually thinking of Wallace Stevens in the age of AI at some point--"The Auroras of Autumn." That poem is about Stevens eyeing the end of his life by the dazzling, otherworldly light of the northern lights. It's a poem of extraordinary beauty. In this play, that dazzling display of natural wonder is actually AI. It's no longer the sublime of nature.

Goldberg: Were you picturing Robert as you wrote this character?

Akhtar: I write to an ideal; it's not necessarily a person.

Robert Downey Jr.: I feel that me and ideal are synonymous.

Akhtar: Robert's embodiment of McNeal is in some ways much richer than what I wrote.

Downey: I have a really heavy, heavy allergy to paper. I'm allergic to things written on paper.

Akhtar: As I've discovered!

Downey: But the writing was transcendent. The last time that happened, I was reading Oppenheimer.

Goldberg: There's Oppenheimer in this, but there's also Age of Ultron, right?

Downey: Actually, I was thinking about that while I was reading this. And I'll catch you guys up in the aggregate. I'm only ever doing two things: Either I'm trying to avoid threats or I'm seeking opportunities. This one is the latter. And I was thinking, Why would I be reading this? Because, I mean, I've been a bit of an oddball, and I was thinking, Why is this happening to me; why is this play with me? And I'm having this reaction, and it took me right back to Paul Bettany.

So that you guys understand what's going on, this is the second Avengers film, Age of Ultron, and Bettany was playing this AI, my personal butler. The butler had gone through these iterations, and [the writer and director] Joss Whedon decided, "Let's have you become a sentient being, a sentient being that is created from AI." So first Bettany is the voice, and then he became this purple creature. And then there was this day when Bettany had to do a kind of soliloquy that Joss had written for him, as we are all introduced to him, wondering, Is he a threat? Can we trust him? Is he going to destroy us? And there comes this moment when we realize that he's just seeking to understand, and be understood. And this was the moment in the middle of this genre film when we all stopped and thought, Wait, I think we might actually be talking about something important.

Goldberg: Bart, what are you exploring here?

Bartlett Sher: I'm basically exploring the deep tragedy of the life of Jacob McNeal. That's the central issue. AI and everything around it, these are delivery systems to that exploration.

Akhtar: Robert has this wonderful moment in the play, the way he does it, in which he's arguing for art in this very complicated conversation with a former lover. And it gets to one of the essences of the play, which is that this is an attempt to defend art even if it's made by an indefensible person. Because in the end, human creation is still superior, and none of us is perfect. So the larger conversation around who gets to write, the morality of writing, all of that? In a way, it's kind of emerging from that.

Goldberg: I can't say for sure, but I think this is the first play that's simultaneously about AI and #MeToo.

Downey: And identity and intergenerational conflict and cancel culture and misunderstanding and subintentional contempt and unconscious bias.

Goldberg: Are there any third rails you don't touch?

Akhtar: McNeal is the third rail. He's a vision of the artist in opposition to society. Not a flatterer of the current values, but someone who questions them: "That's a lie. That's not true."

Goldberg: The timing is excellent.

Downey: In movies, you always miss the moment, or you are preempted by something. With Oppenheimer, we happened to be coming out right around the time of certain other world events, but we couldn't have known. With this, we are literally first to market. Theater is the shortest distance between two points. You have something urgent to say, and you don't dawdle, and you have a space like Lincoln Center that is not interested in the bottom line, but interested in the form. And you have Ayad inspiring Bart, and then you get me, the bronze medalist. But I'm super fucking motivated, because I never get this sense of immediacy and emergence happening in real time.

Goldberg: Let's talk for a minute about the AI creative apocalypse, or if it's a creative apocalypse at all. I prompted Claude to write a play just like McNeal, with the same plot turns and characters as your play, and I asked it to write it in your style. What emerged was a play called The Plagiarist's Lament. I went back and forth with Claude for a while, mainly to try to get something less hackish. But in the end, I failed. What came out was something like an Ayad play, except it was bad, not good.

Akhtar: But here's the thing. You're just using an off-the-shelf product, not leading-edge story technology that is now becoming increasingly common in certain circles.

Goldberg: So don't worry about today, but tomorrow?

Akhtar: The technology's moving quickly, so it's a reality. And worrying? I'm not trying to predict the future. And I'm also certainly not making a claim about whether it's good or bad. I just want to understand it, because it's coming.

Downey: To borrow from recent experience, I think we may be at a post-Trinity, pre-Hiroshima, pre-Nagasaki moment, though some people would say that we're just at Hiroshima.

Goldberg: Hiroshima being the first real-world use of ChatGPT?

Downey: Trinity showed us that the bomb was purpose-built, and Hiroshima was showing us that the purpose was, possibly, not entirely necessary, but that it also didn't matter, because, historically, it had already happened.

Goldberg: Right now, I'm assuming that part of the problem I had with the LLM was that I was giving it bad prompts.

Downey: One issue is that LLMs don't get bored. We'll be running something and Bart will go, "I've seen this before. I've done this before." And then he says, "How can I make this new?"

The people who move culture forward are usually the high-ADD folks that we've tended to think either need to be medicated or all go into one line of work. They have a low threshold for boredom. And because they have this low threshold, they say, "I don't want to do this. Do something different." And it's almost just to keep themselves awake. But what a great gift for creativity.

Goldberg: The three of you represent the acting side, and directing, and writing. Who's in the most existential danger here from AI?

Downey: Anyone but me.

Akhtar: The Screen Actors Guild has dealt with the image-likeness issue in a meaningful way.

Downey: We've made the most noise--we, SAG--and we're the most dramatic about everything. I remember when I was doing Chaplin, the talk was about how significant the end of the silent era was.

Goldberg: Is this the same level of disruption?

Downey: I doubt it, but not because Claude can't currently pin his ass with both hands. There are versions that are going to be significantly more advanced. But technologies that people have argued would impede art and culture have often assisted and enhanced. So is this time different? That's what we're always worrying about. I live in California, always wondering, Is that little rumble in the kitchen, is this the big one?

Sher: For me, I think directing is very plastic. It requires integrating a lot of different levels of activity. So actually finding a way to process that into a computer's thinking, and actually having it work in three dimensions in terms of organizing and developing, seems very difficult to me. And I essentially do the work of the interpreter and synthesizer.

A machine can tell you what to do, but it can't interact and connect and pull together the different strands.

Akhtar: There's a leadership dimension to what Bart does. I mean, you wouldn't want a computer doing that.

Sher: This could sound geeky, but what is the distinguishing quality of making art? It is to participate in something uniquely human, something that can't be done any other way.

So if the Greeks are gathering on the hillside because they are building a space where they can hear their stories and participate in them, that's a uniquely human experience.

Akhtar: I do think that there is something irreducibly human about the theater, and that probably over time, it is going to continue to demonstrate its value in a world where virtuality is increasingly the norm. The economic problem for the theater has been that it happens only here and only now. So it's always been hard to monetize.

Goldberg: But I have two words for you: ABBA Voyage. I mean, it's an extraordinarily popular show that uses CGI and motion capture to give the experience of liveness without ABBA actually being there. Not precisely theater, but it is scalable, seemingly live technology.

Downey: Strangely, this is the real trifecta: IP, technology, and taste. I think of this brand of music--which, you know, it's not my bag, but I still really admired that somebody was passionate about that and then purpose-built the venue. And then they said, "We're not going to go for 'Oh my God, that looks so real.' We're actually going to go for a more two-dimensional effect that is rendered in a way in which the audience can complete it themselves."

Akhtar: ABBA Voyage is an exception. But it's still not live theater.

Sher: It's also not possible without the ABBA experience that preceded it. It's an augmentation; it's not original.

Goldberg: In terms of writing, Ayad, I did what you suggested I do and asked Claude to critique its own writing, and it was actually pretty good at that. I felt like I was actually talking with someone. We were in a dialogue about pacing, clarity, word choice.

Sher: But it has no intuition at all, no intuition for Ayad's mindset in the middle of this activity, and no understanding of how he's seeing it.

Downey: It does have context, and context is critical. I think it's going to start quickly modeling all of those things that we hold dear as subtleties that are unassailable. It's going to see what's missing in its sequence, and it's going to focus all of its cloud-bursting energy on that.

Goldberg: It might be the producers or the studios who are in trouble, because the notes are delivered sequentially, logically, and without defensiveness. Do you think that these technologies can give better notes than the average executive?

Akhtar: I know producers in Hollywood who are already using these tools for their writers. And they're using them empirically, saying, "This is what I think. Let's see what the AI thinks." And it turns out that the AI is actually pretty good at understanding certain forms. If you've got a corpus of texts--like, say, Law & Order ; you've got many, many seasons of that, or you've got many seasons of a children's show--those are codified forms. And the AI, if it has all those texts, can understand how words are shaped in that form.

Goldberg: So you could upload a thousand Law & Order scripts and Claude could come up with the thousandth and first.

Akhtar: About a year and a half ago, when I started playing with ChatGPT, the first thing that I started to see were processes of language that reminded me of reading Shakespeare. No writer is better at presenting context than Shakespeare. What I mean by that is Shakespeare sets everything quickly in motion. It's almost like a chess game--you've got pieces, and you want to get them out as quickly as possible so you have options. Shakespeare sets the options out quickly and starts creating variations. So there is a series of words or linguistic tropes for every single play, every poem cycle, every sonnet. They all have their universe of linguistic context that is being deployed and redeployed and redeployed. And it is in that play of language that you find an accretion of meaning. It was not quite as thrilling to see the chatbot do it, but it was actually very interesting to recognize the same process.




Goldberg: Shakespeare was his own AI.

Downey: Because he performed as a younger man, it was all uploaded into Shakespeare's system. So he was so familiar with the template, and he had all this experience. And similarly, all of these LLMs are in this stage where they are just beginning to be taken seriously. It's like we're pre-bar mitzvah, but these are sharp kids.

Goldberg: Would you use ChatGPT to write an entire piece?

Sher: Soon we'll be having conversations about whether Claude is a better artist than ChatGPT. Could you imagine people saying, "Well, I'm not going to see that play, because it was written by this machine; I want to see this one, because it's written by Gemini instead."

Goldberg: Unfortunately, I can easily imagine it.

Akhtar: I'm not sure that I would use an LLM to write a play, because they're just not very good at doing that yet, as you discovered in your own play by Claude. I don't think they're good enough to be making the kinds of decisions that go into making a work of art.

Goldberg: But you're teaching the tool how to get better.

Akhtar: So what? They've already gone to school on my body of work.

Read: The authors whose pirated books are powering generative AI

Goldberg: So what? So what? Six hundred years of Gutenberg, and the printing press never made decisions on its own.

Akhtar: But we're already within this regime where power and monetized scale exist within the hands of very few. We're doing it every day with our phones; you're teaching the machine everything about you and your family and your desires. This is the paradigm for the 21st century. All human activity is passing through the hands of very few people and a lot of machines.

Goldberg: McNeal is about lack of control.

Akhtar: It is. I'm just making the point that we're not really in a different regime of power with AI. It may be even more concentrated and even more consequential, but at the end of the day, to participate in the public space in the 21st century is to participate in this structure. That's just what it is. We don't have an alternative, because our government has not regulated this.

Goldberg: You see the LLM as a collaborator in some ways. Where will the red line be for writers, between collaboration and plagiarism?

Akhtar: From my perspective, there are any number of artists we could look at, but the one that I would probably always spend the most time looking at is Shakespeare, and it's tough to say that he wasn't copying. As McNeal explains at one point in the play, King Lear shares 70 percent of its words with a previous play called King Leir, which Shakespeare knew well and used to write Lear. And it's not just Leir. There's that great scene in Lear where Gloucester is led to this plain and told it's a cliff over which he's going to jump, and that subplot is taken right out of Sir Philip Sidney. It may reflect deeper processes of cognition. It may reflect, as Bart has said, how we imitate in order to learn. All of that is just part of what we do. When that gets married to a corporate-ownership model, that is a separate issue, something that will have to get worked out over time, socially and legally. Or not, if our legislators don't have the will to do so.

Goldberg: The final soliloquy of the play--no spoilers here--is augmented by AI.

Akhtar: This has really been a fascinating collaboration. Because I wanted some part of the play to actually be meaningfully generated by ChatGPT or some large language model--Gemini, Claude. I tried them all. And I wanted to do it because it was part of what the play was about. But the LLMs had a tough time actually delivering the goods until this week. I've finally had some experiences now, after many months of working with them, that are bearing fruit.

I wanted the final speech to have a quality of magic to it that resembles the kind of amazement that I knew you had felt working with the model, and that I have sometimes felt when I see the language being generated. I want the audience to have that experience.

Sher: You know, I think the problem you were facing could have been with any of your collaborators. We just had this new collaborator to help with that moment.

Goldberg: You're blowing my mind.

Akhtar: It's not really that controversial.

Goldberg: Yes it is. It's totally controversial.

Downey: Well, let's find out!

Goldberg: It's more of a leap than you guys think.

Akhtar: It's a play about AI. It stands to reason that I was able, over the course of many months, to finally get the AI to give me something that I could use in the play.

Downey: You know what the leap was like? A colicky little baby finally gave us a big ol' burp.

Akhtar: That's exactly right. That's what happened. A lot of unsatisfying work, and then, unprompted, it finally came up with a brilliant final couplet! And that's what I'm using for the end of the play's final speech.

Goldberg: Amazing, and threatening.

Sher: I just can't imagine a world in which ChatGPT could take all experience and unify it with Ayad's interest in beauty and meaning and his obsession with classical tragedy and pull all those forces together with emotion and feeling. Because no matter how many times you prompted it, you're still going to get The Pestilential Plagiarist, or whatever it's called.

Downey: The reason that we're all sitting here right now is because this motherfucker, Ayad, is so searingly sophisticated, but also on occasion--more than occasionally--hot under the collar. My new favorite cable channel is called Ayad Has Fucking Had It. He's like the most collaborative superintelligence you will ever come across, and therefore he's letting all this slack out to everyone around him, but once in a while, if this intelligence is entirely unappreciated for hours or days at a time, he will flare. He'll just remind us that he can break the sound barrier if he wants to. And I get chills from that. And that's why we're here. It's the human thing.

Akhtar: It's not new for humans to use tools.

Sher: Are we going to be required to upload a system of ethics into the machines as they get more and more powerful?

Downey: Too late.

Goldberg: That's what they promise in Silicon Valley, alignment with human values.

Downey: Two years ago was the time to do something.

Akhtar: You guys are thinking big. But I just don't know how this is going to play out. I don't know what it is. I'm just interested in what I'm experiencing now and in working with the technology. What's the experience I'm having now?

Goldberg: There's a difference between a human hack and an excellent human writer. The human hack doesn't know that they're bad.

Downey: This is a harebrained rabbit hole where we could constantly keep thinking of more and more ramifications. Another issue here is that certain great artists do something that most people would labor an entire life or career to come close to, and the second they're done with it, they have contempt for it, because they go, "Eh, that's not my best."

Akhtar: I recognize someone in that.

Downey: All I'm saying is that I just want the feeling of those sparks flying, that new neural pathway being forced. I want to push the limits. It's that whole thing of pushing limits. When I feel good, when I can tell Bart is kicking me, when Ayad is just lighting up, and when I'm realizing that I just got a note that revolutionized the way I'm going to try to portray something, you go, "Ooh!" And even if it's old news to someone else, for me, it's revolutionary.

Akhtar: Another way of putting this, what Robert is saying, is that what he's engaged in is not problem-solving, per se. It's not that there's an identified problem that he is trying to solve. This is how a computer is often thinking, with a gamification sort of mindset. For Robert, there's a richness of the present for him as he's working that is identifying possibilities, not problems.

Sher: I've thought a lot about this, trying to understand the issue of GPT and creativity, and I'm a lot less worried now, because I feel that the depth of the artistic process in the theater isn't replicable.

The amalgam of human experience and emotion and feeling that passes through artists is uniquely human and not capturable. Word orders can be taken from all kinds of sources. They can be imitated; they can be replicated; they can be reproduced in different ways. But the essential activity of what we do here in this way, and what we build, has never been safer.

Downey: And if our job is to hold the mirror up to nature, this is now part of nature. It is now part of the firmament. Nature is now inclusive of this. We're onstage and we're reflecting this back to you. What do you see? Do you see yourself within this picture?



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Playwright in the Age of AI."
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Does AI Actually Understand Language?

The world through the eyes of a chatbot.

by John Pavlus




This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine. 


A picture may be worth a thousand words, but how many numbers is a word worth? The question may sound silly, but it happens to be the foundation that underlies large language models, or LLMs--and through them, many modern applications of artificial intelligence.

Every LLM has its own answer. In Meta's open-source Llama 3 model, words are split into tokens represented by 4,096 numbers; for one version of GPT-3, it's 12,288. Individually, these long numerical lists--known as "embeddings"--are just inscrutable chains of digits. But in concert, they encode mathematical relationships between words that can look surprisingly like meaning.

The basic idea behind word embeddings is decades old. To model language on a computer, start by taking every word in the dictionary and making a list of its essential features--how many is up to you, as long as it's the same for every word. "You can almost think of it like a 20 Questions game," says Ellie Pavlick, a computer scientist studying language models at Brown University and Google DeepMind. "Animal, vegetable, object--the features can be anything that people think are useful for distinguishing concepts." Then assign a numerical value to each feature in the list. The word dog, for example, would score high on "furry" but low on "metallic." The result will embed each word's semantic associations, and its relationship to other words, into a unique string of numbers.

Researchers once specified these embeddings by hand, but now they're generated automatically. For instance, neural networks can be trained to group words (or, technically, fragments of text called "tokens") according to features that the network defines by itself. "Maybe one feature separates nouns and verbs really nicely, and another separates words that tend to occur after a period from words that don't occur after a period," Pavlick says.

Read: Generative AI can't cite its sources

The downside of these machine-learned embeddings is that, unlike in a game of 20 Questions, many of the descriptions encoded in each list of numbers are not interpretable by humans. "It seems to be a grab bag of stuff," Pavlick says. "The neural network can just make up features in any way that will help."

But when a neural network is trained on a particular task called language modeling--which here involves predicting the next word in a sequence--the embeddings it learns are anything but arbitrary. Like iron filings lining up under a magnetic field, the values become set in such a way that words with similar associations have mathematically similar embeddings. For example, the embeddings for dog and cat will be more similar than those for dog and chair.

This phenomenon can make embeddings seem mysterious, even magical: a neural network somehow transmuting raw numbers into linguistic meaning, "like spinning straw into gold," Pavlick says. Famous examples of "word arithmetic"--king minus man plus woman roughly equals queen--have only enhanced the aura around embeddings. They seem to act as a rich, flexible repository of what an LLM "knows."

Read: Why does AI art look like that?

But this supposed knowledge isn't anything like what we'd find in a dictionary. Instead, it's more like a map. If you imagine every embedding as a set of coordinates on a high-dimensional map shared by other embeddings, you'll see certain patterns pop up. Certain words will cluster together, like suburbs hugging a big city. And again, dog and cat will have more similar coordinates than dog and chair.

But unlike points on a map, these coordinates refer only to one another--not to any underlying territory, the way latitude and longitude numbers indicate specific spots on Earth. Instead, the embeddings for dog or cat are more like coordinates in interstellar space: meaningless, except for how close they happen to be to other known points.

So why are the embeddings for dog and cat so similar? It's because they take advantage of something that linguists have known for decades: Words used in similar contexts tend to have similar meanings. In the sequence "I hired a pet sitter to feed my ____," the next word might be dog or cat, but it's probably not chair. You don't need a dictionary to determine this, just statistics.

Embeddings--contextual coordinates, based on those statistics--are how an LLM can find a good starting point for making its next-word predictions, without relying on definitions.

Read: Why AI doesn't get slang

Certain words in certain contexts fit together better than others, sometimes so precisely that literally no other words will do. (Imagine finishing the sentence "The current president of France is named ____.") According to many linguists, a big part of why humans can finely discern this sense of fitting is because we don't just relate words to one another--we actually know what they refer to, like territory on a map. Language models don't, because embeddings don't work that way.

Still, as a proxy for semantic meaning, embeddings have proved surprisingly effective. It's one reason why large language models have rapidly risen to the forefront of AI. When these mathematical objects fit together in a way that coincides with our expectations, it feels like intelligence; when they don't, we call it a "hallucination." To the LLM, though, there's no difference. They're just lists of numbers, lost in space.
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AI Is a Language Microwave

Easy, convenient, and far from perfect

by Stephen Marche




Nearly two years ago, I wrote that AI would kill the undergraduate essay. That reaction came in the immediate aftermath of ChatGPT, when the sudden appearance of its shocking capabilities seemed to present endless vistas of possibility--some liberating, some catastrophic.



Since then, the potential of generative AI has felt clear, although its practical applications in everyday life have remained somewhat nebulous. Academia remains at the forefront of this question: Everybody knows students are using AI. But how? Why? And to what effect? The answer to those questions will, at least to some extent, reveal the place that AI will find for itself in society at large.

Read: The college essay is dead

There have been several rough approaches to investigate student use of ChatGPT, but they have been partial: polls, online surveys, and so on. There are inherent methodological limits to any study of students using ChatGPT: The technology is so flexible and subject to different cultural contexts that drawing any broadly applicable conclusions about it is challenging. But this past June, a group of Bangladeshi researchers published a paper exploring why students use ChatGPT, and it's at least explicit about its limitations--and broader in its implications about the nature of AI usage in the world.



Of the many factors that the paper says drive students to use ChatGPT, three are especially compelling to me. Students use AI because it saves time; because ChatGPT produces content that is, for all intents and purposes, indistinguishable from the content they might produce themselves; and because of what the researchers call the "Cognitive Miserliness of the User." (This is my new favorite phrase: It refers to people who just don't want to take the time to think. I know many.)



These three reasons for using AI could be lumped into the same general lousiness: "I'm just lazy, and ChatGPT saves my time," one user in the study admitted. But the second factor--"Inseparability of Content," as the researchers call it--is a window to a more complex reality. If you tell ChatGPT to "investigate the themes of blood and guilt in the minor characters of Macbeth at a first-year college level for 1,000 words," or ask it to produce an introduction to such an essay, or ask it to take your draft and perfect it, or any of the many innumerable fudges the technology permits, it will provide something that is more or less indistinguishable from what the student would have done if they had worked hard on the assignment. Students have always been lazy. Students have always cheated. But now, students know that a machine can do the assignment for them--and any essay that an honest, hardworking student produces is written under the shadow of that reality. Nagging at the back of their mind will be the inevitable thought: Why am I doing this when I could just push a button?



The future, for professors, is starting to clarify: Do not give your students assignments that can be duplicated by AI. They will use a machine to perform the tasks that machines can perform. Why wouldn't they? And it will be incredibly difficult, if not outright impossible, to determine whether the resulting work has been done by ChatGPT, certainly to the standard of a disciplinary committee. There is no reliable technology for establishing definitively whether a text is AI-generated.



But I don't think that new reality means, at all, that the tasks of writing and teaching people how to write have come to an end. To explain my hope, which is less a hope for writing than an emerging sense of the limits of artificial intelligence, I'd like to borrow an analogy that the Canadian poet Jason Guriel recently shared with me over whiskey: AI is the microwave of language.



It's a spot-on description. Just like AI, the microwave began as a weird curiosity--an engineer in the 1940s noticed that a chocolate bar had melted while he stood next to a cavity magnetron tube. Then, after an extended period of development, it was turned into a reliable cooking tool and promoted as the solution to all domestic drudgery. "Make the greatest cooking discovery since fire," ads for the Radarange boasted in the 1970s. "A potato that might take an hour to bake in a conventional range takes four minutes under microwaves," The New York Times reported in 1976. As microwaves entered American households, a series of unfounded microwave scares followed: claims that it removed the nutrition from food, that it caused cancer in users. Then the microwave entered ordinary life, just part of the background. If a home doesn't have one now, it's a choice.

Read: The future of writing is a lot like hip-hop

The microwave survived because it did something useful. It performed functions that no other technology performed. And it gave people things they loved: popcorn without dishes, hot dinners in minutes, the food in fast-food restaurants.



But the microwave did not end traditional cooking, obviously. Indeed, it became clear soon enough that the microwave could do only certain things. The technologists adapted, by combining the microwave with other heat sources so that the food didn't feel microwaved. And the public adapted. They used microwaves for certain limited kitchen tasks, not every kitchen task.



Something similar is emerging with AI. If you're going to use AI, the key is to use it for what it's good at, or to write with AI so that the writing doesn't feel like AI. What AI is superb at is formulaic writing and thinking through established problems. These are hugely valuable intellectual powers, but far from the only ones.



To take the analogy in a direction that might be useful for professors who actually have to deal with the emerging future and real-life students: If you don't want students to use AI, don't ask them to reheat old ideas.



The advent of AI demands some changes at an administrative level. Set tasks and evaluation methods will both need alteration. Some teachers are starting to have students come in for meetings at various points in the writing process--thesis statement, planning, draft, and so on. Others are using in-class assignments. The take-home exam will be a historical phenomenon. Online writing assignments are prompt-engineering exercises at this point.



There is also an organic process under way that will change the nature of writing and therefore the activity of teaching writing. The existence of AI will change what the world values in language. "The education system's emphasis on [cumulative grade point average] over actual knowledge and understanding, combined with the lack of live monitoring, increases the likelihood of using ChatGPT," the study on student use says. Rote linguistic tasks, even at the highest skill level, just won't be as impressive as they once were. Once upon a time, it might have seemed notable if a student spelled onomatopoeia correctly in a paper; by the 2000s, it just meant they had access to spell-check. The same diminution is currently happening to the composition of an opening paragraph with a clear thesis statement.



But some things won't change. We live in a world where you can put a slice of cheese between two pieces of bread, microwave it, and eat it. But don't you want a grilled cheese sandwich? With the bread properly buttered and crispy, with the cheese unevenly melted? Maybe with a little bowl of tomato-rice soup on the side?



The writing that matters, the writing that we are going to have to start teaching, is grilled-cheese writing--the kind that only humans can create: writing with less performance and more originality, less technical facility and more insight, less applied control and more individual splurge, less perfection and more care. The transition will be a humongous pain for people who teach students how to make sense with words. But nobody is being replaced; that much is already clear: The ideas that people want are still handmade.
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Malcolm Gladwell, Meet Mark Zuckerberg

The writer's insistence on ignoring the web is an even bigger blind spot today than it was when <em>The Tipping Point</em> came out.

by Gal Beckerman




Not long after Malcolm Gladwell's The Tipping Point was published, in the winter of 2000, it had a tipping point of its own. His first book took up residence on the New York Times best-seller list for an unbelievable eight years. More than 5 million copies were sold in North America alone, an epidemic that spread to the carry-on bags of many actual and aspiring CEOs.

Gladwell offered three "rules" for how any social contagion happens--how, say, a crime wave builds (and can be reversed), but also how a new kind of sneaker takes over the market. The rules turned out to explain his own book's success as well. According to his "Law of the Few," only a small number of Connectors, Mavens, and Salesmen are needed to discover and promote a new trend. (If this taxonomy sounds familiar, that's just another sign of how deep this book has burrowed into the culture.) In the case of The Tipping Point, word of the book spread through corporate boardrooms and among the start-up denizens of Silicon Valley. As for the second rule, "The Stickiness Factor"--the somewhat self-evident notion that a fad needs to be particularly accessible or addictive to really catch on--Gladwell's storytelling was the necessary glue. Many readers and fellow writers over the years have correctly noted, out of jealousy or respect, that he is a master at extracting vibrant social-science research and then arranging his tidbits in a pleasurably digestible way.

Gladwell's third Tipping Point rule, "The Power of Context," may have been the most crucial to his breaking out: the (again rather self-evident) notion that the environment into which an idea emerges affects its reception. He emphasizes this in the author's note of his new book, Revenge of the Tipping Point, in which he revisits his popular concepts nearly 25 years later. His debut took off, he has concluded, because "it was a hopeful book that matched the mood of a hopeful time. The year 2000 was an optimistic time. The new millennium had arrived. Crime and social problems were in free fall. The Cold War was over."

Unhinged virality as we now know it is absent from The Tipping Point. So are our dinging phones, the memes, the entire insane attention economy.

Francis Fukuyama's The End of History and the Last Man, published in 1992, is a good counterpart; both books epitomize an era of confidence in which clear-cut laws could lead us, in steady progression, toward ideologies, economic systems, and sneakers that would conquer all others. "Look at the world around you," Gladwell cheerily ends The Tipping Point. "It may seem like an immovable, implacable place. It is not. With the slightest push--in just the right place--it can be tipped."

Besides the triumphalism--9/11 was a year away--the other context for Gladwell's assured teachings about the tidy mechanics of change was this: The internet was still young. In 2000, the World Wide Web was in its dial-up AOL phase; Mark Zuckerberg was in high school. Gladwell could easily ignore the disruption that still seemed distant, and he did. All of the epidemics in The Tipping Point travel along analog pathways, whether the word of mouth of Paul Revere's ride that warned of British soldiers on the move, or the televised images on Sesame Street that spread literacy, or the billboards that helped propel the Airwalk shoe brand. Unhinged virality as we now know it is absent from The Tipping Point. So are our dinging phones, the memes, the entire insane attention economy.

Andrew Ferguson: Malcolm Gladwell's Talking to Strangers doesn't say much

Today, talking about social contagion without taking these forces into account would be preposterous. We are not in the world of Paul Revere and Big Bird. So when I saw the title of Gladwell's latest book, I was sure I knew what "revenge" he had in mind: a wildly unpredictable form of communication had made a hash of his simple rules. You don't need to be a media theorist to recognize that over the past quarter century, the speed and scale and chaotic democratization of the digital revolution have turned straight lines of transmission into intersecting squiggles and curlicues. Yet Gladwell in 2024 mentions the internet once, in passing. The role of social media, not even once.

Gladwell writes that he wanted to be less Pollyannaish this time around, and to look at the "underside of the possibilities I explored so long ago." This means scrutinizing not just the rules that govern epidemics of all sorts (he slides between biological and social ones), but also how those rules can be manipulated. Here he gathers "cases where people--either deliberately or inadvertently, virtuously or maliciously--made choices that altered the course and shape of a contagious phenomenon." Revenge of the Tipping Point is bookended by the dark story of the opioid epidemic. We read about how the Sackler family and their company, Purdue Pharma, identified doctors who were super-spreader prescribers of OxyContin, keeping them well stocked with pills, and about the larger context that enabled the whole enterprise: The epidemic took off in states where, historically, the regulatory culture around opioids was comparatively lax.

The introduction of unsavory actors is one main difference in the new book, which otherwise confirms his earlier message--change requires only a very small number of people. The other big new concept is what he calls the Overstory. He borrows the term from ecology: "An overstory is the upper layer of foliage in a forest, and the size and density and height of the overstory affect the behavior and development of every species far below on the forest floor." Gladwell acknowledges that a word already exists for the social version of this--zeitgeist, the set of collective assumptions and worldviews that can hover above an entire culture or country.

Overstory, if I'm following Gladwell, is meant to expand and complicate the Power of Context. In some examples, the Overstory provides the necessary conditions for a tipping point. Waldorf schools, one of Gladwell's examples, have an Overstory that values independent thinking; this explains the disproportionate number of unvaccinated children at many of the schools. In other circumstances, a revised Overstory is the result of a tipping: As soon as a corporate board allocates at least a third of its seats to women, to take another of his examples, it will immediately become more open and collaborative. An Overstory can cover the United States as a whole. It can also encompass a particular city or state--Miami, say, which became a ripe environment for Medicare fraud, Gladwell argues, thanks to an Overstory featuring weak institutional oversight abetted by a virulent drug trade and shifting demographics. He doesn't detail how various Overstories might interact, though he's emphatic about their explanatory power. "Overstories matter," Gladwell writes in his signature bold yet blurry style. "You can create them. They can spread. They are powerful. And they can endure for decades."

Gladwell's methodology has taken a lot of punches: that he cherry-picks, that he is reductive, that he is Captain Obvious. I have been irritated by these habits, even when I find his books playful and stimulating. But the Overstory concept presents a unique, and revealing, problem. Unlike Gladwell's usual love of easy formulas, this one's vagueness would actually seem to enhance its usefulness, especially in 2024, when we consider how swiftly and fluidly cultural and social change occurs. But in Gladwell's hands, I was disappointed to discover, the Overstory proves as blunt an instrument as any of his other rules and laws.

In one of the book's examples, Gladwell draws on research by Anna S. Mueller and Seth Abrutyn, two sociologists who did fieldwork in an affluent American suburb from 2013 to 2016, trying to uncover the sources of a teen-suicide cluster centered in the local high school. In their book, Life Under Pressure, they concluded that the community (they gave it the pseudonym Poplar Grove) was dominated by a culture of high achievement that weighed the children down and contributed to their choice of suicide when they succumbed to the intensity. Gladwell has his Overstory. But he goes even further, calling Poplar Grove a "monoculture" in which students had zero opportunities to stand apart, to opt out of its meritocracy. Thus the first suicide became a sort of "infection," and "once the infection is inside the walls, there is nothing to stop it."

The idea that an American suburb in the 2010s could have its own hermetically sealed culture didn't sit right with me--maybe because I have teenage daughters and they have phones. Think about all the other influences that might have been pummeling these children, aside from what they were hearing from their peers at school and their parents and teachers. Examining a suicide cluster in northeastern Ohio in 2017-18 similar to Poplar Grove's, a 2021 study in the Journal of Adolescent Health called attention to the strength of virtual forces. Data showed nearly double the risk of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts among the students posting "suicide cluster-related social media content." Or consider the controversial 2017 Netflix show 13 Reasons Why, which told the story of a girl's suicide. Another study found a 28.9 percent uptick, nationwide, in the suicide rate for 10-to-17-year-olds in the month after it started streaming. Abrutyn himself, one of the Poplar Grove researchers, said in an interview that social media "probably plays a role in accelerating or amplifying some of the underlying things that were happening prior."

Gladwell doesn't consider any of this, or the possibility that other online activities--video games, YouTube channels, chat rooms--may have provided the teenagers with an escape from the hothouse of Poplar Grove or possibly heightened the appeal of suicide, scrambling any clear sense of just what constitutes a context. Surely the sociologists are right about the culture of high achievement they found, but perhaps it was one of many factors--a case not of a single Overstory, but of many competing or reinforcing Overstories. This would also make solving the problem of Poplar Grove not simply a matter of getting adults--the parents and the school--to chill out, as Gladwell suggests.

Gladwell has long insisted that change happens neatly, and he's sticking to it. Epidemics, he writes in the new book, are "not wild and out of control." They have a single source, and anyone can follow Ariadne's thread back to it. He's also sticking to a career-long dismissal and devaluation of digital communication and its possible effects--which do indeed feel wild and out of control. Back in 2002, in an afterword for the paperback edition of The Tipping Point, Gladwell wrote that he'd been asked a lot about "the effect of the Internet--in particular, email"--on his ideas. Excitement was running high about all the avenues the internet had opened up, and his answer was counterintuitive. The spike in email use was actually going to make its power more diffuse, he thought--and he again reached for the epidemic analogy. "Once you've had a particular strain of the flu, or the measles, you develop an immunity to it, and when too many people get immunity to a particular virus, the epidemic comes to an end," he wrote. In other words, our online networks would become so ubiquitous that they would lose their effectiveness as tools of persuasion.

If the dominant forms of communication today are fast and loud and reactive, then our culture and politics will also be fast and loud and reactive.

Almost a decade later, he followed this hunch even further in a much-discussed New Yorker article, "Small Change." He was responding to the growing notion that social media would prove to be a revolutionary weapon for enabling political transformation. Gladwell dissented, presciently in some ways. He contrasted the 1960s civil-rights movement with online activism, drawing on the sociologist Mark Granovetter's study of what he called "weak ties." The work of desegregating lunch counters and securing voting rights in the South demanded "strong ties," or personal, face-to-face relationships; what Gladwell saw on social media were networks based on weak ties, or casual, virtual acquaintances--too scattered for the sort of "military campaign" needed to upend the status quo. The Arab Spring's unfolding bore out this view, as have fruitless bouts of online activism since then.

But in discounting the ways that the internet has transformed American society and politics, and not acknowledging the sort of change that weak ties can bring about, Gladwell has handicapped his analysis. Struggling to describe these online networks, he landed on "messy." Like Wikipedia, he explained, they are subject to a "ceaseless pattern of correction and revision, amendment and debate."

From the October 2013 issue: Malcolm Gladwell, guru of the underdogs

"Correction and revision, amendment and debate"--and all the ways such interactions can exhilarate and inform as well as overwhelm us: That sounds truer to our reality than the notion of a monoculture that can only be muscled out by another monoculture.

I wish Marshall McLuhan would step up at this point and give me a hand. As he argued, the media we use mold us, train our impulses. If the dominant forms of communication today are fast and loud and reactive--messy--then our culture and politics, and the paths of social contagions, will also be fast and loud and reactive. This can't be ignored. And Gladwell should understand why.

In the last third of the book, he focuses on how Overstories come about and turns to two examples that depend on the medium of television. The first involves the hugely popular 1978 miniseries Holocaust, starring Meryl Streep. Gladwell contends that after four nights of graphic television, the idea of the Holocaust as a historical event coalesced in the public's mind in a way that it never had before. He rhapsodizes about the influence wielded by a broadcast medium of this sort, one that reached so many people simultaneously--120 million viewers (half the country) in this case: "The stories told on television shaped the kinds of things people thought about, the conversations they had, the things they valued, the things they dismissed."

The second example features the sitcom Will & Grace, which first aired from 1998 to 2006, and which Gladwell singles out as pivotal in laying the psychological groundwork for legalizing gay marriage. (As in his Holocaust example, Gladwell leaps over a great deal of contested history to make this big claim.) Television offered a new narrative about a gay man: Not closeted or tortured, he was in community with other gay men yet not wholly defined by his sexual identity. This was all transmitted subtly and with a laugh track, but, Gladwell writes, multiple "seasons of Will just being ... a normal guy" altered the zeitgeist enough to open the country up to the possibility of gay marriage.

Television did effect change in the monocultural way that Gladwell imagines. It is a medium that maintains our attention through visual stimuli--drawing us in and shocking us with spectacles like that of naked men being lined up and shot in Holocaust, or of Will and Jack kissing in Season 2 of Will & Grace. Television is also a passive medium, and particularly effective at this kind of cultural inculcation. But network television is not the dominant medium anymore. As Gladwell himself puts it, in the one and only mention of digital communication's impact in Revenge of the Tipping Point : "It is hard today, I realize, to accept the idea that the world could be changed by a television show. Audiences have been sliced up a hundred ways among cable, streaming services, and video games."

What does social contagion look like today, when images and stories emerge out of the great sea of information and are just as quickly submerged? Interactivity and fierce feedback loops are constantly in play. Attention drives everything. And we are all in one another's business. Even the notion of separate blue and red Americas, living under distinct Overstories, does not tell us much, because these seemingly separate realities are built in reaction to each other. Their narratives ping-pong back and forth hourly.

Consider a couple of recent examples. By now, the late-July virality of Tim Walz's use of the word weird is campaign lore--the turbocharged meme began as a television clip and then proliferated on social media and rapidly entered the vocabulary of many other politicians. It also seemingly catapulted Walz to vice-presidential running mate, and redefined the Democrats as the normative party, in step with the national majority, unlike the bizarre Republicans.

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

The pro-Palestinian protests this past spring offer another glimpse into how new ideas now flow. When the protests began roiling college campuses, their emotional force was hard for me to understand at first--until someone showed me the short videos of war-zone horrors that were circulating by the thousands on TikTok, most made by Gazans themselves. Each clip was a gut punch: a woman emerging from a collapsed apartment building with a dead baby in her arms; burned children in a hospital; a man collapsing in grief over bodies wrapped in white shrouds. The images motivating these students were channeled directly across the world to their phones, unfiltered. The students then uploaded footage of their own protests, especially as they were suppressed, adding another layer of instigating feedback. The global exchange of self-generated videos led to clashes with the police, to rifts within the Democratic Party, all while the reason for the passion and the tension remained mostly invisible to those not scrolling certain platforms.

Even a biological epidemic, Gladwell's central metaphor, doesn't really lend itself to an easy story of transmission, or of consolidated immunity, either. We're now all too familiar with COVID and its endless mutations, the mystery of long COVID, the way mask wearing was shaped by politics and culture and not merely science.

This is, indeed, all very messy, all wild and unruly. It is also the air we now breathe. The strangest thing about Gladwell's decision to simply ignore the new pathways of social contagion is that he has the right vocabulary for understanding them. Small groups of people are usually the instigators, but these can be Trumpers hanging out in a closed Discord chat room, getting one another riled up about a stolen election, or a few influential teenage BookTokers all gushing about the same romance novel and turning it into a best seller. And Overstories do matter, but they do not have the stability and the unanimity that Gladwell imagines. Every day, dozens upon dozens of such narratives compete to define our politics, our culture; to bring issues to the fore, dragging attention one way or another.

Gladwell ends his new Tipping Point on the same note of certainty as his original. "Epidemics have rules," he writes. "They have boundaries." The tools to alter their course "are sitting on the table, right in front of us." I envy his confidence. But I've lived through the past 25 years too, and that's not my takeaway. We exist in gloriously, dangerously unpredictable times, and understanding how social change works surely requires one thing above all: humility.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Malcolm Gladwell, Meet Mark Zuckerberg."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/11/revenge-of-the-tipping-point-malcolm-gladwell/679971/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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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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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The Candidates' Policy Differences

Immigration takes center stage in the election.

by The Editors




Updated at 1:50 p.m. ET on September 30, 2024

Kamala Harris visited the southern border in Arizona this week as immigration takes center stage in the election. Though some recent polls show Harris neck and neck with Donald Trump in key swing states, she trails him on the issue of immigration among certain voters.

Meanwhile, the candidates' foreign-policy differences were also on display this week as Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky met with both Harris and Trump. If Trump is reelected, "there's no reason to believe that ... he would do anything that isn't pretty much in the pro-Russian category when it comes to Ukraine," Heidi Przybyla said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic. That's also why, for Harris, foreign policy is another area in which she is working to appeal to voters by drawing a contrast with Trump. She's "projecting this idea of unity, this idea that isolation isn't insolation," and that the "protection of democracy elsewhere means protection of democracy at home," Adam Harris said.

Joining Laura Barron-Lopez, the guest moderator and White House correspondent at PBS NewsHour, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Wendy Benjaminson, a senior Washington editor at Bloomberg News; Adam Harris, a former staff writer at The Atlantic; and Heidi Przybyla, a national investigative correspondent at Politico.

Watch the full episode here.



This article previously misstated Adam Harris's title.
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The Bird-Flu President

The virus is not going away, and Donald Trump or Kamala Harris will have no choice but to deal with it.

by Nicholas Florko




Presidents always seem to have a crisis to deal with. George W. Bush had 9/11. Barack Obama had the Great Recession. Donald Trump had the coronavirus pandemic. Joe Biden had the war in the Middle East. For America's next president, the crisis might be bird flu.



The United States is in the middle of an unprecedented bout of bird flu, also known as H5N1. Since 2022, the virus has killed millions of birds and spread to mammals, including cows. Dairy farms are struggling to contain outbreaks. A few humans have fallen sick, too--mostly farmworkers who spend a lot of time near chickens or cows--but Americans have largely remained nonplussed by bird flu. No one in the U.S. has died or gotten seriously sick, and the risk to us is considered low, because humans rarely spread the virus to others.



On Friday, the fear of human-to-human spread grew ever so slightly: The CDC confirmed that four health-care workers in Missouri had fallen sick after caring for a patient who was infected with bird flu. A few weeks earlier, three other Missourians showed symptoms of bird flu after coming in contact with the same person. It's still unclear if the workers were infected with H5N1 or some other respiratory bug; only one has been given an H5N1 test, which came back negative.



The CDC says the risk to humans has not changed, but the incident in Missouri underscores that the virus is only likely to generate more scares about human-to-human transmission. The virus is showing no signs of slowing down. In the absolute worst-case scenario--where Friday's news is the first sign of the virus freely spreading from person to person--we are hurtling toward another pandemic. But the outbreak doesn't have to get that dire to create headaches for the American public, and liabilities for the next president.



Either Trump or Kamala Harris will inherit an H5N1 response that has been nightmarishly complex, controversial, and at times slow. Three government agencies--the FDA, the CDC, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture--share responsibility for the bird-flu response, and it's unclear which agency is truly in charge. The USDA, for example, primarily protects farmers, while the CDC is focused on public health, and the FDA monitors the safety of milk.



Adding to the complexity is that a lot of power also rests with the states, many of which have been loath to involve the feds in their response. States must typically invite federal investigators to assess potential bird-flu cases in person, and some have bristled at the prospect of letting federal officials onto farms. The agriculture commissioner for Texas, which has emerged as one of the bird-flu hot spots, recently said the federal government needs to "back off." Meanwhile, wastewater samples--a common way to track the spread of a virus--indicate that bird flu is circulating through 10 of the state's cities.



Government alone can only do so much. Though only 14 Americans have knowingly come down with bird flu, we have a woefully incomplete picture of how widely it is spreading in humans. Since March, about 230 people nationwide have been tested for the virus. Although the federal government has attempted to compel farmworkers to get tested--even offering them $75 to give blood and nasal swabs--it has struggled to make inroads. That could be because of a range of factors, such as distrust of the federal government because of farmworkers' immigration status, and lack of awareness about the growing threat of bird flu. A USDA spokesperson told me the agency expects testing to increase as it "continues outreach to farmers."



You should be experiencing some serious deja vu by now. In 2020, the U.S. was operating in the dark regarding COVID because tests were scarce, many states were not publicly reporting their COVID numbers, and the federal government and states were fighting over lockdowns. The systematic problems that dogged the pandemic response are still impediments today, and it's unclear whether either candidate has a plan to fix them. Trump and Harris both seem more intent on pretending that the worrying signs of bird flu simply don't exist. Neither has outlined a plan for containing the virus, or said much of anything publicly about it. (The Trump and Harris campaigns did not respond to requests for comment.) If America is going to avoid repeating our COVID mistakes, things need to change fast. Angela Rasmussen, a virologist at the University of Saskatchewan, highlighted the need for more widespread testing, and vaccinations for those at high risk of catching the virus. (The federal government has a stockpile of bird-flu vaccines, but has not deployed them.)



H5N1 is already showing its potential to spoil both candidates' promises to lower grocery prices. Poultry flocks have been hit hard by bird flu, and the price of eggs has spiked by 28 percent compared with a year ago. (Inflation also played a role in increased prices, but bird flu is mostly to blame.) The next president will have to spar with America's dairy industry if they want to get useful data on how widely the virus is spreading. Dairy farmers have been reluctant to test workers or animals for fear of financial losses. But none of this will compare with the disruption that a new president will have to deal with should this virus spread more freely to humans. For Americans, that will likely mean a return to masks, another vaccine to get, and isolation. Some experts are warning that schools could be affected if the virus begins spreading to humans more readily.



Bird flu doesn't seem like a winning message for either candidate. Talk of preparing for any type of infectious disease triggers the fears of uncertainty, isolation, and inconvenience that Americans are still trying to shake after the pandemic. It's hard to imagine either Trump or Harris starting their presidency by instituting the prevention measures that so many people have grown to hate. Unfortunately, the next commander in chief may not have a choice.
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Understanding Desire in the Age of Ozempic

Many people who take GLP-1 drugs find that their cravings disappear. I went to a Buddhist monastery to try to understand why that doesn't feel like enlightenment.

by Shayla Love




On a recent Sunday morning, I sat on a cushioned mat across from Sister True Vow, a Buddhist nun at Blue Cliff Monastery. I had traveled two hours north from Brooklyn to Pine Bush, New York, to seek her perspective on the human tendency to want. "Desire and craving mean forever running and grasping after something we don't yet have," Sister True Vow told me, making gentle but unwavering eye contact. There was something else I wanted to know about desire, though. So I asked what she thought of Ozempic.

Before my visit to Blue Cliff, I had been thinking about how so many people taking GLP-1 medications find that, without even trying, they've suddenly released their desires for food, alcohol, tobacco, shopping, and more--and how Buddhists have been contemplating this exact transition for centuries. In his first sermon after reaching enlightenment, the Buddha taught that humans suffer because of our desires, and we must unshackle ourselves from them in order to become enlightened. And to some people who take Ozempic or other GLP-1 medications, the lack of cravings feels like freedom. For others, life becomes a little empty. If renunciation of desire is the key to enlightenment, why does the medication version of Nirvana seem relatively lackluster?

Roughly one in eight Americans has tried a GLP-1 drug, a number that could increase as pressure is put on companies to lower prices and generics enter the market. This means that millions of Americans could soon confront a changed relationship with their general sense of desire. It's a rare chance to peer inside a mindset that's usually reserved for the spiritually awakened, and discover what it's like to stop wanting, and what achieving that state in a matter of weeks reveals about the nature of human desire.

GLP-1 drugs such as Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro mimic a hormone that not only stimulates insulin production but also interacts with the brain's reward circuitry. Scientists are still working out exactly how people respond psychologically. Despite some anecdotal reports of depression and anxiety, a recent study didn't find an uptick in neuropsychiatric issues with semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic and Wegovy, compared with three other antidiabetic medications; another found that the drugs are not significantly associated with increased suicidal thoughts. The question of desire is more subtle. Davide Arillotta, a psychiatrist at the University of Florence, recently led a study that analyzed tens of thousands of English-language posts about GLP-1 drugs on YouTube, Reddit, and TikTok and found that, unsurprisingly, many express enthusiasm about weight loss. But other people "reported a lack of interest in activities they once enjoyed, as well as feelings of emotional dullness," he told me.

Read: Did scientists accidentally invent an anti-addiction drug?

Anna, a 51-year-old in California who works in marketing--and who requested to withhold her last name to discuss details of her medical history--told me that several months after she started taking Mounjaro, she began to feel listless. Anna was diagnosed with depression 20 years ago, and treated her symptoms successfully. This was different. She still enjoyed aspects of her life: playing with her dog, spending time with her kids. "I still get joy out of them, but I have to force myself to do them," she told me. In subreddits about GLP-1 drugs, others express similar concerns. "Does anyone feel depressed or feel lack of enjoyment of life while on ozempic ?" one person asked. From another: "Does the apathy fade?" "I just haven't been finding much interest, joy, or motivation to do things. I haven't been able to pinpoint why, exactly," someone else wrote.

Desire, or wanting, is a discrete mental phenomenon that is driven by the neurotransmitter dopamine. In the 1980s, Kent Berridge, a neuroscientist at the University of Michigan, led a study demonstrating that the neurobiology of wanting was separate from liking. Wanting is the motivation to pursue a reward, whereas liking is the enjoyment we get from that reward. This wanting is different from a cognitive plan, like wanting to stop by the library later; it's an urge to act. Berridge and others have shown that wanting involves different chemicals and areas of the brain than liking does. This means we can want what we don't like, and enjoy what we don't crave; for example, Berridge has argued that addiction stems from the triumph of desire over enjoyment. Anhedonia, the loss of pleasure in activities that used to be meaningful, is commonly understood to be a symptom of psychological conditions such as depression. A better term for what's happening to some GLP-1 users, Berridge said, would be avolition--a loss of motivation and wanting.

The circuitry of desire can be surprisingly easy to manipulate. Berridge has shown that increasing dopamine can make rats seek out painful electric shocks. Some people who take dopamine-increasing Parkinson's drugs develop compulsive gambling or shopping habits--an issue of too much wanting. Certain Tourette's drugs, such as Haldol, lower dopamine levels, and can make life feel dull to some people. In his 1985 book, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat and Other Clinical Tales, the neurologist Oliver Sacks wrote about a man with Tourette's named Ray, who said that when he took Haldol, he was "average, competent, but lacking energy, enthusiasm, extravagance and joy." Ray's solution was to take the drug during the week, then get his fix of exuberance on the weekends.

GLP-1 drugs affect dopamine pathways in the brain in ways that scientists are still working to understand. Kyle Simmons, who's leading a clinical trial of GLP-1 drugs for alcohol-use disorder, told me that his team plans to pay special attention to participants' potential loss in pleasure and their loss in wanting--and the difference between the two. Researchers still don't know whether taking a GLP-1 drug reduces all cravings or just the strongest ones, Berridge said. But the evidence from other desire-disrupting drugs and experiments can help illuminate why certain people on GLP-1 drugs end up feeling a bit blah. Some might have previously relied on food to regulate their emotions, and can't eat at the same volume anymore. Others may feel lethargic simply because they're eating less. And for a person who is used to strong feelings of wanting, "all of a sudden, that goes away, and you have to reestablish what your behavioral drivers should be," Karolina Skibicka, a neuroscientist at Penn State who did some of the first studies on GLP-1 and dopamine in rats, told me.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

This explanation mirrored what Sister True Vow said as she reflected on my questions about anecdotal reports of apathy and GLP-1 drugs. Buddhism recommends contemplating your cravings over a period of years in order to gradually loosen your grip on them in a deliberate way. Ozempic and its peers, by contrast, "do it in a chemical way, without the psychology of us coming along with it," Sister True Vow said. When people strongly identify with their cravings, feeling them disappear over a matter of weeks can be jarring. But it can also be an opportunity to uncover the roots of our desire in order to eventually let them go in a more deliberate way, Sister True Vow said. This doesn't mean people have to forgo enjoyment of the present moment--in fact, Buddhism encourages such pleasures.

The Buddha's first sermon also described the Middle Way: a balance between the extremes of asceticism and indulgence. Enlightenment is approached not by breaking completely free from desire, but by gaining awareness of how and why you want things. After many months on the drugs, some GLP-1 users appear to be finding their own Middle Way. "I have had to learn more about what desire is, how it works," Anna told me. When she meditated on what exactly she liked about her favorite hobby--collecting perfume--she realized that she is drawn to the infinite variety of scents, how they produce memories and smell different depending on where on the body they're applied. I told her she sounded a bit like a Buddhist.

Modern American life is often accused of overloading our dopamine system with TikTok swipes and Amazon Prime deliveries, to the point that influencers and psychologists alike have endorsed "dopamine fasting" to help people break their instant-gratification habits. Desire, in other words, is a monster to be tamed if happiness is to be achieved. Yet people's emotional responses to GLP-1 drugs reveal that our relationship with wanting is more complex. If an overattachment to every craving can bring suffering, a total renunciation of them can be unsatisfying too.
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The GOP's Tipping Point on Weed

Only four solidly red states have legalized marijuana. With Trump's support, Florida may soon be the fifth.

by Nicholas Florko




One Sunday earlier this month, Dave Portnoy ordered a pizza, plopped down on his couch to watch football, and lit a blunt. He was angry. The Barstool Sports founder, who is beloved by many right-leaning young men, was in his mansion in Massachusetts, where he could legally smoke weed "like a human," as he said in a video posted on X. But he can't do that at his home in Miami. "Freedom. It's about freedom," Portnoy said, encouraging viewers to vote yes on an amendment that would legalize recreational cannabis in Florida, before blowing smoke into the camera.



If Florida passes the amendment, the state would become something of an aberration. Although 24 other states already have legal pot on the books, just four of them voted for Donald Trump in 2020: Alaska, Missouri, Ohio, and Montana. Many top Republicans remain vehemently against legal weed, warning that the drug brings disorder and health risks, especially as marijuana has become more potent. Earlier this year, Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin vetoed a bill allowing the sale of weed, making a claim that recreational marijuana is linked to "increased gang activity and violent crime"--a link that researchers are still divided over. Senator J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential candidate, has also repeatedly expressed that he is against legalization.

Read: Marijuana is too strong now

But the measure in Florida has the support of the state's most famous Republican. Trump posted on Truth Social earlier this month that he will be voting for the initiative. "I believe it is time to end needless arrests and incarcerations of adults for small amounts of marijuana for personal use," he wrote. Polls suggest that the referendum is hovering just a tick above the 60 percent threshold it needs to pass and therefore enshrine in Florida's constitution the right to possess, purchase, and use marijuana. It's not a sure thing, but if it does indeed go through, the decision would be "an incredibly important concession for American conservatism," Allan Lichtman, a historian at American University, told me. Florida could end up becoming a tipping point for the rest of the Republican Party.



When Florida acts, other conservative states listen. Under Republican Governor Ron DeSantis, Florida has positioned itself as an antidote to blue America. One week after New York announced its COVID "vaccine passport" in 2021, DeSantis issued an order banning local businesses from requiring proof of immunization. Other red states, including Texas, Georgia, and Alabama, followed suit. And after Florida enacted its "Don't Say Gay" law in March 2022, more than a dozen states introduced similar bills governing the teaching of sexual orientation in schools. "Florida has been right at the epicenter of the culture war that's been so important for Republicans in recent years," Lichtman said.





With legal weed, Florida has not escaped the culture wars. DeSantis has remained vehemently against the measure, even after Trump's endorsement, as has the state Republican Party, which has said that legalization would "INSTANTLY make Florida more blue." The state approved medical marijuana in 2016, and Florida's largest medical-marijuana dispensary has spent tens of millions of dollars to wrangle the nearly 900,000 signatures required to get the referendum on the ballot in November. The DeSantis administration appealed to the state's supreme court in an unsuccessful attempt to get the initiative struck from the ballot.



DeSantis's position is aligned with the GOP's overall message on marijuana, which has stayed fairly consistent even as the party has flipped on many other issues. After all, Richard Nixon led the War on Drugs, Ronald Reagan declared marijuana "probably the most dangerous drug in the United States," and both Presidents Bush conducted massive enforcement sweeps to signal that the federal government would not loosen its prohibitionist stance. For his part, Trump said in 2015 that recreational marijuana is "bad, and I feel strongly about that." He has bragged that he's never touched the stuff. As president, he also claimed to have donated one of his paychecks to fund a public-health campaign against the drug. At times, however, he has also said that states should decide whether or not to legalize.



But Republican voters are gradually breaking away from the party's hard-line stance. A slim majority are now in favor of legalization, according to Gallup, which has tracked Americans' views on marijuana every year since 1969. Republicans' newfound support is as much a matter of age as of politics. Unlike the main state party, the Florida Young Republicans group called legalization "the obvious choice."



If Florida ends up becoming a weed trendsetter for Republicans, it wouldn't be the first time. Something similar happened with medical marijuana: By the time legalization came to Florida, many blue states had already green-lighted their own medical-marijuana programs. But Florida was the first state in the South to dispense medical marijuana. In the next few years, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana followed. If Florida passes the new measure, it would present "a notable marker in this pattern that we have seen," Joanne Spetz, the director of the Institute for Health Policy Studies at UC San Francisco, told me.



Part of that diffusion of medical marijuana was influenced by more conservative states learning from the experience of more liberal ones, and designing their programs to be more palatable to a population that doesn't want to see beachfront pot docs selling medical cards to every tourist with a headache. In red states, medical-marijuana programs "tend to be more restrictive" than in blue states, Daniel Mallinson, a public-policy professor at Penn State Harrisburg, told me. The same may hold for recreational marijuana. Whether states follow Florida's lead might come down to whether the state can implement legalization in a way that simultaneously fulfills the will of the electorate and doesn't make retirees in the Villages lament that they've suddenly been transported to Denver. Put simply: It might come down to the smell.

Read: I don't want to smell you get high

"I don't want every hotel to really smell," DeSantis warned at a press conference in early March. It's a concern shared by Trump himself, who last month posted that Florida must ensure that "we do not smell marijuana everywhere we go, like we do in many of the Democrat run Cities." New York Republicans have introduced legislation to ban marijuana smoking in public in response to New Yorkers being "regularly assailed with the pungent odor of marijuana on public sidewalks, in parking lots and other public spaces"--which even Democratic Mayor Eric Adams acknowledged is pervasive. And Vance opposed his own state's legalization efforts, because "I want to be able to do normal things without being slammed in the face with the smell of weed."



Of course, most states with legal marijuana also restrict public consumption of the drug, but enforcement is often spotty. Florida is not exactly known for effectively preventing public disorder. It is the state that has made headlines for Disney World patrons attempting to steal a golf cart, annual spring-break riots, and men who risk danger with alligators (whether it's throwing a gator through a drive-thru window or stealing one from a mini-golf course).



Even if Florida enters a new era of reefer madness and manages to somehow keep the Disney World tourists, spring breakers, and "Florida men" calm, not every red state will quickly follow suit; voters in Oklahoma and Arkansas voted against legalization in recent years. Still, Florida's measure could be a win for conservatives--even the ones who are anti-weed. They are right: Marijuana can be addictive, and pot smoke stinks. But the status quo--one in which marijuana is banned on the federal level--keeps the drug in a gray area that prevents it from being studied on university campuses and regulated by the FDA. Yes, legalization might mean Republicans smell weed on street corners, but it could also allow for more research into the effects of marijuana, and more regulation of where and when the drug can be used.



Until a critical mass of red states embraces recreational weed, it's hard to see anything changing. Florida cannot bring the entire Republican Party along overnight, but perhaps sometime soon, Dave Portnoy and his "stoolies" in Florida can legally order pizza, watch football, and smoke a joint on the couch.
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Remember That DNA You Gave 23andMe?

The company is in trouble, and anyone who has spit into one of the company's test tubes should be concerned.

by Kristen V. Brown




23andMe is not doing well. Its stock is on the verge of being delisted. It shut down its in-house drug-development unit last month, only the latest in several rounds of layoffs. Last week, the entire board of directors quit, save for Anne Wojcicki, a co-founder and the company's CEO. Amid this downward spiral, Wojcicki has said she'll consider selling 23andMe--which means the DNA of 23andMe's 15 million customers would be up for sale, too.

23andMe's trove of genetic data might be its most valuable asset. For about two decades now, since human-genome analysis became quick and common, the A's, C's, G's, and T's of DNA have allowed long-lost relatives to connect, revealed family secrets, and helped police catch serial killers. Some people's genomes contain clues to what's making them sick, or even, occasionally, how their disease should be treated. For most of us, though, consumer tests don't have much to offer beyond a snapshot of our ancestors' roots and confirmation of the traits we already know about. (Yes, 23andMe, my eyes are blue.) 23andMe is floundering in part because it hasn't managed to prove the value of collecting all that sensitive, personal information. And potential buyers may have very different ideas about how to use the company's DNA data to raise the company's bottom line. This should concern anyone who has used the service.

DNA might contain health information, but unlike a doctor's office, 23andMe is not bound by the health-privacy law HIPAA. And the company's privacy policies make clear that in the event of a merger or an acquisition, customer information is a salable asset. 23andMe promises to ask its customers' permission before using their data for research or targeted advertising, but that doesn't mean the next boss will do the same. It says so right there in the fine print: The company reserves the right to update its policies at any time. A spokesperson acknowledged to me this week that the company can't fully guarantee the sanctity of customer data, but said in a statement that "any scenario which impacts our customers' data would need to be carefully considered. We take the privacy and trust of our customers very seriously, and would strive to maintain commitments outlined in our Privacy Statement."

Certain parties might take an obvious interest in the secrets of Americans' genomes. Insurers, for example, would probably like to know about any genetic predispositions that might make you more expensive to them. In the United States, a 2008 law called the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act protects against discrimination by employers and health insurers on the basis of genetic data, but gaps in it exempt providers of life, disability, and long-term-care insurance from such restrictions. That means that if you have, say, a genetic marker that can be correlated with a heart condition, a life insurer could find that out and legally deny you a policy--even if you never actually develop that condition. Law-enforcement agencies rely on DNA data to solve many difficult cases, and although 23andMe says it requires a warrant to share data, some other companies have granted broad access to police. You don't have to commit a crime to be affected: Because we share large chunks of our genome with relatives, your DNA could be used to implicate a close family member or even a third cousin whom you've never met. Information about your ethnicity can also be sensitive, and that's encoded in your genome, too. That's all part of why, in 2020, the U.S. military advised its personnel against using consumer tests.

Read: Big Pharma would like your DNA

Spelling out all the potential consequences of an unknown party accessing your DNA is impossible, because scientists' understanding of the genome is still evolving. Imagine drugmakers trolling your genome to find out what ailments you're at risk for and then targeting you with ads for drugs to treat them. "There's a lot of ways that this data might be misused or used in a way that the consumers couldn't anticipate when they first bought 23andMe," Suzanne Bernstein, counsel at the Electronic Privacy Information Center, told me. And unlike a password that can be changed after it leaks, once your DNA is out in the wild, it's out there for good.

Some states, such as California, give consumers additional genetic-privacy rights and might allow DNA data to be deleted ahead of a sale. The 23andMe spokesperson told me that "customers have the ability to download their data and delete their personal accounts." Companies are also required to notify customers of any changes to terms of service and give them a chance to opt out, though typically such changes take effect automatically after a certain amount of time, whether or not you've read through the fine print.

Consumers have assumed this risk without getting much in return. When the first draft of the human genome was unveiled, it was billed as a panacea, hiding within its code secrets that would help each and every one of us unlock a personalized health plan. But most diseases, it turns out, can't be pinned on a single gene. And most people have a boring genome, free of red-flag mutations, which means DNA data just aren't that useful to them--at least not in this form. And if a DNA test reveals elevated risk for a more common health condition, such as diabetes and heart disease, you probably already know the interventions: eating well, exercising often, getting a solid eight hours of sleep. (To an insurer, though, even a modicum of risk might make someone an unattractive candidate for coverage.) That's likely a big part of why 23andMe's sales have slipped. There are only so many people who want to know about their Swedish ancestry, and that, it turns out, is consumer DNA testing's biggest sell.

Read: DNA tests are uncovering the true prevalence of incest

Wojcicki has pulled 23andMe back from the brink before, after the Food and Drug Administration ordered the company to stop selling its health tests in 2013 until they could be proved safe and effective. In recent months, Wojcicki has explored a variety of options to save the company, including splitting it to separate the cash-burning drug business from the consumer side. Wojcicki has still expressed interest in trying to take the company private herself, but the board rejected her initial offer. 23andMe has until November 4 to raise its shares to at least $1, or be delisted. As that date approaches, a sale looks more and more likely--whether to Wojcicki or someone else.

The risk of DNA data being misused has existed since DNA tests first became available. When customers opt in to participate in drug-development research, third parties already get access to their de-identified DNA data, which can in some cases be linked back to people's identities after all. Plus, 23andMe has failed to protect its customers' information in the past--it just agreed to pay $30 million to settle a lawsuit resulting from an October 2023 data breach. But for nearly two decades, the company had an incentive to keep its customers' data private: 23andMe is a consumer-facing business, and to sell kits, it also needed to win trust. Whoever buys the company's data may not operate under the same constraints.
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How Climate Change Is Killing Cities

We mourn glaciers and forests lost to climate change. Why not streets and sewers?

by Eve Andrews




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.


Living in the days of climate change means we are living in the era of ecological grief. The emotional phenomenon has inspired funerals for glaciers in Iceland, Oregon, and Switzerland. Scientists have reported feeling shock and loss with each consecutive return to the Great Barrier Reef, as new expanses of coral bleach and desiccate. All across the mining country of Central Appalachia, where mountains have been halved and forests are felled to extract coal, the grief appears in the form of diagnosable mental-health conditions.

You would be less likely to see the term ecological grief applied to a flooded New York City subway station or a heat wave forcing Philadelphia public schools to close early or dangerously scorching playground asphalt in Los Angeles. And yet for most city dwellers, the way we experience climate change comes not from the collapse of natural formations but through damage to the man-made infrastructure that makes up our urban spaces and our daily lives. When that infrastructure is harmed or destroyed, be it by wind or fire or flood, it alters our habitats--and that, too, elicits an intense sense of emotional loss and instability.

The philosopher Glenn Albrecht has developed a vocabulary to describe the emotional experience of living through climate change: Solastalgia, for example, describes a homesickness born out of the observation of chronic environmental degradation of one's home; tierratrauma refers to the acute pain of witnessing ruined environs such as a logged forest or trash-filled creek. The basis of Albrecht's work is that humans are fundamentally connected to our natural environments, and we experience pain when they are damaged. To that end, his research tends to focus on rural areas, where the barrier between humans and nature usually feels more porous.

Although we've built our cities as fortresses against the forces of nature surrounding them, we are learning the hard way that concrete makes for a far more delicate habitat than trees and grass and soil. Vulnerable to the wrath wrought by a warming atmosphere, it augments heat, struggles to absorb excess water, cracks and crumbles. "We don't actually fundamentally understand that the cities that we build are also part of nature," Adrian McGregor, an Australian architect, told me. "We operate them, we manage them, and they rely upon us for the imports to keep them alive. But also, they're our largest habitat that we exist in." In the United States, roughly 80 percent of the country's population lives in urban areas.

McGregor promotes the theory of "biourbanism," which views cities as a form of nature in their own right. This framework is influenced by the geographers Erle Ellis and Navin Ramankutty, who developed the concept of "anthromes," or anthropogenic biomes, which are human-shaped ecosystems. (At this point in history, anthromes cover more than 80 percent of the planet.)

"All in all, cities are more extreme environments than rural areas in the context of climate change," says Brian Stone Jr., a professor of urban environmental planning and design at the Georgia Institute of Technology. According to his research, city dwellers tend to come face-to-face with climate change through more and more common episodes: Strong rain brings regular floods to a particular street corner; the light rail goes out of service because high temperatures strain power lines; a summer drought kills the trees shading a local playground. For those who rely on all of these quotidian components of city life, each of those episodes "is far more activating of climate awareness and potentially grief than a large ice shelf breaking off from Greenland."

That's because those small breakages reveal the fragility of our home environs, portending a major climate-driven collapse. In arguably the most prominent example of urban climate disaster, rising sea levels and wetland erosion contributed to the unprecedented destruction of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Floodwaters from the Gulf and the Mississippi poured over roughly 80 percent of New Orleans, crippling major highways and bridges and damaging hundreds of thousands of homes. More than 1,300 people died, and an estimated 400,000 residents were displaced for days or years from the place they'd called home--many of them for generations.

And what happens in the aftermath? The urban-systems researcher Fushcia-Ann Hoover notes that while a lot of the inundated neighborhoods did rebuild, a number of historically Black communities were permanently changed. A 2019 study found a trend of gentrification in neighborhoods that were most damaged by the hurricane, which led the urbanist Richard Florida to observe that "devastating physical damage pushes existing populations out. This makes it easier for developers to assemble large tracts of land that can be rebuilt, not just to higher standards, but for far more advantaged groups, paving the way for a kind of mass gentrification."

"The loss of the residents who were unable to return also includes things like social cohesion, a sense of community, and a sense of identity--all of the things that a neighborhood means and represents from a human connection standpoint," Hoover told me. These less tangible elements are key to our survival as humans and inextricable features of a healthy, functioning habitat.

Unsurprisingly, widespread, long-lasting mental-health fallout occurs after a city suffers a transformative disaster like Katrina. One report indicated that in the months following the hurricane, crisis helpline calls increased by 61 percent, though more than half of the city's population had fled.

But the less severe disasters leave an emotional mark on communities as well. After a 2015 landslide killed three people in Sitka, Alaska, residents reported being afraid to send their children to school, newly aware that those buildings could be in landslide zones. The tenants of a low-lying public-housing complex in Norfolk, Virginia, described rainstorms that regularly spurred knee-high floods as dread- and anxiety-inducing. When the water filtration system in the town of Detroit, Oregon, was destroyed by the Santiam Canyon wildfires in 2020, locals struggled to trust reports that drinking water was safe. Electric grid disruption from the 2021 winter storms in Central Texas left at least one Austin resident with a "feeling of foreboding" for winters that followed.

There's a valid argument that urbanization has insulated us, mentally and emotionally, from much of the damage that humans have inflicted upon the Earth. The climate psychologist Steffi Bednarek attributes our largely stunted emotional response to mass ecological disaster to, essentially, the society we've built. The idea is that many of us have become divorced from nature by the forces of capitalism, industrialization, and urbanization. And as a result, she argues, we're too removed to feel kinship with the great diversity of life on Earth, much of which has been quietly enduring the effects of climate change for decades now.

It's certainly a fair critique of the modern condition. But our cities are living things, too, and they are also fracturing from the instability of an altered climate. Though a flooded sewer is certainly less dramatic than a lush forest reduced to skeletal trunks and branches or a wave of dead fish washing ashore, it actually reminds us that we're closer to nature than we think.
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Who Should Get to Have 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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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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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 Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books

To read a book in college, it helps to have read a book in high school.

by Rose Horowitch




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


Updated at 10:57 a.m. ET on October 1, 2024

Nicholas Dames has taught Literature Humanities, Columbia University's required great-books course, since 1998. He loves the job, but it has changed. Over the past decade, students have become overwhelmed by the reading. College kids have never read everything they're assigned, of course, but this feels different. Dames's students now seem bewildered by the thought of finishing multiple books a semester. His colleagues have noticed the same problem. Many students no longer arrive at college--even at highly selective, elite colleges--prepared to read books.

This development puzzled Dames until one day during the fall 2022 semester, when a first-year student came to his office hours to share how challenging she had found the early assignments. Lit Hum often requires students to read a book, sometimes a very long and dense one, in just a week or two. But the student told Dames that, at her public high school, she had never been required to read an entire book. She had been assigned excerpts, poetry, and news articles, but not a single book cover to cover.

Read: Why kids aren't falling in love with reading

"My jaw dropped," Dames told me. The anecdote helped explain the change he was seeing in his students: It's not that they don't want to do the reading. It's that they don't know how. Middle and high schools have stopped asking them to.

In 1979, Martha Maxwell, an influential literacy scholar, wrote, "Every generation, at some point, discovers that students cannot read as well as they would like or as well as professors expect." Dames, who studies the history of the novel, acknowledged the longevity of the complaint. "Part of me is always tempted to be very skeptical about the idea that this is something new," he said.

Daniel Shore, the chair of Georgetown's English department, told me that his students have trouble staying focused on even a sonnet.

And yet, "I think there is a phenomenon that we're noticing that I'm also hesitant to ignore." Twenty years ago, Dames's classes had no problem engaging in sophisticated discussions of Pride and Prejudice one week and Crime and Punishment the next. Now his students tell him up front that the reading load feels impossible. It's not just the frenetic pace; they struggle to attend to small details while keeping track of the overall plot.

No comprehensive data exist on this trend, but the majority of the 33 professors I spoke with relayed similar experiences. Many had discussed the change at faculty meetings and in conversations with fellow instructors. Anthony Grafton, a Princeton historian, said his students arrive on campus with a narrower vocabulary and less understanding of language than they used to have. There are always students who "read insightfully and easily and write beautifully," he said, "but they are now more exceptions." Jack Chen, a Chinese-literature professor at the University of Virginia, finds his students "shutting down" when confronted with ideas they don't understand; they're less able to persist through a challenging text than they used to be. Daniel Shore, the chair of Georgetown's English department, told me that his students have trouble staying focused on even a sonnet.

Failing to complete a 14-line poem without succumbing to distraction suggests one familiar explanation for the decline in reading aptitude: smartphones. Teenagers are constantly tempted by their devices, which inhibits their preparation for the rigors of college coursework--then they get to college, and the distractions keep flowing. "It's changed expectations about what's worthy of attention," Daniel Willingham, a psychologist at UVA, told me. "Being bored has become unnatural." Reading books, even for pleasure, can't compete with TikTok, Instagram, YouTube. In 1976, about 40 percent of high-school seniors said they had read at least six books for fun in the previous year, compared with 11.5 percent who hadn't read any. By 2022, those percentages had flipped.

Read: The terrible costs of a phone-based childhood

But middle- and high-school kids appear to be encountering fewer and fewer books in the classroom as well. For more than two decades, new educational initiatives such as No Child Left Behind and Common Core emphasized informational texts and standardized tests. Teachers at many schools shifted from books to short informational passages, followed by questions about the author's main idea--mimicking the format of standardized reading-comprehension tests. Antero Garcia, a Stanford education professor, is completing his term as vice president of the National Council of Teachers of English and previously taught at a public school in Los Angeles. He told me that the new guidelines were intended to help students make clear arguments and synthesize texts. But "in doing so, we've sacrificed young people's ability to grapple with long-form texts in general."

Mike Szkolka, a teacher and an administrator who has spent almost two decades in Boston and New York schools, told me that excerpts have replaced books across grade levels. "There's no testing skill that can be related to ... Can you sit down and read Tolstoy? " he said. And if a skill is not easily measured, instructors and district leaders have little incentive to teach it. Carol Jago, a literacy expert who crisscrosses the country helping teachers design curricula, says that educators tell her they've stopped teaching the novels they've long revered, such as My Antonia and Great Expectations. The pandemic, which scrambled syllabi and moved coursework online, accelerated the shift away from teaching complete works.

In a recent EdWeek Research Center survey of about 300 third-to-eighth-grade educators, only 17 percent said they primarily teach whole texts. An additional 49 percent combine whole texts with anthologies and excerpts. But nearly a quarter of respondents said that books are no longer the center of their curricula. One public-high-school teacher in Illinois told me that she used to structure her classes around books but now focuses on skills, such as how to make good decisions. In a unit about leadership, students read parts of Homer's Odyssey and supplement it with music, articles, and TED Talks. (She assured me that her students read at least two full texts each semester.) An Advanced Placement English Literature teacher in Atlanta told me that the class used to read 14 books each year. Now they're down to six or seven.

"It's not like I can say, 'Okay, over the next three weeks, I expect you to read The Iliad,' because they're not going to do it."

Private schools, which produce a disproportionate share of elite college students, seem to have been slower to shift away from reading complete volumes--leading to what Dames describes as a disconcerting reading-skills gap among incoming freshmen. But private schools are not immune to the trend. At the prep school that I graduated from five years ago, I took a Jane Austen course my senior year. I read only a single Austen novel.

The issue that Dames and other professors have observed is distinct from the problem at community colleges and nonselective universities, where some students arrive with literacy and comprehension deficits that can leave them unable to complete collegiate courses. High-achieving students at exclusive schools like Columbia can decode words and sentences. But they struggle to muster the attention or ambition required to immerse themselves in a substantial text.

Faced with this predicament, many college professors feel they have no choice but to assign less reading and lower their expectations. Victoria Kahn, who has taught literature at UC Berkeley since 1997, used to assign 200 pages each week. Now she assigns less than half of that. "I don't do the whole Iliad. I assign books of The Iliad. I hope that some of them will read the whole thing," Kahn told me. "It's not like I can say, 'Okay, over the next three weeks, I expect you to read The Iliad,' because they're not going to do it."

Xochitl Gonzalez: The schools that are no longer teaching kids to read books

Andrew Delbanco, a longtime American-studies professor at Columbia, now teaches a seminar on short works of American prose instead of a survey course on literature. The Melville segment used to include Moby-Dick; now his students make do with Billy Budd, Benito Cereno, and "Bartleby, the Scrivener." There are some benefits--short works allow more time to focus on "the intricacies and subtleties of language," Delbanco told me--and he has made peace with the change. "One has to adjust to the times," he said.

The Columbia instructors who determine the Lit Hum curriculum decided to trim the reading list for the current school year. (It had been growing in recent years, even while students struggled with the reading, as new books by nonwhite authors were added.) Like Delbanco, some see advantages to teaching fewer books. Even the best-prepared students have probably been skimming some of their Lit Hum assignments for years. Joseph Howley, the program's chair, said he'd rather students miss out on some of the classics--Crime and Punishment is now off the list--but read the remaining texts in greater depth. And, crucially, the change will give professors more time to teach students how they expect them to read.

But it's not clear that instructors can foster a love of reading by thinning out the syllabus. Some experts I spoke with attributed the decline of book reading to a shift in values rather than in skill sets. Students can still read books, they argue--they're just choosing not to. Students today are far more concerned about their job prospects than they were in the past. Every year, they tell Howley that, despite enjoying what they learned in Lit Hum, they plan to instead get a degree in something more useful for their career.

The same factors that have contributed to declining enrollment in the humanities might lead students to spend less time reading in the courses they do take. A 2023 survey of Harvard seniors found that they spend almost as much time on jobs and extracurriculars as they do on academics. And thanks to years of grade inflation (in a recent report, 79 percent of Harvard grades were in the A range), college kids can get by without doing all of their assigned work.

Whether through atrophy or apathy, a generation of students is reading fewer books. They might read more as they age--older adults are the most voracious readers--but the data are not encouraging. The American Time Use Survey shows that the overall pool of people who read books for pleasure has shrunk over the past two decades. A couple of professors told me that their students see reading books as akin to listening to vinyl records--something that a small subculture may still enjoy, but that's mostly a relic of an earlier time.

The economic survival of the publishing industry requires an audience willing and able to spend time with an extended piece of writing. But as readers of a literary magazine will surely appreciate, more than a venerable industry is at stake. Books can cultivate a sophisticated form of empathy, transporting a reader into the mind of someone who lived hundreds of years ago, or a person who lives in a radically different context from the reader's own. "A lot of contemporary ideas of empathy are built on identification, identity politics," Kahn, the Berkeley professor, said. "Reading is more complicated than that, so it enlarges your sympathies."

Yet such benefits require staying with a character through their journey; they cannot be approximated by reading a five- or even 30-page excerpt. According to the neuroscientist Maryanne Wolf, so-called deep reading--sustained immersion in a text--stimulates a number of valuable mental habits, including critical thinking and self-reflection, in ways that skimming or reading in short bursts does not.

Over and over, the professors I spoke with painted a grim picture of young people's reading habits. (The historian Adrian Johns was one dissenter, but allowed, "My experience is a bit unusual because the University of Chicago is, like, the last bastion of people who do read things.") For years, Dames has asked his first-years about their favorite book. In the past, they cited books such as Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre. Now, he says, almost half of them cite young-adult books. Rick Riordan's Percy Jackson series seems to be a particular favorite.

I can imagine worse preparations for the trials, and thrills, of Lit Hum. Riordan's series, although full of frothy action and sometimes sophomoric humor, also cleverly engages in a literary exercise as old as the Western canon: spinning new adventures for the petulant gods and compromised heroes of Greek mythology. But of course there is a reason that, despite millennia of reinterpretations, we've never forgotten the originals. To understand the human condition, and to appreciate humankind's greatest achievements, you still need to read The Iliad--all of it.



Due to an editing error, this article initially misstated the year Nicholas Dames started teaching Literature Humanities. This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books." 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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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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        For How Much Longer Can Life Continue on This Troubled Planet?
        Ross Andersen

        Wikipedia's "Timeline of the Far Future" is one of my favorite webpages from the internet's pre-slop era. A Londoner named Nick Webb created it on the morning of December 22, 2010. "Certain events in the future of the universe can be predicted with a comfortable level of accuracy," he wrote at the top of the page. He then proposed a chronological list of 33 such events, beginning with the joining of Asia and Australia 40 million years from now. He noted that around this same time, Mars's moon Pho...

      

      
        My Friend Was in the Valley
        Annette Saunooke Clapsaddle

        
The last text message I received on Friday morning from Josh, a close friend since kindergarten, read: "I just had to wade in waist deep water to rescue my dog. Everything I own is ruined. I'm a bit emotional. Sorry. I need a min."Cell service dropped. Wi-Fi signal disappeared.Josh lives 12 minutes from my house, which is near Cherokee, North Carolina. That short stretch of land and water between us made all the difference this week. Scotts Creek, which runs right by Josh's house and is usually ...

      

      
        North Carolina Was Set Up for Disaster
        Marina Koren

        When Helene swept through western North Carolina late last week, the rain fell heavy and fast enough to start washing away mountainsides. Rivers overflowed, and a chunk of one of the state's major highways collapsed, cutting off communities; floods slung mud and muck into buildings. Cars, trucks, dumpsters, entire homes and bridges--these and more were carried away in the floods as if they weighed nothing. Much of what managed to stay in place became submerged in brown water. Thousands of people i...

      

      
        America Needs a Disaster Corps
        Zoe Schlanger

        On the afternoon before Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida, Veronica Robleto was coordinating text messages to the 2,500 or so people on her organization's mailing list, telling them to flee. Robleto is the director of the Rural Women's Health Project, a small nonprofit that primarily serves north-central Florida's Spanish-speaking immigrant community, but she and her colleagues found themselves becoming emergency communicators. Some of the messages, which the group also posted to Facebook...

      

      
        America's Hurricane Luck Is Running Out
        Marina Koren

        From high above, Hurricane Helene's swirling clouds seem to have taken a piece of the United States and swallowed it whole. Helene, which made landfall last night as a Category 4 storm, has drenched the Southeast from the tip of Florida all the way up to North Carolina. Even though it weakened to a tropical storm this morning, streets have transformed into rivers, dams are threatening to fail, and more flooding is still to come. At least 22 people have died in the Southeast. Millions are without ...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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 multiplies 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 t...

      

      
        Europe's Heat Pumps Put America's to Shame
        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 ...
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For How Much Longer Can Life Continue on This Troubled Planet?

New data on the end times

by Ross Andersen




Wikipedia's "Timeline of the Far Future" is one of my favorite webpages from the internet's pre-slop era. A Londoner named Nick Webb created it on the morning of December 22, 2010. "Certain events in the future of the universe can be predicted with a comfortable level of accuracy," he wrote at the top of the page. He then proposed a chronological list of 33 such events, beginning with the joining of Asia and Australia 40 million years from now. He noted that around this same time, Mars's moon Phobos would complete its slow death spiral into the red planet's surface. A community of 1,533 editors have since expanded the timeline to 160 events, including the heat death of the universe. I like to imagine these people on laptops in living rooms and cafes across the world, compiling obscure bits of speculative science into a secular Book of Revelation.

Like the best sci-fi world building, the Timeline of the Far Future can give you a key bump of the sublime. It reminds you that even the sturdiest-seeming features of our world are ephemeral, that in 1,100 years, Earth's axis will point to a new North Star. In 250,000 years, an undersea volcano will pop up in the Pacific, adding an extra island to Hawaii. In the 1 million years that the Great Pyramid will take to erode, the sun will travel only about 1/200th of its orbit around the Milky Way, but in doing so, it will move into a new field of stars. Our current constellations will go all wobbly in the sky and then vanish.

Some aspects of the timeline are more certain than others. We know that most animals will look different 10 million years from now. We know that the continents will slowly drift together to form a new Pangaea. Africa will slam into Eurasia, sealing off the Mediterranean basin and raising a new Himalaya-like range across France, Italy, and Spain. In 400 million years, Saturn will have lost its rings. Earth will have replenished its fossil fuels. Our planet will also likely have sustained at least one mass-extinction-triggering impact, unless its inhabitants have learned to divert asteroids.

The events farther down the page tend to be shakier. Recently, there has been some dispute over the approximate date that complex life will no longer be able to live on Earth. Astrophysicists have long understood that in roughly half a billion years, the natural swelling of our sun will accelerate. The extra radiation that it pours into Earth's atmosphere will widen the planet's daily swing between hot and cold. Continents will expand and contract more violently, making the land brittle, and setting into motion a process that is far less spectacular than an asteroid strike but much deadlier. Rainfall will bring carbon dioxide down to the surface, where it will bond with the silicates exposed by cracking earth. Rivers will carry the resulting carbonate compounds to the ocean, where they will sink. About 1 billion years from now, this process will have transferred so much carbon dioxide to the seafloor that very little will remain in the air. Photosynthesis will be impossible. Forests and grasslands will have vanished. A few plants will make a valiant last stand, but then they, too, will suffocate, wrecking the food chain. Animals on land will go first; deep-sea invertebrates will be last. Microbes may survive for another billion years, but the era of complex life on Earth will have ended.

Researchers from the University of Chicago and Israel's Weizmann Institute of Science have now proposed an update to this crucial part of the timeline. In a new paper called "Substantial Extension of the Lifetime of the Terrestrial Biosphere," available as a preprint and accepted for publication in The Planetary Science Journal, they argue that the effects of silicate weathering may be overstated. In a billion years, they say, enough carbon dioxide may yet remain for plants to perform photosynthesis. That doesn't mean plants will last forever. Even if they can continue breathing, the sheer heat of the ballooning sun will eventually kill them and every other living thing on Earth. The question is when, and the researchers note that there is reason for optimism on this score. Some plant species have already evolved to withstand extreme heat. (One flowering shrub in Death Valley appears to thrive at 117 degrees Fahrenheit.) In the future, they could evolve to withstand higher temperatures still. With carbon-dioxide starvation out of the picture, these hardy plants could perhaps live for 800 million extra years.

Read: Scientists found ripples in space and time. And you have to buy groceries.

Claims like these are laughably hard to test, of course. But in this case, there could be a way. Astronomers plan to use the next generation of space telescopes to zoom into the atmospheres of the nearest hundred Earthlike planets, looking for precise chemical combinations that indicate the presence of life. With this census, they hope to tell us whether life is common in the universe. If it is, and if humans keep on building bigger and bigger telescopes, then the astronomers of the 22nd century may be able to survey lots of planets at once, including those that orbit suns that are more swollen than ours. If in the atmospheres of these planets--these future Earth analogues--we see the telltale exhalations of photosynthesis, that could suggest that plantlike lifeforms here are indeed more resilient than we'd once imagined.

Until then, we will just have to keep tabs on the Timeline of the Far Future. Yesterday morning, I visited it again and scrolled down a billion years to see if it had been updated. It had not. I kept scrolling anyway, to remind myself how it all turns out. (Doomscrolling in its purest form.) I went 3, 4, and 5 billion years into the future, by which time the Milky Way will have merged with the Andromeda galaxy. Together, the two will gobble up all the other galaxies in our local, gravitationally bound group. Because the universe is expanding, everything beyond this consolidated mega-galaxy will recede away, leaving it to float alone like an island in a void. The longest-lasting of its stars will shine reddish-orange for trillions of years. Eventually, they'll twinkle out, and only a black hole will remain. It, too, will evaporate, but over a period of time so long that expressing it in years is comical. The number runs for hundreds of digits.

It is a strange thing that humans do, calculating these expiration dates, not just for life but for stars and black holes. Scientists have even tried to determine when every last fizzing bit of energy in the cosmos will come to rest. We have no obvious stake in these predictions, and at a moment when there are more pressing reasons to doomscroll, they might rightly be called a distraction. I have no straightforward counterargument, only a vague suspicion that there is something ennobling in trying to hold the immensities of space and time inside our small and fragile mammal brains.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/how-long-will-earth-life-exist/680123/?utm_source=feed
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My Friend Was in the Valley

From my front porch, the river banks of North Carolina's mountains held. But not from his.

by Annette Saunooke Clapsaddle





 The last text message I received on Friday morning from Josh, a close friend since kindergarten, read: "I just had to wade in waist deep water to rescue my dog. Everything I own is ruined. I'm a bit emotional. Sorry. I need a min."



Cell service dropped. Wi-Fi signal disappeared.



Josh lives 12 minutes from my house, which is near Cherokee, North Carolina. That short stretch of land and water between us made all the difference this week. Scotts Creek, which runs right by Josh's house and is usually benign enough, swelled and formed a deadly confluence with the Tuckasegee River. And Dillsboro, his tiny community, just a few blocks in total, was submerged beneath the floodwaters that Hurricane Helene induced.



I was on the mountain, and my friend was in the valley.







I'd promised myself I would never be here again--caught in a 100-, maybe 1,000-year flood. This time, I was far from my eastern-Kentucky friends and their scarred banks, still mending from the devastating flood of 2022. These western-North Carolina highlands, largely protected from extensive mining extraction, would protect me and the others who call them home.



And from my front porch, these mountains of my home did hold. These river banks were true. These creeks culled most swells. They kept my promise. My front yard today does not look like the ones I drove past in 2022 as I fled Hindman, Kentucky, a hazy dawn lighting my way on that late-July morning.



What I can't quite reckon with is that my neighbors' yards do. Twelve minutes down the road. An hour east, in Asheville. Or just a bit farther, in Boone and most of the communities in between. Sporadic pictures filtering through spotty Wi-Fi service look remarkably similar to the calls for help from two years ago in the Bluegrass State. Death tolls climb. Even in Cherokee, people are making runs on gas. Boil-water advisories are in effect regionally. Friends can't locate family.



My promise might have helped quell my fears. But promises are premised on what has come before, on what seems reasonable and possible. In Cherokee, we have become accustomed to hearing the phrase for over 10,000 years, in commercials and museum exhibits explaining to tourists how long we, Cherokee people, have existed in our homelands. How many 100-year floods and 1,000-year floods has this land seen in that time? Whatever math governs that past does not hold in this new era, in which I can live more than 40 years without experiencing a natural disaster, and then live through two cataclysmic floods within two years.







On the morning of Thursday, September 26, 2024, I was in Asheville, and the rain had already begun. I learned from my Kentucky experience that I needed to have groceries at home, and water, maps, rubber boots, and a full gas tank in my car. I also knew that I should stop by Biltmore Village to pick up my son's suit for his high-school homecoming. Yes, I was still imagining that he could escort his friend onto the football field in a few days, maybe even attend the dance. Even as I prepared for a flood, I was sure that I would not have to survive another one.



Biltmore Village is notorious for flooding even under mild rainy conditions, and when I arrived, part of the shopping area was already blocked off. I waited for the store to open; the rain continued to steadily fall. I watched a video on my phone, supposedly from the previous evening, of a car attempting to drive through floodwater just beyond the barricade I could see from my back window. I checked the weather maps again. I decided that my son wasn't going to need a suit anytime soon.



I drove home thinking about how most people in western North Carolina had not seen the mattresses hanging from trees or known the people stranded on the other side of a creek by a washed-out bridge, as I had two summers ago. They hadn't smelled the gasoline in the air and watched boats float down KY 160. I drove home unsettled by the thought that I would soon be comparing catastrophic flood experiences.



I texted Josh and told him that he should leave--come stay with me. Bring his dog. I knew the Scotts Creek he saw from his porch in Dillsboro might be calm still, but I also knew how troublesome a creek can become. He assured me that he wasn't worried.



As I drove, I held on to the promise of these mountains. That, unlike many in eastern Kentucky, they had not been lopped off for strip-mining by coal companies, the lack of vegetation allowing walls of water to cascade down them unrestricted; they did not contain coal-slurry ponds teetering on the brink of collapse, spilling into the hollers below. Yet, in my rearview on Interstate 40 and Route 74, I could see summer homes wedged into mountain slopes like Jenga pieces and far more economically fashioned homes dotting would-be floodplains. Creeks here don't rise like that, I assured myself. They don't wipe out western-North Carolina communities. In the back of my mind was an image of Canton, North Carolina, underwater in 2021. Rare. Isolated.







When the rain became mist and the world grayed into silence the day after losing all communication, I ventured out to check on Josh. He was cleaning his apartment, running dehumidifiers and thanking friends who offered help. He was safe. His dog was safe. He pointed to a group of adults and children washing down the street with hoses and brooms. The children were covered in mud and barefoot. "They're a church group," he explained.



I thought back to the pickup truck that had pulled up to the house we were mucking out in Bulan, Kentucky, after their disaster. The man who hopped off the back was the son of the mayor of the next town over and offered us all tetanus shots to stave off the effects of hazardous waste in the floodwaters. I wondered if these church kids had had their shots--if their parents knew they might need one.



As I write this, I don't know how all the cities and towns of western North Carolina are faring. I know that gas is scarce, and still none of us has reliable cellular or Wi-Fi service. I know that the Dollar General is out of eggs. I know that rockslides cover some roads and many others have crumbled. I know that the hospital in Cherokee cannot send patients to Asheville's Mission Hospital for critical care. I know that homes are gone and lives are gone. I know that my 11-year-old remarked on how "the people who lived under the bridge have nowhere to go now," because the waters washed away their encampments.



And I know that, through all the rain and rise and wind, the roadside campaign signs survived, symbols of other promises. Promises that we can curb the tides of global warming. Promises that global warming doesn't exist. Promises that Appalachia is not forgotten. And I remember that promises don't do much, and rarely hold. They might help quell our fears, but these promise-makers, too, don't know what they don't know. Promises are facades of safety that we make for ourselves, and that politicians often make for us, in place of protective action.



After the waters recede and connectivity returns, what is certain, what I know we can count on, is the tenacity of Appalachia. Faster than the floodwaters rose, the people of Kentucky began organizing for North Carolina. They began reaching out, checking in. I can almost feel them at the borders, pickup trucks loaded, hearts full. A week ago, they probably put out their own campaign signs. Some red. Some blue. Yet they all recognize the white sign of surrender to Mother Nature, arriving to help long before promises from politicians have time to break.



The thing is, Appalachia rarely fails to remember the small towns like Dillsboro. We're a holler people, loyal to our mountain valleys, not afraid to stretch a helping hand beyond the city centers. And that's what it will take here. Metro areas like Asheville need an enormous amount of support, but so do our more remote Appalachian communities. And if another flood comes, the people in these towns will care for the next. This fierce allegiance can only go so far; I fear that the world's choices are once again heralding disastrous consequences for the mountains we have protected for 10,000 years. But I also wonder how people here and in all the places beyond can repair the damage we've done. I guess it depends on what we choose to see beyond our own high ground, our state borders, our reliance on someone else's promise.



Every community has to decide its own values, its own priorities. But sometimes circumstances dictate them, and what promises we can keep. My son's school still held its homecoming dance on the Saturday following the flood. He didn't go. It's possible his suit is still underwater.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/helene-catastrophic-flood/680101/?utm_source=feed
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North Carolina Was Set Up for Disaster

The climate deck is so stacked now that even places that seem safe are witnessing dangerous impacts.

by Marina Koren




When Helene swept through western North Carolina late last week, the rain fell heavy and fast enough to start washing away mountainsides. Rivers overflowed, and a chunk of one of the state's major highways collapsed, cutting off communities; floods slung mud and muck into buildings. Cars, trucks, dumpsters, entire homes and bridges--these and more were carried away in the floods as if they weighed nothing. Much of what managed to stay in place became submerged in brown water. Thousands of people in Asheville remain without power, and boil-water advisories are in effect; evidence suggests that the city's water system was severely damaged. Asheville's River Arts District has been destroyed. At least 35 people in the region have died, and with cell service down, hundreds more are unaccounted for.



When a hurricane barrels toward land, "we really focus on the coast," Michael Lowry, a hurricane specialist in Miami, told me as Helene headed toward the continental United States. But the inland impact "can't be overstated," especially in heavily wooded areas, where fallen trees can exacerbate the destruction. Before the giant hurricane even came ashore, North Carolina had endured a miserable amount of rainfall. On Friday morning, rivers in western North Carolina were already at record levels, and officials for a time feared that a dam at Lake Lure, which is surrounded by dense forest, would fail. Helene had weakened to a tropical storm by the time it reached the mountains, but this much more water was simply too much.



Excessive rainfall can weaken soil and force once-sturdy ground to slide away with terrifying swiftness; scientists have linked both extreme rainfall and increased risk of landslides to climate change. (A recent study found, for instance, that the rainfall that triggered a series of landslides in India this summer, killing hundreds, was made 10 percent heavier as a result of human-caused climate change.) That Helene affected western North Carolina so dramatically may force more people to incorporate those dynamics into their understanding of climate effects. For years, climate scientists warned that rising sea levels would worsen coastal flooding during hurricanes, and indeed, Helene broke storm-surge records along Florida's Gulf Coast, some of which were set only a year ago. But one of the places still reeling most dramatically from Helene's wrath are the southern Appalachian Mountains.



Helene bore some of the hallmarks of a hurricane in a too-warm world, such as rapid intensification. The hurricane drew fuel from abnormally warm waters in the Gulf of Mexico, which likely helped extend the storm's life. A study examining hurricanes that made landfall between 1967 and 2018, for example, found that modern-day hurricanes extend farther inland because they contain more moisture collected during their journey over warmer seas. Hurricanes are now decaying at a slower rate after traveling inland.

As some powerful hurricanes are known to do, Helene generated wet weather in North Carolina that arrived far ahead of the main system. This particular storm front delivered enough rain to prompt a rare advisory from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration about flood risk in urban areas including parts of the southern Appalachians. The rains "have left the grounds saturated and the river tributaries running high," and the coming deluge was only going to make things worse, "even well after landfall," the agency warned as Helene approached.


 The flooding that followed has drawn comparisons to Asheville's dramatic 1916 flood, brought on by back-to-back tropical storms, which killed 80 people and stood as the city's benchmark for all subsequent flooding events. That flood "carved away the ground under mountain railroad passes, leaving tracks looking like sky-high trapeze rigs," according to one historical account. These types of disasters don't depend only on human-caused warming: Severe precipitation will always be influenced by natural weather patterns and happenstance. But climate change is opening the tap wider.



When temperatures rise, more water evaporates from Earth's surface and its oceans. A warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture, and that excess moisture can contribute to more frequent and intense rainfall. Such conditions are supercharging rainy weather, tropical storms, and Category 4 hurricanes alike. A passing hurricane can wreak even more havoc if the land below is already soaked and its waterways are filled to the brim. A mountainous and temperate region such as western North Carolina might not have to worry as much about rising seas or scorching temperatures--Asheville has been described as a climate haven because it seems relatively protected from the most commonly cited effects of global warming, such as extreme heat and hurricane winds. But these places still have to contend with excessive rain and the resulting landslides, a deadly combination of land and water that can make the ground slip out from under whole communities.



As the floodwaters in North Carolina recede, more storms are already brewing in the Atlantic, with forecasters tracking which cyclones may pose a threat to the Gulf Coast. If a storm strengthens into a hurricane and makes landfall, it will become the fifth hurricane to reach the U.S. mainland this year, rivaling the record of six landfalls in a single season. There doesn't appear to be a connection between climate effects and landfalls, but too many landfalls is worrying because the storms that arrive are stronger than they should be. Parts of the Southeast still cleaning up after Helene may be walloped again, with waves crashing on their doorstep as if the sea itself were knocking. One stretch of coastal Florida was still recovering from two other hurricanes when Helene swept through. Two months remain in the Atlantic hurricane season. It may still render communities inundated and stranded, with water so high that it is difficult to fathom how it can drain away, and what will remain once it does.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/north-carolina-flooding-helene-climate-change/680083/?utm_source=feed
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America Needs a Disaster Corps

Mutual aid keeps communities afloat in the moments after disasters strike. Why not turn it into a jobs program?

by Zoe Schlanger




On the afternoon before Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida, Veronica Robleto was coordinating text messages to the 2,500 or so people on her organization's mailing list, telling them to flee. Robleto is the director of the Rural Women's Health Project, a small nonprofit that primarily serves north-central Florida's Spanish-speaking immigrant community, but she and her colleagues found themselves becoming emergency communicators. Some of the messages, which the group also posted to Facebook, were simply Spanish versions of mandatory evacuation orders--some Florida counties don't translate these themselves. Many of the people receiving the texts lived in mobile homes, which are particularly unsafe places to be during a hurricane. And not all of those people knew they needed to go.



Now that the hurricane has struck, RWHP's team has started handing out food, hygiene supplies, and mold-mitigation kits. It will organize community health workers to go door-to-door, doing welfare checks. The group also keeps in touch with about a dozen people it calls comunicadores, who are particularly well connected in their communities and are each in contact via WhatsApp with 20 to 100 people. This is grassroots organizing in the most basic sense. And for many people in this population--especially those who might be undocumented (including many of the state's farmworkers and those hired to clean up after hurricanes) and who may fear going to government-run shelters--it's all they have.



The RWHP is one of a handful of nonprofits in Florida and beyond filling gaps in government disaster relief, with systems to check on people, distribute food, and help navigate FEMA applications. Given that the number of billion-dollar-plus disasters are on the rise, the U.S. is going to confront these same problems over and over again. And instead of continuing to fail in the same ways, the country could start to rethink its relationship to disaster resilience and more directly shore up the work being done through nonprofits such as RWHP, by giving them funding commensurate with their role in reducing harm.



That is, it could create a national disaster corps, of groups already providing community support and of workers trained to serve the more and more constant needs of disaster preparedness and recovery. In a moment like this, when much of the Southeast is surveying the damage from the storm, and western North Carolina has been all but cut off from the rest of the country, creating a more official network of neighbors helping neighbors could better equip communities to make it through.







In her 2009 book, A Paradise Built in Hell, the author Rebecca Solnit describes the surge of mutual aid that appears after disasters--neighbors tend to help one another, forming decentralized groups to feed people, check on the vulnerable, and clean up the mess, in many cases long before any government support comes in. And the work feels good: People report feeling fulfilled by making a difference in an otherwise painful situation. I saw that in many of my friends when the pandemic hit New York City and they joined brigades distributing groceries door-to-door during lockdown. In most cases, mutual aid's agility is built on deep knowledge; the chain of care can be activated quickly, but it's based on long-term connections. RWHP has established its network of comunicadores by working in the community for more than 30 years. Help has been sent to North Carolina from as far away as California, but in the first hours and even days of a disaster, before outside assistance arrives, the organizations that have always supported a community are best positioned to coordinate survival and initial steps toward recovery.



"There've been a lot of experiments after natural disasters and through COVID around different mutual-aid processes," Andrea Cristina Mercado, the executive director of the progressive organizing group Florida Rising, told me. "What would it look like for the federal government to invest in them and scale them?"



Read: The climate is falling apart. Prepare for the push alerts.



Many states have already more formally tapped into that kind of community care to help residents with chronic medical needs. People caring for their elderly or disabled kin on Medicaid can get paid through their state government for their work as de facto home-health aids. For disasters, identifying the organizations or individuals best able to help would have to happen ahead of any event, but groups such as RWHP--set up to quickly find out what communities need and quickly respond--would be natural fits. Look at the institutions that have been doubling as emergency shelters in western North Carolina: churches, high schools, elementary schools, an agricultural center, an athletics center, and a volunteer fire department. These are organizations already at the center of local social networks; they're emergency shelters for a reason. If more of these types of organizations were recognized as disaster responders, perhaps they could more easily access federal resources and direct them according to the flexible needs of the situation. For instance, during the pandemic, a nonprofit called Resilience Force hired laid-off New Orleans service workers to knock on doors to promote vaccines; when Hurricanes Laura and Ida hit, the same group was activated to distribute goods.
 
 One could also imagine recruiting individuals who already fulfill the role of the caring neighbor familiar with the contours of their community. Everyone knows that neighbor. In my building, her name is Kim. She is the unofficial  president of our 60-odd-unit rental complex, knowledgeable about almost everyone in each unit, their kids and grandkids, and, crucially, their problems. When one of us has a building-related crisis--rats bursting through the wall, for example (this is New York City, after all)--we go to Kim. She's a liaison with building management too; they listen to her because she knows what's going on. If New York City decided to experiment in more directly funding mutual aid, Kim might be given a formal channel to liaise with a nonprofit, or a city agency, in the event of a broader emergency.



The level of granular community outreach that's helpful in the days before and after disasters requires those intimate connections. The National Guard is activated during many disasters to staff shelters or distribute aid, and its members are already dispersed throughout communities across the country; disaster work could be conceived as an expansion of their job, or even a new branch of the military, which, after all, has installations throughout the country. Both are efficient at channeling government resources into communities. But arguably, people and groups that exist to help community members help one another are particularly well positioned to get people access to those resources, precisely because they're not reaching out to people for the first time during an emergency. They're already in touch.





Saket Soni, a longtime labor organizer and the founder of Resilience Force, has a vision for a disaster corps that goes beyond mutual aid. His group advocates for and trains workers to do the sort of house repairs needed after a disaster, and engages with post-disaster construction companies to get those workers hired. It has some 3,000 members, including about 1,000 in Florida, he told me. But Soni envisions a corps of 1 million traveling resilience workers who are paid well for their work and recognized as a national resource in a country that badly needs them. "Resilience is fundamentally a public good," he said. "There should be a public jobs program around resilience."



When disasters hit, insurance companies and private homeowners look for companies that specialize in recovery; Resilience Force helps make sure those companies can then hire people who are "loyal, skilled, professionalized, and vetted," Soni told me. The group received some federal funding for the first time this month, as part of an infrastructure-jobs grant from the Department of Labor, Soni said. Resilience Force will use that money to train another 1,000 workers in Florida to do long-term repairs on disaster-stricken homes. At present, many of the workers doing such jobs are immigrants; plenty are undocumented, which has led to them working in unsafe conditions and to employers withholding wages; they are particularly vulnerable in states, such as Florida, with tougher laws against undocumented immigrants. Post-disaster restoration jobs fall to them in part because these are essentially construction jobs, and undocumented immigrants comprise an estimated 23 percent of the construction workforce in the U.S.



Of course, a U.S. jobs program could--and all but certainly would--require its candidates to be U.S. citizens. A more formal Disaster Corps that offered well-paying jobs only to U.S. citizens might make these jobs more appealing to people who aren't in this line of work. But as of now, disaster-hit towns and cities struggle to find enough U.S. citizens to do the rebuilding. It is therefore worth contemplating whether noncitizens could be eligible to work in a Disaster Corps. When I asked Soni if, in his view, hiring a fleet of resilience workers would depend on some version of immigration reform, he replied only that the government would need to channel that work through nonprofits, given its lack of agility for mass hiring. Still, the rise of anti-immigrant state laws and public sentiment means that a federal program calling attention to the role of immigrants (documented or not) in recovery work would likely invite criticism, if not outright hostility, in some of the places where they arrive to rebuild.

A critic might also argue that adding a dedicated Disaster Corps would only be a form of government bloat. If community groups are already doing this work without government support, formalizing it might just add bureaucracy and, perversely, limit their flexibility in disasters. (Government programs aren't renowned for their pliability.) Someone in government would have to decide which individuals and groups qualified for the corps, and one could imagine a cadre of people who become experts in, say, helping nonprofit groups join the Disaster Corps in order to better help their communities navigate applications for FEMA assistance.



But the government is already paying the extra cost for the years-long fallout from hurricanes and other disasters. Investing in harm reduction is almost always a wise economic choice and would likely bring that price tag down. Programs like these recognize that responding to current climate-change impacts, and avoiding more, requires work. Preparing homes to withstand storms, for instance, is far less costly than dealing with a storm's aftermath. "Over 10 million homes in America need to be made flood-resilient," Soni said. "That requires skill."



A Disaster Corps would complement the ways that the Biden administration has tiptoed toward a small federal jobs program associated with climate change. The president's Climate Corps began hiring in June, engaging 15,000 young people so far, and last week the administration announced the formation of an Environmental Justice Climate Corps, which will focus specifically on disadvantaged communities and aims to recruit, over the next three years, at least 250 employees, who will make more than $25 an hour. These are vanishingly small numbers compared with what might be needed to address overlapping climate-related needs going forward, but it's a start.



The climate crisis presents an opportunity for a jobs program on the scale that the U.S. hasn't seen since the New Deal. The work would be meaningful, fulfilling even. And it could save a country quickly falling into several climate-disaster traps as expensive and destructive disasters mount. It may sound far-fetched--infusing mutual-aid organizations with federal cash, or deploying a large-scale jobs program to make our homes resilient--but that doesn't mean we can't imagine it.
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America's Hurricane Luck Is Running Out

Helene is a harbinger of relentless storm seasons to come.

by Marina Koren




From high above, Hurricane Helene's swirling clouds seem to have taken a piece of the United States and swallowed it whole. Helene, which made landfall last night as a Category 4 storm, has drenched the Southeast from the tip of Florida all the way up to North Carolina. Even though it weakened to a tropical storm this morning, streets have transformed into rivers, dams are threatening to fail, and more flooding is still to come. At least 22 people have died in the Southeast. Millions are without power. Florida's Big Bend region, where Helene came ashore, had never faced such a strong hurricane in recorded history.

Helene arrived during an Atlantic hurricane season that forecasters had predicted would be unprecedented, thanks to record-warm ocean temperatures proffering extra fuel for storms. Since Hurricane Beryl swept over the Gulf Coast in July, the season has been quieter so far than the most dire expectations--but still unusually intense for Americans living in hurricane country. On average, one or two hurricanes make landfall in the U.S. per season. Helene is the fourth to come ashore on the Gulf Coast this year. This has only occurred a handful of times since the mid-1800s, with six as the record for landfalls on the U.S. mainland in a single season. This season isn't over yet, so topping that record isn't out of the realm of possibility.

"I wouldn't make too much of that other than bad luck," Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me of the season's landfall count so far. Helene and most other storms this season have emerged in the western part of the Atlantic basin, which has always been more favorable for storm growth and increases the likelihood of landfall, McNoldy said. Climate change isn't to blame for where a hurricane touches down, or if it does at all. But Helene's strength is a different kind of bad luck--a variety that we humans inadvertently engineered. Many of the hurricanes that do reach land these days are more intense because of oceans warmed by climate change. Decades ago, Helene might have become a medium-size storm--still destructive, but not a beast. This hurricane is a sign of America's relentless hurricane seasons to come.

Read: America's fingers-crossed strategy for hurricane season

For months now, the waters in the Gulf of Mexico have been abnormally hot, spiking several degrees over the past decade's average temperatures. "It is simply not within or even close to the range of natural variability to have water temperatures this far above normal in the Gulf, over this wide of an area, to that deep of a depth," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Florida who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me. "When the other ingredients you need to form a hurricane are present, the results are explosive." In Helene's case, those other ingredients included the state of hurricane-slowing winds (low) and hurricane-bolstering moisture in the air (plenty), Phil Klotzbach, a meteorologist at Colorado State University, told me. Its massive size was also due to happenstance--a low-pressure system that spun over the Caribbean and Central America a few days before Helene reached the Gulf Coast. Such vortexes are quite common around this time of year, Klotzbach said.

These and other factors can make or break a hurricane. If the atmosphere is too dry, or if the wind shear is too intense, storms may never spin their way into Category 1. The problem is that, when atmospheric conditions allow a storm to form, our warming, moistening world is poised to grow them into major threats. "Even 100 years ago, the Gulf would have been plenty warm to support a hurricane of Helene's strength," Klotzbach said. But in this century, the chances of this particular outcome are simply higher. Gulf waters may certainly be cooler than average in some years, and perhaps that will be the case next year, which is forecast to be less scorching overall. "But the odds of that go down with continued climate change," Klotzbach said.

Read: Hurricane Beryl is a terrifying omen

Global warming doesn't dictate whether storms like Beryl and Helene exist, but as Earth continues to heat up, more and more of the disasters that arrive on our shores will bear our fingerprints. "You hope, when you go into these years where the forecasts are really high, that maybe we'll luck out; maybe we won't get the big hurricane hits," Michael Lowry, a hurricane specialist in Miami, told me. So far, the opposite situation is unfolding. And we still have two more months to go.

When I spoke with Truchelut at the start of the season, as Beryl strengthened in the Caribbean, he invoked the importance of chance in avoiding a nightmare hurricane, warning that "we might not be so lucky next time." This week, Truchelut's personal luck held out: Even as parts of Florida experienced a historic storm surge--the deadliest aspect of hurricanes, and one that is expected to worsen as sea levels rise--Tallahassee, where Truchelut is based, seems to have been spared. The more Atlantic storms make landfall as hurricanes, the greater the chances that each American town or city will face disasters shaped by a combination of natural misfortune and human-made blight. In our warming world, it seems that hurricane country won't be able to catch a break.
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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 multiplies 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, a 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, mean 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/europes-heat-pumps-district-heating/680007/?utm_source=feed
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What Lies Beneath a "Cordial" Debate

J. D. Vance put a sheen on Trumpism, and Tim Walz's niceness unwittingly helped him succeed.

by John Hendrickson




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.


J. D. Vance has floundered in the day-to-day "retail politics" aspect of the running-mate gig. (Take, for example, his recent strained interaction with a doughnut-shop employee.) But he nonetheless came across lucid at the lectern during last night's vice-presidential debate. In the face of Democrats' consistent characterization of him as "weird," Vance slyly executed a strategy to make himself, and Trumpism, appear "normal." He eschewed talk of "childless cat ladies" and ran from his own lies about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. That such a sentence needs to be written tells you all you need to know about the ugly tenor of this race.

Vance seemed to be following a simple three-word mantra: Tone it down. Cameras showed him warmly greeting his opponent, Tim Walz, before and after the contest. He wore a bright-fuchsia necktie, a softer version of the MAGA-red power tie. He didn't raise his voice, nor did he appear overly combative and childish like his running mate. Although he's still not broadly liked by voters, for some viewers, last night's version of Vance proved palatable: "I thought Vance would be a little more radical, taking a page from Trump, but he seemed fairly calm and complimentary," a 77-year-old voter from Central Pennsylvania told The New York Times.

On the other side of the screen you had Tim Walz, a candidate who has been almost too good at the folksy, eye-level stuff (Change your air filter, folks! Clean those gutters!). On the debate stage, though, Walz didn't strike a bold, confident figure. From the jump, his eyes went wide with apprehension, and he seemed to spend much of the night on the defensive. His twisty answer about his false claim that he was in Tiananmen Square during the 1989 massacre took far too long to reach its destination: I misspoke.

Both candidates ensured that the evening stayed disconcertingly friendly--good for Americans' blood pressure, bad for properly holding an opponent's feet to the fire. Per NBC, voters heard Walz and Vance use agree, agreement, and I don't disagree more than a dozen times throughout the broadcast. This amiable atmosphere likely helped Vance in particular. And though Walz's favorability rating also increased among viewers, the reality is that his repeated attempts to extend an olive branch had the unintended side effect of making the Trump-Vance ticket seem like a legitimate choice this November.

As my colleague David Graham noted, the most revealing moment of the night came near the very end, and, sadly, it's unclear how many viewers were even still tuned in to witness it. Walz asked Vance whether he believed that Trump lost the 2020 election. Vance dodged, and reverted to spinning some strange yarn about Facebook and censorship. "That is a damning nonanswer," Walz said. "Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election. That's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage."

It was a sharp, if understated, Walz retort. In this moment, and in many other moments throughout the debate, Walz did not expose the depths of MAGA extremism. He could have more forcefully laid bare the truth about his rival, but he mostly stuck to highlighting policy differences. Pence was absent from that microphone opposite Walz not merely because Pence and Trump disagree. Pence has been cast out of Trump's world because many members of the MAGA movement consider Pence a traitor worthy of scorn--or something much worse.

Casual news consumers might forget certain details of January 6. The Trump-directed mob didn't just charge down the National Mall from the Ellipse to the Capitol. Earlier that day, a group had literally erected a gallows outside Congress. Chants of "Hang Mike Pence!" rang out among the insurrectionists. None of this was a joke. It wasn't a performance. Some Trump supporters wanted to execute the former vice president. And, as all of this unfolded, nobody knew whether Trump was going to take the necessary steps to stop such an event from happening. What sort of person would ever take Pence's place?

Vance may have come across as disarming last night, but persuadable voters should listen to his messaging on the stump. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey recently wrote, Vance has the dangerous ability to squeeze Trumpism "through his own post-liberal-populist tube and produce something that looks like a coherent ideology." Meanwhile, a key component of Vance's appeal, at least in Trump's eyes, is that Vance won't "betray" him like he believes Pence did. That historic "betrayal" is the only reason why America is able to have what will hopefully prove to be a fair election in five weeks.

Walz didn't have to stomp his feet, or yell, or act like a jerk--that wouldn't have worked, and it's not his nature. But this election's only vice-presidential debate exposed the true danger of polite normalization. Throughout the debate, Walz failed to remind viewers just how extreme of a moment, and a movement, Trump has created. He wasn't debating a fellow potential vice president; he was squaring off against someone who may ignore the Constitution in service of an aspiring authoritarian. If Trump wins this election, another free one is far from guaranteed.

Vance is a cerebral, Ivy League-educated lawyer who once referred to Trump as "cultural heroin," but, right now, he's aiding and abetting Trump on his steady march to autocracy.

As I wrote earlier this year, Vance has successfully fashioned himself into Trump's Mini-Me. Like any politician, he can turn that dial whichever way he wants, whenever he wants. Last night, Vance used grace as a Trojan horse for Trumpism, and Walz's reciprocal friendliness and diplomacy unfortunately helped Vance squeeze through the gate and into America's living rooms.

Related: 

	The Vance warning
 	What Democrats don't understand about J. D. Vance






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?
 	The journalist who cried treason 
 	Revenge of the office




Today's News

	Prosecutors said that they may bring additional charges against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, and that more defendants could be indicted.
 	Israel and Hezbollah fought at close range in Lebanon, and eight Israeli soldiers were killed in the first day and a half of combat, according to the Israeli military. Israeli strikes in Lebanon have killed at least 1,400 people, according to the Lebanese government.
 	Longshoremen are striking and picketing at ports across the country. They are asking for higher wage increases over six years as well as limits on automation use.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty; Shutterstock.



'Nobody Knows What These Bills Are For'

By Annie Lowrey

Catherine, who asked me to use only her middle name to protect her privacy, is a white-collar worker in Pennsylvania. "About 10--Jesus, 12--years ago, I was diagnosed with Crohn's," she told me, which led her to rack up debt, some of it related to her use of a $46,000-a-year IV-infusion drug ...
 In years past, Catherine's medical debt would have accumulated late fees and interest. Her creditors might have sued, seizing her assets or garnishing her wages. Her credit score would have plummeted, making it hard or even impossible for her to rent an apartment or buy a home. Some doctors might have refused to give her care. Some companies might have refused to employ her. But now, all of Catherine's debts might not augur much of anything. A quiet, confusing revolution is happening in the world of medical debt, one that--and I cannot believe I am typing this--actually bodes well for consumers.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Shh, ChatGPT. That's a secret.
 	David Frum: The Vance warning
 	J. D. Vance tries to rewrite history.
 	A chance for Biden to make a difference on the death penalty
 	Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine war can end
 	Iran is not ready for war with Israel.




Culture Break


Graham Tolbert



Listen. The singer-guitarist MJ Lenderman is indie rock's new golden boy--probably because he's offering more of the same, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Mutation: Factor V," a poem by Shara Lessley:

"Light through the blinds / sprays the gray wall- / paper. The sonographer / hunts for things / that could kill me, / her wand wheezing"

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's Economic Message Is Slipping

What was once his winning campaign issue is now a toss-up.

by Lora Kelley




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


Updated at 10:43  a.m. ET on October 2, 2024


Donald Trump has long cast himself as Mr. Economy. The former president has claimed on the campaign trail that his last term saw "the best economy in the history of our country." (He glosses over the economic crisis of 2020.) He has presented a slate of far-fetched ideas for how to bring down the cost of living and strengthen business. (See: "Drill, baby, drill"; his promises to impose massive tariffs; his idea to deport immigrants to open up more housing; and his suggestion that he himself wants to "have a say" in toggling interest rates, which he later walked back.)

Until a few months ago, voters--who say that the economy is the biggest campaign issue on their minds--appeared to be buying his pitch. In polls, Americans overwhelmingly said that they trusted him more than President Joe Biden to handle the economy. But much has changed in recent months: Once Kamala Harris became her party's nominee, she quickly distinguished her campaign's economic message from Biden's, a strategy that has resonated with some voters. Last month, the Federal Reserve lowered interest rates for the first time in more than four years, effectively signaling to Americans that inflation is over--and triggering a stream of positive news coverage to that effect. Voters' perceptions of the economy writ large have proved stubborn, but the American public seems more and more willing to entertain the idea that Harris could be a better leader than Trump on the issue.

Scarred by a period of high prices and inflation, Americans have been reluctant to accept the message--from Biden or from pundits--that the economy is good, actually, even though inflation cooled off significantly by 2023 and the unemployment rate has been near historic lows for much of the past three years. (Consumer sentiment has risen considerably since a mid-2022 nadir, but it's still nowhere near pre-pandemic levels). Harris's strategy so far has not focused on defending Biden's record; instead, her campaign has attempted to differentiate her from the president--even as Trump has tried to present her as an extension of Biden's legacy. "Whether or not Harris is ultimately saddled with Biden's economic baggage may come down to who wins this narrative war," my colleague Roge Karma, who covers economics, told me.

Harris has focused on acknowledging the high cost of living and offering paths to combat it--a departure from Biden, who spent the past year trying desperately to convince voters that the economy was strong, Roge said. Harris's approach (which Roge has called "Bidenomics without Biden") seems to be working so far: One poll found that she had a one-point lead over Trump on the economy in September, just three months after Biden was running 11 points behind Trump on the issue. Other polls also show Trump's edge as the trusted economy candidate shrinking. "The economy as an issue has gone from being the winning issue for Trump to a virtual tie," Roge explained.

Harris has gained on Trump, but this trend is not guaranteed to continue until November. One primary predictor of success for the incumbent party, Gabriel Lenz, a political-science professor at UC Berkeley, told me, is the growth of what economists call "real disposable income," or Americans' income after taxes and transfers--spending money, in other words. Right now, that metric is on the fence: "We're not seeing that incomes are going up relative to inflation as much as they could be," Lenz said. News stories can also shift voter perception in the final weeks of an election, even in our calcified political moment, Lenz argued. Historical precedent has been set for that: In 1992, for example, the economy was picking up before the election, but the fact that media coverage remained negative may have influenced the incumbent George H. W. Bush's loss, Lenz suggested. (It didn't help that Bill Clinton's team did its best to tie Bush to that negative narrative: That election featured the infamous Clinton-campaign line "It's the economy, stupid.")

The broad realities of the American economy haven't meaningfully changed since Harris entered the race, and Americans don't suddenly feel rosy about it. But the messenger has changed, and that may be enough to compel some voters in this final stretch. Because many Americans are so far distinguishing Harris from the Biden administration's economic policy, she has been able to take advantage of good economic news in a way that Biden never quite could.

Related:

	Bidenomics without Biden
 	Kamala Harris needs an economic message voters can believe in.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The elite college students who can't read books
 	What Democrats don't understand about J. D. Vance
 	The Christian radicals are coming.
 	Lebanon is not a solution for Gaza, Gershom Gorenberg argues.




Today's News

	Iran launched waves of ballistic missiles at Israel. The Israeli military did not immediately report any casualties, but a Palestinian man was reportedly killed by shrapnel in the occupied West Bank. Iran said that it had concluded its attack.
 	Senator J. D. Vance and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz will face off tonight in the vice-presidential debate hosted by CBS News, airing at 9 p.m. ET.
 	Claudia Sheinbaum, a former mayor of Mexico City, was sworn in as Mexico's first female and first Jewish president.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: After experiencing Kentucky's 2022 floods, Annette Saunooke Clapsaddle thought she would be safe in the mountains of North Carolina.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


A boy plays near the remainder of a washed-out road near his family's home in Watauga County on September 27, 2024. (Melissa Sue Gerrits / Getty)



Hurricane Helene Created a 30-Foot Chasm of Earth on My Street

By Chris Moody

We knew something had gone terribly wrong when the culverts washed up in our backyard like an apocalyptic art installation splattered with loose rock and black concrete. The circular metal tubes were a crucial piece of submerged infrastructure that once channeled water beneath our street, the primary connection to town for our small rural community just outside Boone, North Carolina. When they failed under a deluge created by Hurricane Helene, the narrow strip of concrete above didn't stand a chance. Weighted down by a fallen tree, the road crashed into the river, creating a 30-foot chasm of earth near our house.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The bird-flu president
 	"Dear James": Wellness podcasts are absurd. Why am I obsessed with them?
 	On loving and losing the Oakland A's
 	Dikembe Mutombo believed in the American idea.




Culture Break


Courtesy: Everett Collection



Rewatch. The 2012 film Game Change (streaming on Max) knew exactly what was coming for American politics, James Parker writes.

Debate. Malcolm Gladwell's insistence on ignoring the web in his new book, Revenge of the Tipping Point, is an even bigger blind spot today than it was when The Tipping Point came out, Gal Beckerman argues.

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally stated that Annette Saunooke Clapsaddle had moved from Kentucky to North Carolina; in fact, she has always lived in North Carolina.

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 Election's No-Excuses Moment

Voters know all they need to know--especially about Trump.

by Tom Nichols




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


This weekend, at his rally in Erie, Pennsylvania, Donald Trump descended into a spiral of rage and incoherence that was startling even by his standards. I know I've said this before, but this weekend felt different: Trump himself, as my colleague David Graham wrote today, admitted that he's decided to start going darker than usual.

At this point, voters have everything they need to know about this election. (Tomorrow, the vice-presidential candidates will debate each other, which might not have much of an impact beyond providing another opportunity for J. D. Vance to drive down his already-low likability numbers.) Here are some realities that will likely shape the next four weeks.

Trump is going to get worse.

I'm not quite sure what happened to Trump in Erie, but he seems to be in some sort of emotional tailspin. The race is currently tied; Trump, however, is acting as if he's losing badly and he's struggling to process the loss. Other candidates, when faced with such a close election, might hitch up their pants, take a deep breath, and think about changing their approach, but that's never been Trump's style. Instead, Trump gave us a preview of the next month: He is going to ratchet up the racism, incoherence, lies, and calls for violence. If the polls get worse, Trump's mental state will likely follow them.

Policy is not suddenly going to matter.

Earlier this month, the New York Times columnist Bret Stephens wrote about very specific policy questions that Kamala Harris must answer to earn his vote. Harris has issued plenty of policy statements, and Stephens surely knows it. Such demands are a dodge: Policy is important, but Stephens and others, apparently unable to overcome their reticence to vote for a Democratic candidate, are using a focus on it as a way to rationalize their role as bystanders in an existentially important election.

MAGA Republicans, for their part, claim that policy is so important to them that they're willing to overlook the odiousness of a candidate such as North Carolina's gubernatorial contender Mark Robinson. But neither Trump nor other MAGA candidates, including Robinson, have any interest in policy. Instead, they create cycles of rage: They gin up fake controversies, thunder that no one is doing anything about these ostensibly explosive issues, and then promise to fix them all by punishing other Americans.

Major news outlets are not likely to start covering Trump differently.

Spotting headlines in national news sources in which Trump's ravings are "sanewashed" to sound as if they are coherent policy has become something of a sport on social media. After Trump went on yet another unhinged tirade in Wisconsin this past weekend, Bloomberg posted on X: "Donald Trump sharpened his criticism on border security in a swing-state visit, playing up a political vulnerability for Kamala Harris." Well, yes, that's one way to put it. Another would be to say: The GOP candidate seemed unstable and made several bizarre remarks during a campaign speech. Fortunately, Trump's performances create a lot of videos where people can see his emotional state for themselves.

News about actual conditions in the country probably isn't going to have much of an impact now.

This morning, the CNN anchor John Berman talked with the Republican House member Tom Emmer, who said that Joe Biden and Harris "broke the economy." Berman countered that a top economist has called the current U.S. economy the best in 35 years.

Like so many other Trump defenders, Emmer didn't care. He doesn't have to. Many voters--and this is a bipartisan problem--have accepted the idea that the economy is terrible (and that crime is up, and that the cities are in flames, and so on). Gas could drop to a buck a gallon, and Harris could personally deliver a week's worth of groceries to most Americans, and they'd probably still say (as they do now) that they are doing well, but they believe that it's just awful everywhere else.

Undecided voters have everything they need to know right in front of them.

Some voters likely think that sitting out the election won't change much. As my colleague Ronald Brownstein pointed out in a recent article, many "undecided" voters are not really undecided between the candidates: They're deciding whether to vote at all. But they should take as a warning Trump's fantasizing during the Erie event about dealing with crime by doing something that sounds like it's from the movie The Purge.

The police aren't allowed to do their job. They're told: If you do anything, you're going to lose your pension; you're going to lose your family, your house, your car ... One rough hour, and I mean real rough, the word will get out, and it will end immediately. End immediately. You know? It'll end immediately.


This weird dystopian moment is not the only sign that Trump and his movement could upend the lives of wavering nonvoters. Trump, for months, has been making clear that only two groups exist in America: those who support him, and those who don't--and anyone in that second group, by his definition, is "scum," and his enemy.

Some of Trump's supporters agree and are taking their cues from him. For example, soon after Trump and Vance singled out Springfield, Ohio, for being too welcoming of immigrants, one of the longtime local business owners--a fifth-generation Springfielder--started getting death threats for employing something like 30 Haitians in a company of 330 people. (His 80-year-old mother is also reportedly getting hateful calls. So much for the arguments that Trump voters are merely concerned about maintaining a sense of community out there in Real America.)

Nasty phone calls aimed at old ladies in Ohio and Trump's freak-out in Erie should bring to an end any further deflections from uncommitted voters about not having enough information to decide what to do.

I won't end this depressing list by adding that "turnout will decide the election," because that's been obvious for years. But I think it's important to ask why this election, despite everything we now know, could tip to Trump.

Perhaps the most surprising but disconcerting reality is that the election, as a national matter, isn't really that close. If the United States took a poll and used that to select a president, Trump would lose by millions of votes--just as he would have lost in 2016. Federalism is a wonderful system of government but a lousy way of electing national leaders: The Electoral College system (which I long defended as a way to balance the interests of 50 very different states) is now lopsidedly tilted in favor of real estate over people.

Understandably, this means that pro-democracy efforts are focused on a relative handful of people in a handful of states, but nothing--absolutely nothing--is going to shake loose the faithful MAGA voters who have stayed with Trump for the past eight years. Trump's mad gibbering at rallies hasn't done it; the Trump-Harris debate didn't do it; Trump's endorsement of people like Robinson didn't do it. Trump once said he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue and not lose a vote. Close enough: He's now rhapsodized about a night of cops brutalizing people on Fifth Avenue and everywhere else.

For years, I've advocated asking fellow citizens who support Trump whether he, and what he says, really represents who they are. After this weekend, there are no more questions to ask.

Related:

	Trump is taking a dark turn.
 	Peter Wehner: The Republican freak show






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	North Carolina was set up for disaster.
 	Will RFK Jr.'s supporters vote for Trump?
 	Hussein Ibish: Hezbollah got caught in its own trap.




Today's News

	Israeli officials said that commando units have been conducting ground raids in southern Lebanon. Israel's military is also planning to carry out a limited ground operation in Lebanon, which will focus on the border, according to U.S. officials.
 	At least 130 people were killed across six states and hundreds may be missing after Hurricane Helene made landfall last week.
 	A Georgia judge struck down the state's effective six-week abortion ban, ruling that it is unconstitutional.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: The decision to have kids comes down to a lot more than "baby fever"--and it may be about more than government support too, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Director Bartlett Sher, star Robert Downey Jr., and writer Ayad Akhtar OK McCausland for The Atlantic



The Playwright in the Age of AI

By Jeffrey Goldberg

I've been in conversation for quite some time with Ayad Akhtar, whose play Disgraced won the Pulitzer Prize in 2013, about artificial generative intelligence and its impact on cognition and creation. He's one of the few writers I know whose position on AI can't be reduced to the (understandable) plea For God's sake, stop threatening my existence! In McNeal, he not only suggests that LLMs might be nondestructive utilities for human writers, but also deployed LLMs as he wrote (he's used many of them, ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini included). To my chagrin and astonishment, they seem to have helped him make an even better play. As you will see in our conversation, he doesn't believe that this should be controversial.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Putin can't keep his private life private.
 	The abandonment of Ukraine
 	America needs a disaster corps, Zoe Schlanger argues.
 	"Dear Therapist": I ran into the man who raped me.




Culture Break


Amanda Marsalis / Trunk Archive



Remember. Kris Kristofferson's songs couched intimate moments in cosmic terms, pushing country music in an existentialist direction, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Debate. Twenty years after Lost's premiere, the mistreatment of Hurley on the show (streaming on Netflix and Hulu) has become only more obvious, Rebecca Bodenheimer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Six Songs That Sound Like Middle School

Our writers and editors select tracks that bring them right back to those awkward, glorious years.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Listening to certain songs can take you back to a time or feeling. Today, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What song reminds you of middle school?





"Buy U a Drank (Shawty Snappin')," by T-Pain

It was the year of "Buy U a Drank"--a good year, I imagine, for T-Pain. Unfortunately, it was a very bad year for me. I was in sixth grade, at a new school, trying desperately to ingratiate myself with a friend group that didn't want me. I could tell the song was having a moment--I heard kids singing it in the hallways--but I wasn't in on it. It was only a reminder that I had no one with whom to snap my fingers or do my step.

Then, in seventh grade, my life changed. I gave up on the mean girls and befriended people I actually liked. (We're still close now.) By the time bat-mitzvah season rolled around, "Buy U a Drank" was still in rotation; every weekend, I danced my tween heart out, screaming "I'ma take you home with me" (that wasn't happening) and "I got money in the bank" (I didn't).

A few months ago, I heard the song live for the first time, at T-Pain's concert in Central Park. He later told the crowd, plainly emotional, about canceling his 2019 tour because ticket sales were so low--and how grateful and surprised he feels to be here now, surrounded by love and support. You and me both, T-Pain.

-- Faith Hill, staff writer

***

"Steal My Sunshine," by Len

"I was lying on the grass of Sunday morning of last week" ... still wondering what this song is about, even though I wore out the album You Can't Stop the Bum Rush, by the Canadian one-hit wonder Len, in the summer of 1999. "My mind was thugged, all laced and bugged, all twisted, wrong and beat," rasped Len's co-lead singer Marc Costanzo, in one of many lines of slacker-Shakespearian nonsense he traded with his sister, Sharon.

As with a lot of '90s rocker-pop, Len's verbal density induced lightheaded euphoria, but the production here was particularly blissed out: disco hiccups, spaceship synths, loose chitchat. The only lyric I really understood was about drinking Slurpees in the sunshine--incidentally the highest pleasure of my seventh-grade existence.

-- Spencer Kornhaber, staff writer

***

"Babylon's Burning," by the Ruts

Britain, 1979: Oh, glorious hour of miserableness and realism, when the Ruts--the Ruts!--were pop music. The Ruts: anti-racist punk rockers. The Ruts, who played with a chugging, mobile, reggae-fied low end (they coolly out-Clashed the Clash in this respect) that would recur nearly 10 years later, on an evolutionary tangent, in the music of Fugazi.

"Babylon's Burning," their most apocalyptic single, reached No. 7 in the U.K. charts in the summer of 1979. Which meant that we got to see the Ruts perform it on TV, on Top of the Pops, I and my brothers and our horrible little short-trousered friends. Trapped, immured in the grayness of our Catholic boarding school, we loved Top of the Pops above all things: It was color, madness, the outside world, the unknown. It was salvation, really. And on July 5, 1979, it was the Ruts. It was Malcolm Owen, with his beautifully hoarse and prophetic punk-rock voice, singing, "Babylon's burning / You'll burn the streets / You'll burn your houses / With anxiety ..." Cluelessly, devotedly, we watched.

-- James Parker, staff writer

***

"Graduation (Friends Forever)," by Vitamin C

In my Toronto school board, there was no middle school. Elementary school spanned kindergarten to grade eight, then you went to high school. Thus, grade-eight graduation was the most momentous occasion of a tween's little life. So when "Graduation (Friends Forever)," by the one-hit wonder Vitamin C, reached Canada in 2000, I was indignant. That year, I was only in grade seven: The most perfect graduation song ever written would never belong to me.

Every time I hear the opening bars and Vitamin C's completely unironic sampling of Johann Pachelbel's Canon in D, I recall the defining experience of being 12: feeling like I would never be as cool, as lucky, as cosmically aligned with the music charts and the turn of the millennium, as the kids in the year above. I attended their ceremony in our elementary-school gym, and when "Graduation" played, I believed that only they would ever talk all night about the rest of their lives, that only they would stay friends forever. But I spent the next year proving myself wrong, and when I received my diploma in that same gym the following June, "Graduation" played once more.

-- Yasmin Tayag, staff writer

***

"Denis," by Blondie

Samuel was so gone on Debbie Harry. It was Blondie's U.K. hit single "Denis" that did it. The year was 1978, and Samuel was in the year below me in middle school. Because I aspired to the glorious sophistication of adolescence, I felt a little sorry for him--though we teased him for weeks about his tween pash. The song seemed corny, saccharine, silly. And the girl: absurdly pretty, peroxide blond ... too obvious. The song itself was about a crush, for Godsakes.

At the time, I had no notion that "Denis" was a subtly corrupted cover of an early-'60s doo-wop band's hit, "Denise." Nor did I know about CBGB, the Bowery club that became the center of New York City's punk-rock scene, from which Blondie had emerged. That would have taken some actual adolescent sophistication, whereas my pocket money that year went to the 45 of "Song for Guy," by Elton John.

It was only years later that I came to appreciate Blondie's sly genius with "Denis," its perfection of the very bubblegum pop that it mocked. Samuel had been right all along; now I'm the one with the crush.

-- Matt Seaton, senior editor

***

"Everytime We Touch," by Cascada

"Everytime We Touch" was released when I was 11 years old, which means that I have countless memories of dancing awkwardly to it at bar and bat mitzvahs. But for whatever reason, the most indelible memory I have of the German dance-pop single is when a group of girls crowded around a desk in my sixth-grade classroom, listening to the song play from somebody's phone (presumably a flip phone, maybe an LG Chocolate, although I can't be sure); the boys in our class sat at the other end of the room, somewhat bewildered by our obsession.

My friends and I, who all attended a modern Orthodox Jewish day school in Brooklyn, weren't exactly familiar with the kind of electric romance that the singer Natalie Horler describes with her Britney Spears-esque vocal inflections. But the slow build to the chorus and the infectious melody were enough to keep us coming back--many of us probably wondering, as we jumped up and down to the beat, if love and loss would one day feel like this.

-- Isabel Fattal, senior newsletters editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	A secret diary of mass murder
 	Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake.
 	Lighthouse parents have more confident kids.




The Week Ahead

	Joker: Folie a Deux, a musical psychological thriller about the Joker's whirlwind romance with Harley Quinn (in theaters Friday)
 	Moon Music, a follow-up album to Coldplay's 2021 Music of the Spheres (releases Friday)
 	The Message, an essay collection by Ta-Nehisi Coates about his travels to Africa, South Carolina, and Palestine (out Tuesday)




Essay


Iva Sidash for The Atlantic



The Timekeeper of Ukraine

By Nate Hopper

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 ... In the digital era, no such lab has operated in a war zone until now.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What Ellen DeGeneres isn't hearing over all the applause
 	Why Katy Perry can't get her groove back
 	The most vital Marvel series yet
 	The $120 million passion project that's too ahead of its time
 	Five books that conjure entirely new worlds
 	"Dear James": I hate my post-college life.
 	Malcolm Gladwell, meet Mark Zuckerberg






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	OpenAI takes its mask off.
 	Mitt Romney braces for Trump's retribution.
 	The war that would not end




Photo Album


An Adelie penguin toboggans on a sheet of sea ice. (Nadia Haq / Bird Photographer of the Year)



Take a look at the winning images from this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition.



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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How Choices About Having Kids Really Get Made

It's about a lot more than "baby fever"--and it may be about more than government support too.

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.


At one point in her life, my colleague Olga Khazan thought that "if you don't get baby fever, maybe that means you're not meant to have a baby." But she soon realized that cooing over pudgy cheeks and the new-baby smell didn't have much to do with whether a person was ready for--or wanted--a child.

So what factors do play into the decision to have a baby? Today's newsletter examines the role of family policy, government funding, and the less tangible but equally important needs and desires that color the choice to have kids.



On Having Kids

The Real Reason People Aren't Having Kids

By Christine Emba

It's a need that government subsidies and better family policy can't necessarily address.

Read the article.

It's Okay If You Don't Have Baby Fever!

By Olga Khazan

A deep, sudden longing for babies is certainly real, but it's not a prerequisite for having kids.

Read the article.

The Real Reason South Koreans Aren't Having Babies

By Anna Louie Sussman

Gender, rather than race or age or immigration status, has become the country's sharpest social fault line.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Cultural shifts alone won't persuade people to have kids: You still need the economic winds at your back, Stephanie H. Murray argues.
 	"Kids as capital": "Americans like to think of their children as a source of pleasure rather than profit," Jonathan Rauch wrote in 1989. But "not so many generations ago people had children because they needed them."




Other Diversions

	Lighthouse parents have more confident kids.
 	Five books that conjure entirely new worlds
 	When one animal changes a human's mind




P.S.


Courtesy of Kate Hoover



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "It was through my camera that I first discovered many tiny, magical realms that often escape the human eye," Kate Hoover, 68, from the Sonoran Desert, in Arizona, writes. "Walking our high-desert Arizona ranch, I first captured images of flora and fauna that I found to be picturesque in a fairly traditional sense. But as I looked more closely at plants, often sitting or lying on the ground to get a better view, or simply more closely examining my photographs, the world expanded before me."

"While exploring the universe in microscale has its pleasures and rewards, it also comes with constraints ... To simply sit amongst the flowers introduces the risk of harm to the microenvironments that bring me such joy," she adds.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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An Era of Shamelessness in American Politics

Eric Adams is the latest public figure to frame accusations of wrongdoing as a targeted attack.

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.


Earlier today, Mayor Eric Adams pleaded not guilty to the five federal counts unveiled this week in a damning 57-page indictment that alleges that he engaged in a quid pro quo corruption scheme with Turkish nationals, among other campaign-funding violations.

At a press conference yesterday in front of Gracie Mansion, the official mayoral residence on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, Adams cycled through some standard denials, telling reporters that "everyone who knows me knows that I follow the campaign rules and I follow the law." But he has also struck a defiant tone, referring to the "demonizing" he has supposedly dealt with over the past 10 months, since investigations into his 2021 election campaign became public and scandals started to engulf his administration. "I always knew that if I stood my ground for all of you that I would be a target--and a target I became," he said in a video statement to New Yorkers on Wednesday evening, before his indictment was announced. "I will fight these injustices with every ounce of my strength and my spirit ... If I am charged, I know I am innocent."

Adams, of course, is innocent until proven guilty in a court of law. But his claims of innocence seem to hinge on his stance that he is the victim of a targeted attack--a narrative that fits into what my colleague David Graham calls "a trend of growing shamelessness" among American politicians accused of wrongdoing. There was once a time when "a major scandal was a career ender" for an elected official, David, who covers politics, told me, but in recent decades, notable politicians have refused to step down, some of them "remaining defiant and insisting they're victims." In the 1990s, David reminded me, Bill Clinton apologized for having an affair, but he didn't resign--and he accused Republicans of targeting him.

More recently, Senator Bob Menendez was accused last year of a corruption scheme that involved foreign influence. There was some damning evidence: Authorities found gold bars in his home. Menendez responded by saying that "the government is engaged in primitive hunting, by which the predator chases its prey until it's exhausted and then kills it"; he also suggested that his rivals were "rushing to judge a Latino." Menendez was found guilty on all counts and resigned earlier this year. Donald Trump's attempts to blame others for his multiple indictments--including frequent accusations of "witch hunts"--have been an exemplar of this genre of behavior. But if the Menendez example is any indication, David said, "maybe only Trump can really pull this off."

Even before the Trump era, New York politicians were known for this sort of deflection, my colleague Russell Berman wrote this morning: "With few exceptions, New Yorkers accused of wrongdoing have left neither quickly nor quietly." Adams is the first sitting mayor in modern New York City history to be indicted, and these are the first charges he himself has faced as an adult. But suggestions of impropriety, and accusations that he has misused his position to the benefit of donors and allies, have followed him throughout his political career. He has consistently taken a posture of framing himself as the victim in such circumstances. In 2021, when The New York Times reported a story about his history of pushing ethical boundaries, Adams denied the accusations, saying in a statement that "Black candidates for office are often held to a higher, unfair standard--especially those from lower-income backgrounds such as myself." Adams is also a practiced deflector of all sorts of criticism, using frequently puzzling but memorable clapbacks: Haters, he has suggested on various occasions over the years, will become waiters at the table of success.

Adams still has some supporters, but his detractors are growing in number. Even before the indictment dropped yesterday, New York politicians including Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez were calling on him to resign. His trial may come as soon as early next year. In the meantime, Governor Kathy Hochul has the power to oust him from office, though she has given no clear indication that she will do so.

If Adams does step down during this term, by his own choice or someone else's, his seat will open up in a special election. Local officials have already started vying for the job, and another New Yorker who resigned not so quietly in the midst of his own scandal is reportedly considering running: former Governor Andrew Cuomo. Adams has long courted the spotlight, David noted, and that may make it harder for him to ride this scandal out. Even if he's done in politics, David said, "you can imagine him thriving on TV."

Related:

	Don't assume that Eric Adams is going anywhere.
 	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Nasrallah's folly
 	America's hurricane luck is running out.
 	How defense experts got Ukraine wrong




Today's News

	At least 40 people died and more than 3 million people do not have power after Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida last night.
 	The Israeli military struck multiple residential buildings near Beirut, which it says were above the central headquarters of Hezbollah. The attacks killed at least two people and injured 76 people, according to Lebanon's health ministry.
 	The Justice Department charged three Iranian operatives with hacking members of Donald Trump's presidential campaign.






Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Eliminating degree requirements for jobs is very popular with voters but would do almost nothing to help workers who don't have a college diploma, David Deming argues.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Disaster is brewing on dark-web forums and in schools, Matteo Wong writes. Generative AI is being used to create sexually explicit images and videos of children, likely thousands a day.
 	The Books Briefing: Millennials are worrying about getting old, Boris Kachka writes. Gen X can relate.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Yaroslav Bazylevych with his wife, Evgeniya, and their three daughters, before he lost them in a Russian missile attack on Lviv earlier this month Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: AP



A Question That Demands an Answer

By George Packer

A Russian Kinzhal ballistic missile, fired from a MiG-31K aircraft about 200 miles from the border with Ukraine and 700 miles from Lviv, had hit an apartment in a civilian neighborhood. The apartment was the home of the Bazylevych family: Yaroslav Bazylevych; his wife, Evgeniya; and their three daughters, Yaryna, 21, Darya, 18, and Emilia, 7. Yaroslav staggered out of the damaged building, badly injured, but struggled to return inside while emergency personnel restrained him. He had lost his entire family.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?
 	AI is a language microwave.
 	Malcolm Gladwell, meet Mark Zuckerberg.




Culture Break


Lionsgate



Watch (or skip). Megalopolis (out now in theaters) is the culmination of Francis Ford Coppola's fantasy of film's technological potential. The result is a maximalist mess that tries to cover too much ground, Shirley Li writes.

Read. These five books can conjure entirely new worlds for readers.

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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AI Is Triggering a Child-Sex-Abuse Crisis

Disaster is brewing on dark-web forums and in schools.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


A disaster is brewing on dark-web forums, in messaging apps, and in schools around the world: Generative AI is being used to create sexually explicit images and videos of children, likely thousands a day. "Perhaps millions of kids nationwide have been affected in some way by the emergence of this technology," I reported this week, "either directly victimized themselves or made aware of other students who have been."

Yesterday, the nonprofit Center for Democracy and Technology released the latest in a slew of reports documenting the crisis, finding that 15 percent of high schoolers reported hearing about an AI-generated image that depicted someone associated with their school in a sexually explicit or intimate manner. Previously, a report co-authored by a group at the United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute found that 50 percent of global law-enforcement officers surveyed had encountered AI-generated child-sexual-abuse material (CSAM).

Generative AI disrupts the major ways of detecting and taking down CSAM. Before the technology became widely available, most CSAM consisted of recirculating content, meaning anything that matched a database of known, abusive images could be flagged and removed. But generative AI allows for new abusive images to be produced easily and quickly, circumventing the list of known cases. Schools, meanwhile, aren't adequately updating their sexual-harassment policies or educating students and parents, according to the CDT report.

Although the problem is exceptionally challenging and upsetting, the experts I spoke with were hopeful that there may yet be solutions. "I do still see that window of opportunity" to avert an apocalypse, one told me. "But we have to grab it before we miss it."




Justin Smith / Getty



High School Is Becoming a Cesspool of Sexually Explicit Deepfakes

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.
 Yesterday, 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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

On Wednesday, OpenAI announced yet another round of high-profile departures: The chief technology officer, the chief research officer, and a vice president of research all left the start-up that ignited the generative-AI boom. Shortly after, several news outlets reported that OpenAI is abandoning its nonprofit origins and becoming a for-profit company that could be valued at $150 billion.

These changes could come as a surprise to some, given that OpenAI's purported mission is to build AI that "benefits all of humanity." But to longtime observers, including Karen Hao, an investigative technology reporter who is writing a book on OpenAI, this is only a denouement. "All of the changes announced yesterday simply demonstrate to the public what has long been happening within the company," Karen wrote in a story for The Atlantic. (The Atlantic recently entered a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)

Months ago, internal factions concerned that OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, was steering the company toward profit and away from its mission attempted to oust him, as Karen and my colleague Charlie Warzel reported at the time. "Of course, the money won, and Altman ended up on top," Karen wrote yesterday. Since then, several co-founders have left or gone on leave. After Wednesday's departures, Karen notes, "Altman's consolidation of power is nearing completion."



P.S.

Earlier this week, many North Carolinians saw an AI-generated political ad attacking Mark Robinson, the disgraced Republican candidate for governor in the state. Only hours earlier, Nathan E. Sanders and Bruce Schneier had noted exactly this possibility in a story for The Atlantic, writing that AI-generated campaign ads are coming and that chaos might ensue. "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," they wrote. Despite many legitimate potential uses of AI in political advertising, and a number of state laws regulating it, a dearth of federal action leaves the door wide open for generative AI to wreck the presidential election.

-- Matteo
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Millennials Are Worrying About Getting Old. Gen X Can Relate.

Despite the dichotomies pitting them against each other, more connects the generations than divides them.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Be warned: I am a (late-) Gen X man attempting to write about the culture of Millennials, mostly women. I'm well aware of the dichotomies pitting "us" against "them"--my generation is complacent, sarcastic, and lucky; theirs is stocked with phone-addicted, perma-renter sellouts. In my darkest moments, I'm even prone to believe the stereotypes. But two recent Atlantic articles, both about Millennials approaching middle age, convinced me that more connects the groups than divides them.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:




	The problem with moral purity
 	The bold compassion of Dear Dickhead
 	Let us now praise undecided voters
 	Five books that conjure entirely new worlds


Because both articles--Amy Weiss-Meyer's analysis of Sally Rooney's new novel, Intermezzo, and Hannah Giorgis's dissection of the Hulu series How to Die Alone--home in on what separates Millennials from other age cohorts, I'll admit mine is a weird reaction. Giorgis contrasts writer-actor Natasha Rothwell's new comedy, about a 35-year-old airport worker who has "no savings, no real friends, and no romantic prospects," with shows such as Girls, Insecure, Atlanta, and Broad City. "Unlike those comedies about feckless 20-somethings, which premiered in the 2010s, How to Die Alone focuses on the arrested adolescence of a Millennial who's now in her mid-30s, and still not doing much better," Giorgis writes. She traces the angst suffered by Mel, Rothwell's protagonist, to the travails of her post-recession generation, wrestling "with what it means to even try when opportunities for career advancement come few and far between."

Weiss-Meyer frames the fourth novel by Rooney, who at 33 is already considered "a generational portraitist," as a work "preoccupied with questions of age and age difference; questions cosmetic, practical, ethical, and existential." Intermezzo, whose characters are mostly in their early 20s or early 30s, fixates on age gaps within relationships both romantic and familial. It is also, unavoidably, a book about a generation aging out of the moment when its youthful yearnings, consumer preferences, and rebellious rage dominated the cultural conversation. In short, there's a new gang in town. "Gen Z has officially entered the Rooneyverse," Weiss-Meyer writes, "and they're making the Millennials feel old."

This is something a Gen Xer can certainly relate to. We, too, were in the media spotlight before Millennials, Snapchat, and avocado toast pulled focus from us. More important, we also once reached a point at which mortality began to feel real. As Weiss-Meyer writes, "Rooney's latest characters, newly alert to the weight of years, are as attuned to regret as to anticipation; they're preoccupied with what kind of person they have already been. Looking more warily in the mirror, they don't always like what they see."

That is a beautiful distillation of aging, and it isn't specific to Millennials, nor are the forces plaguing that generation--financial pressures, ethical dilemmas, the corporate capture of the American dream. Gen X didn't endure two traumatic recessions, school lockdowns, and a forever war, but we did have nuclear-bomb drills; we were also the subject of hand-wringing over possibly becoming the first American generation to be worse off than our parents.

I agree with Giorgis that Girls, Insecure, and Broad City illuminated the struggles of Millennial youth. But I loved watching those shows because they captured the experience of being in one's 20s in a major city--regardless of generation. They all shared DNA with Gen X touchstone films such as Singles and Reality Bites. In the same way, Intermezzo and How to Die Alone are universally about getting not-so-young, about weariness seeping in through the margins, about the transition from railing against the impossible expectations of others to realizing you had some unattainable dreams of your own.

The point isn't to say that Gen X and Millennials have the same struggles. It's merely that every generation is relatively poor and happy in youth, fretful in middle age, and then ... well, I don't quite know yet, but I've read that it gets better. The boundaries of age groups are porous, and these groups are learning from and influencing one another. We speak, read, watch, and work across generations, and as long as we do, our troubles are not ours alone.






The Rooneyverse Comes of Age

By Amy Weiss-Meyer

In her new novel, Intermezzo, Sally Rooney moves past the travails of youth into the torments of mortality.

Read the full article.



What to Read

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

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

From our list: Seven books that demystify human behavior





Out Next Week

? The Third Realm, by Karl Ove Knausgaard

? The Mighty Red, by Louise Erdrich


? The Black Utopians, by Aaron Robertson




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Cristiana Couceiro*



The War That Would Not End

By Franklin Foer

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.

Read the full article.
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MAGA Means Never Having to Say You're Sorry

The GOP wants to be consequence-free.

by Tom Nichols




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


Back in 1999--the good old days--a Canadian band that called itself Great Big Sea released a wonderful song titled "Consequence Free." It was a gentle poke at social conformity, guilt, and, yes, perhaps even what was then called political correctness. "Wouldn't it be great," the song goes, "if no one ever got offended? Wouldn't it be great to say what's really on your mind?" And then in a soaring plea: "I wanna be--consequence free!" But the group wasn't trying to be rude: It was looking for only "a little bit of anarchy, but not the hurting kind."

I loved the song (and still do), not least because I always had something of a burr in my saddle about the language policing of late-20th-century political correctness. (I was also pushing 40 at the time and something of a loudmouth myself.) But I knew that I and these charming Canadian fellows were only engaging in wistful thinking about not being too hard on yourself. We were not daydreaming about how great it would be to fire off racial epithets or chest-thump about being Nazis.

How quaint that seems now.

Today, public figures say things that would have resulted in their disgracing and shunning 25 years ago, all while demanding to be relieved of consequences. Donald Trump, of course, is the poster boy for this juvenile insistence on a life without judgment or criticism. He has made a political career out of "telling it like it is," which for Trump means saying things that are incendiary (and often untrue) and then pretending to be shocked that anyone could take offense at his guileless candor.

Trump has gotten away with this cowardly schtick for years, and he has built a following among Americans who take his hideous pronouncements as permission to be their worst selves. People now delight in shocking others the way toddlers who have learned their first swear words enjoy seeing the horror of adults around them. This, as the Never Trump conservative writer Rick Wilson once put it, is "performative assholery," and it is everywhere.

Consider GOP Representative Clay Higgins. If you are fortunate enough not to be acquainted with his political history, Higgins was a captain in a parish sheriff's department in Louisiana who was forced to resign in 2016 after he referred to Black criminal suspects as "animals," among other things, along with other unprofessional behavior.

Higgins might have been too racist for a Deep South police department, but not for the voters of Lousiania's Third Congressional District, which includes Lake Charles and Lafayette, where he was first elected to the House in 2016. This week, Higgins got on the Trump campaign's bandwagon of hatred directed at Haitians. After a nonprofit organization filed private-citizen criminal charges against Trump and his running mate, Senator J. D. Vance, for various offenses related to their lies about the Haitian community in Springfield, Ohio, Higgins fired off this post on X:

Lol. These Haitians are wild. Eating pets, vudu, nastiest country in the western hemisphere, cults, slapstick gangsters ... but damned if they don't feel all sophisticated now, filing charges against our President and VP. All these thugs better get their mind right and their ass out of our country before January 20th.


After enough of an uproar, Higgins deleted the post--and then doubled down on it anyway. "It's all true," Higgins told CNN yesterday. "I can put up another controversial post tomorrow if you want me to. I mean, we do have freedom of speech. I'll say what I want."

Although Higgins is an odious racist, he is also clever: He knows that in the modern Republican Party, tribal loyalty means that political consequences for almost anything are rare. Not only will he remain in the good graces of his constituents, he even had the feckless House leader, Speaker Mike Johnson, covering for him. Higgins, according to Johnson, "prayed about it, and he regretted it, and he pulled the post down."

This is laugh-out-loud nonsense, and both Higgins and Johnson know it. The goal was to offend, to stir controversy, to rile up the MAGA faithful--and to get away with it. The whole episode was the very essence of the consequence-free GOP.

Which brings us to the Republican nominee for governor of North Carolina, Mark Robinson.

Robinson apparently frequented some of the ickier parts of the internet, where he referred to himself as a "black NAZI!" and indulged in online behavior that need not be recounted here; in general, they were things one would not normally associate with a party that prides itself on family values and Christian morality. Even before these revelations--which prompted all of his senior staff to announce their resignations--he was already running an offensive mess of a campaign. ("Some folks need killing," he said this past June--while standing in a church.)

Unlike Higgins, Robinson will almost certainly pay the price of an electoral loss. But amazingly, not only has he refused to withdraw from the race--which at least would have been an act of mercy to his party--but he won't step down from his post as the lieutenant governor of North Carolina, either. After all, why should he? He's the victim here, you see: He has denied the accusations and is even threatening to sue CNN for publishing these terrible things. (And yet, for some reason, when supporters offered to connect him with tech specialists to help investigate how all the stuff that seems to point to him ended up on the internet, he reportedly refused their assistance.)

Now, it's true that the GOP does not have a monopoly on denial and huffy self-righteousness. Yesterday, New York City Mayor Eric Adams was hit with a barrel of federal charges and his reaction was positively Trumpian: "I always knew that if I stood my ground for New Yorkers that I would be a target," he said, "and a target I became." If he took favors and bribes--and he's not admitting that he did--it was obviously for the people of Gotham.

Republicans, too, sometimes end up in court--Trump, after all, has been indicted in multiple jurisdictions and convicted in one so far--but for the MAGA base, it is almost a badge of honor when a Republican is charged with crimes. Trump and others have argued that the current Justice Department is merely a Democratic political weapon, but that's an odd charge against a DOJ that has sought accountability not just from Adams but from disgraced (and convicted) former Senator Bob Menendez and many other Democrats, including President Joe Biden's son Hunter.

Adams is already facing calls from within his own party to resign. The GOP, meanwhile, so far can't bring itself even to censure Higgins or to call on Robinson to step down from his office.

Higgins and Robinson, of course, do not belong in a courtroom: Being an offensive jerk is not a crime. But their behavior does raise the question of what, exactly, it takes to be ostracized by the Republican Party and its voters. When does so much racism, misogyny, and xenophobia finally become so toxic that Republicans join with other decent people in rejecting such behavior?

Right now, the limit for this kind of ghastliness does not seem to exist. And that is a tragedy for what's left of the GOP--as well as for the civic health of the world's greatest democracy.

Related:

	The GOP should have drawn its Mark Robinson line long ago.
 	The congressman telling Trump supporters to "buckle up"






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	  OpenAI takes its mask off.
 	The undecided voters are not who you think they are.
 	Who should get to have kids?




Today's News

	New York City Mayor Eric Adams has been indicted on federal charges including bribery, conspiracy to commit wire fraud, and the solicitation of a contribution by a foreign national.
 	Hurricane Helene is likely to intensify into a Category 4 storm by the time it makes landfall near Florida's northwestern coast tonight.
 	Israel rejected calls for a cease-fire with Hezbollah. The Israeli military has continued recent strikes on Hezbollah strongholds that have killed more than 550 people, according to Lebanese officials.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: We mourn glaciers and forests lost to climate change, Eve Andrews writes. Why not streets and sewers?
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: E. B. White was accustomed to slaughtering pigs, until one stole his heart, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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Richard Dawkins Keeps Shrinking

By 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. 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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How to stop self-obsessing and be happier
 	A secret diary of mass murder
 	"That time I was a Russian propagandist"
 	High school is becoming a cesspool of sexually explicit deepfakes.
 	A harmless volcanic eruption has its charms.




Culture Break


Adam Rose / Netflix



Watch. In Ellen DeGeneres's new--and reportedly last--stand-up special (streaming on Netflix), the comedian struggles to find the humor in her mistakes, Fran Hoepfner writes.

Look out. These are 15 new films you should add to your watchlist this season.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

It's been years since I rewatched the movie Network, but I caught it again last night. (I got fixated on how a line from the movie showed up in another of my favorite films, Grosse Pointe Blank, but that's not important, even if it was nice to see one great movie echo another.) It has become almost a cliche to say that Network predicted the era of cable news, but the parallels are unnerving. If you haven't seen it, or if you haven't seen it in a long time, steel yourself to sit through it again. (I say that because it is really hard to watch in places, especially when William Holden calmly recites the tawdry reality of his character's seamy May-December romance with Faye Dunaway's icy executive, a role for which she won an Oscar.)

The final product of the fictional The Howard Beale Show showed how an evening news broadcast degenerated into a circus, with an unhinged old man ranting at the audience while they clapped for segments such as "Sybil the Soothsayer," "Vox Populi," and "Miss Mata Hari and Her Skeletons in the Closet." I was shocked at how eerily it predicted our present era despite being made almost 50 years ago--a good two decades before Fox News went on the air.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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When One Animal Changes a Human's Mind

E. B. White was accustomed to slaughtering pigs, until one stole his heart.

by Maya Chung




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.


Over the past week or so, my X feed has been overtaken by Moo Deng, the baby pygmy hippopotamus whose glistening skin, jaunty trot, and rippling neck rolls have won the internet's devotion. A Washington Post article last week tried to explain the young calf's popularity, citing scientific evidence for how the cuteness of animals "hijacks our brains," similar to the way a baby's adorable features "strike at people's ingrained nurturing instinct"--an evolutionary advantage that has helped humans survive.

But human attitudes toward other creatures are far more complicated than the latest internet frenzy would suggest. On the one hand, human affection for animals, which often manifests in their anthropomorphization, is well documented. As early as 1874, The Atlantic published an article asking whether they have souls. (Since then, our writers have asked how smart animals are, whether they love us, and how they think.) On the other hand, many people still believe that other species are lesser beings--to be kept in zoos or in homes as pets, to be eaten, to test drugs on.

Since its founding, The Atlantic has examined how thinking on animal welfare and rights has developed. A 1976 article by James Fallows, for instance, reflects the cognitive dissonance that many people rely on when it comes to animals. Like many other Americans, Fallows reckoned, he'd never eat his own pets, but had no compunction about digging into a steak dinner. He also predicted that that worldview might soon be out of vogue. As he wrote, "It is not just the environmentalists who have been speaking up, with their warnings that the wild kingdom is in peril, but a new and more vociferous movement, asserting that all animals, even the most abundant and least charming of them, have been denied their rights to health and happiness by an inconsiderate human race."

Nearly 30 years earlier, The Atlantic published "Death of a Pig," an essay by E. B. White in which he tells the story of a pig who stole his heart. White writes that he had become accustomed, over the years, to buying a pig in the spring, feeding it over the summer and fall, then slaughtering it for meat in the winter. He never questioned the practice, believing the killing to be "quick and skillful," while the "smoked bacon and ham provide a ceremonial ending whose fitness is seldom questioned."

That all changed with a particular pig, who, one day, didn't turn up for his regular feeding. Alarmed, and believing his pig to be sick, White called an acquaintance, who called another, who instructed him to give the pig some castor oil and a soapy-water enema. White's son turned the pig upside down so White could pour oil down his throat. "In the upset position the corners of his mouth had been turned down, giving him a frowning expression," White writes, projecting human emotions onto the animal. "Back on his feet again, he regained the set smile that a pig wears even in sickness." The pig didn't get better, and over the next couple of days, White tended to him like a parent would a child--checking his ears for temperature, attempting to entice him with milk. Nothing seemed to work, and White's mood declined precipitously; his "sympathies were now wholly with the pig."

White's sudden affection for a pig he'd been planning, up until that point, to eat, might seem incongruous. But it reflects the ambivalence many human beings feel toward animals, and sheds light on why we hate to see them in pain. As White writes, the pig "had suffered in a suffering world," and his experience became "the embodiment of all earthly wretchedness." He realized that "what could be true of my pig could be true also of the rest of my tidy world."

Ultimately, these questions get to the heart of how humans perceive themselves. Are we, as the Bible suggests, the pinnacle of all God's creation? What, really, distinguishes us from all of Earth's other creatures? In a review of two books on the discovery of dinosaurs that we published this summer, Brenda Wineapple reflects on how the finding of the first fossil challenged the privileged place that humans believed they occupied in the grand scheme of life. Though evolution is now largely accepted as fact, it's undeniable that humans still see themselves as the top of the pyramid: We still eat animals, and we still test our drugs on them.

In 1989, Steven Zak wrote about animal-rights activists who were trying to make people contend with the question of "whether animals, who are known to have feelings and psychological lives, ought to be treated as mere instruments of science." In his essay, Zak asked the reader to consider a world where humans were prohibited from the use of "any animals to their detriment." He mentions a 1988 study that found that scientists could, through the use of "current and prospective alternative techniques," effectively use fewer animals in labs. Though progress has been made in the intervening years, a world free of animal testing has not come to pass. That would require an immense shift in worldview, wherein, as Zak writes, "instead of imagining that we have a divine mandate to dominate and make use of everything else in the universe, we could have a sense of belonging to the world and of kinship with the other creatures in it."

This summer, I toured a sanctuary in the Catskills, which is home to hundreds of rescued farm animals. I met two pigs brought there by a farmer, who, having seen how his animals suffered, had a change of heart and is now in the vegetable business. I don't know if White stopped raising pigs for meat. But four years after his "Death of a Pig" essay, he wrote Charlotte's Web, the cherished children's book about Wilbur, a lovable young pig, and Charlotte, the spider who saves him from slaughter. Near the end of the book, as autumn approaches, Charlotte tells Wilbur, "the leaves will shake loose from the trees and fall. Christmas will come, then the snows of winter. You will live to enjoy the beauty of the frozen world"--one that White's pig never got the chance to see.
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        Winners of the 2024 Epson International Pano Awards (21 photos)
        The highest-scoring panoramic photos entered into the 15th Epson International Pano Awards were just announced. Organizers reported that they received 4,529 entries from 1,105 professional and amateur photographers in 95 countries this year, competing for the top spots in four categories, for several special awards, and for cash prizes. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of the winners and other highest scorers below.
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        Photos: The Aftermath of Hurricane Helene (28 photos)
        Late Thursday night, Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida as a Category 4 hurricane, with winds gusting up to 140 mph. The storm then crashed inland, causing wind damage and severe flooding that killed at least 120 people across six southeastern states, according to the Associated Press. Millions remain without power as first responders work to reach those in need and search for survivors. Gathered below are images from the past weekend, showing some of the devastation in Florida, Georgia, N...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Mansion Graffiti, Medieval Battle, Skeletal Deer (35 photos)
        The effects of Hurricane Helene in Cuba, severe drought in Brazil and Ecuador, a simulated moon walk in Germany, Israeli airstrikes in southern Lebanon, runway scenes from Paris Fashion Week, a comet viewed from Earth orbit, scenes from the opening weekend of Oktoberfest in Germany, and much more
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                [image: An aerial image of clusters of steep mountains seen in stark contrast beneath a cloudy night sky and a single bolt of lightning]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Power of Nature, Overall Winner - Open Competition, Highest Scoring Aerial, and Winner, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Mountains in China's Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. Kelvin Yuen: "The primary goal of this trip was to capture the iconic mountains of Guilin, renowned for its karst formations. On the day I took this photo, I woke up at 3 a.m. and was supposed to hike up for the sunrise. However, a heavy thunderstorm struck out of nowhere, so I decided to shoot the thunderstorm. I flew my drone to wait for the lightning due to safety concerns. The drone surprised me by being functional after 30 minutes of downpour. I took 700 photos with the same compositions, of which more than 40 were lightning shots."
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                Wild Leap, 26th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Cape Naturaliste region, southwest coast of Western Australia.
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                Tree of Life, 31st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Basque country, Spain.
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                On the Edge, 6th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Tadrart, Algeria.
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                The Soul Always Suspects, 42nd Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Yosemite National Park, California.
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                Chrysanthemum Season, Winner, Open--Built Environment / Architecture, Runner-up overall - Open Competition, plus Epson Digital Art Prize. Dong Thap, Vietnam. The photographer says, "I love taking photos of landscapes and traditional craft villages in my country, especially the golden chrysanthemums growing village in Sa Dec, Dong Thap, Vietnam, because of the way farmers have relied on nature and terrain to choose the right way to grow flowers."
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                Above the Clouds, 11th Place (tie) Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Hong Kong.
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                [image: A conical hill stands above a broad, flat plain, casting a long shadow, with lightning bolts seen in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cono de Arita Storm, 22nd Place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Argentina.
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                My Land, 29th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Lower Zambezi National Park, Zambia.
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                Symmetrical Solar Power, 36th Place (tie) Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Cerro Dominador, Maria Elena, Chile.
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                [image: A room in an observation deck that is covered in mirrors and glass, with the New York City skyline visible outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                View From the Top, 6th Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. New York City.
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                [image: A hiker walks across snow at the edge of a jagged rock outcrop above a fjord.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Segla Chaser, 18th Place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. Segla, Norway.
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                [image: A night view of a bridges and many lit-up traditional buildings stacked high along a riverside, in a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hongya Cave, 23rd Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A group of penguins, marching in a snowstorm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguins Marching in Snowstorm, 50th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. South Georgia Island.
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                [image: A person walks past a modern building with a sharply-angled roof design, and a large sculpture of a human torso outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ebro's Silent Guardian, 26th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Zaragoza Conference Centre, Spain.
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                [image: A top-down aerial view of a horse-drawn sleigh traveling across ice on a frozen lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Icy Road, 45th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Khuvsgul Lake, Mongolia.
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                [image: A distant view of a large storm cell above farm fields, with a tornado rising in the center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perspective, 14th Place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Silverton, Texas.
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                [image: A large elephant walks toward the camera, with Mount Kilimanjaro visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Colossal Elephant Strolled Gracefully Into Our View of Mount Kilimanjaro, 26th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Amboseli National Park, Kenya.
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                [image: A long-exposure photograph shows streaks of light from car headlights that have been driving on a zigzag road up a steep mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Atardecer en el Paso Los Caracoles (Sunset at Los Caracoles Pass), 25th Place, Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Los Caracoles Pass, in the Chilean Andes.
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                [image: The even tiles of a roof, interrupted by two smooth dormers above small rounded windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eyes, 44th Place (tie), Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Mikulov, Czech Republic.
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                [image: A wide view of a section of the Grand Canyon, seen under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light Through the Tempest, 23rd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona.
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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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        Photos: The Aftermath of Hurricane Helene

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 30, 2024

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Late Thursday night, Hurricane Helene made landfall in Florida as a Category 4 hurricane, with winds gusting up to 140 mph. The storm then crashed inland, causing wind damage and severe flooding that killed at least 120 people across six southeastern states, according to the Associated Press. Millions remain without power as first responders work to reach those in need and search for survivors. Gathered below are images from the past weekend, showing some of the devastation in Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of about a dozen utility trucks sitting in the middle of a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, power crews work on the lines after Hurricane Helene passed by on September 27, 2024, in Crystal River, Florida.
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                [image: A satellite image of a large hurricane approaching Florida.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This GOES-16 GeoColor satellite image taken on September 26, 2024, shows Hurricane Helene in the Gulf of Mexico moving toward Florida.
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                [image: Windblown palm trees and crashing waves around a damaged sailboat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat is washed ashore as the storm surge affects Gulfport, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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                Thomas Simonetti / The Washington Post / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands on a deck, looking out across an enormous amount of debris from storm-damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Hester inspects the damage to his house and neighborhood after Hurricane Helene made landfall in Horseshoe Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a couple dozen small boats strewn about in the front yards of several houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of boats piled up in front of homes after Hurricane Helene hit the area on September 28, 2024, in Treasure Island, Florida
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                [image: An aerial view of a home that was destroyed by fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a home that was destroyed by fire during the storm surge as Hurricane Helene passed off shore in the Davis Islands neighborhood on September 29, 2024, in Tampa, Florida
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                [image: The burned-out shell of a car sits in a debris-strewn parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tesla vehicle burned when it took on salt water from Hurricane Helene, stranded in a parking lot in the Pass-a-Grille community of St. Pete Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man, a woman, and two children walk through knee-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dustin Holmes, second from right, holds hands with his girlfriend, Hailey Morgan, while returning to their flooded home with her children in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 27, 2024, in Crystal River, Florida.
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                [image: Flood-damaged household items are left at the curb outside many homes in a neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents discard items from their homes, which had filled with floodwaters from Hurricane Helene in the Shore Acres neighborhood, on Saturday, September 28, 2024, in St. Petersburg, Florida.
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                [image: A small American flag sits in floodwater, near houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An American flag sits in floodwaters in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in the Shore Acres neighborhood of St. Petersburg, Florida, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial picture of a tree that has fallen onto a house, smashing through most of its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial picture shows storm damage in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Valdosta, Georgia, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A storm-damaged two-story brick building, surrounded by piles of brick and debris]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of some of the storm damage in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Valdosta, Georgia, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people collect items from a living room that has two large tree branches protruding through the ceiling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sisters Molly Coffee, left, and Victoria Coffee work to clean up their home after a tree fell on their house and crashed into their living room and Victoria's bedroom in Morrow, Georgia, on September 27, 2024. "It doesn't feel like tragedy. It feels like we are very lucky," said Molly Coffee about the late-night incident.
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                [image: A person dumps a bucketful of water out of a house's window, into floodwater outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People toss buckets of water out of a home as the streets and homes are flooded near Peachtree Creek after Hurricane Helene brought in heavy rains overnight on September 27, 2024, in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A person looks at a flooded road and neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person looks at the flooding from Hurricane Helene in Atlanta's Paces neighborhood on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Huge piles of debris sit bunched-up against a road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Rocky Broad River flows into Lake Lure and overflowed a town with debris from Chimney Rock, North Carolina, after heavy rains from Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024. Approximately six feet of debris piled on the bridge from Lake Lure to Chimney Rock, blocking access.
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                [image: The top of a stop sign can be barely seen above floodwater in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stop sign can be barely seen above a flooded parking lot after torrential rain from Hurricane Helene caused severe flooding on September 28, 2024, in Morganton, North Carolina.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: A car rests on a small, bent-over tree outside a school.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle rests on a small tree outside of Old Fort Elementary School after being deposited there during flooding in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Old Fort, North Carolina, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: A view of many flooded brick buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavy rains from Hurricane Helene caused record flooding and damage in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand outside a fire station using their mobile devices.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents gather at Fire Station 6 to access Wi-Fi after Hurricane Helene passed through, causing record flooding and damage in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024. Cell service and internet access had been down for more than 48 hours.
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                [image: Two kids play on the remainder of a washed-out road, beside a small damaged bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kids play on the remainder of a washed-out road to their home in Watauga County, North Carolina, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people stand in line near a gas-station pump, waiting to fill plastic jugs with gasoline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wait in line to pump gasoline in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 29, 2024, in Fletcher, North Carolina.
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                [image: Debris and storm-damaged buildings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Storm damage near Biltmore Village, seen in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024
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                [image: A historic marker sign noting the flood of 1916 lies on the ground next to a flooded waterway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sign marking the flood of 1916 lies on the ground next to a flooded waterway near Biltmore Village on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Piles of flood debris sit on a toppled power pole beside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Piles of flood debris sit on a toppled power pole beside a building in in Asheville, North Carolina, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A cow wanders amid flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow wanders amid the flood debris at Riverview Industrial Park in Erwin, Tennessee, on September 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Mansion Graffiti, Medieval Battle, Skeletal Deer

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 27, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The effects of Hurricane Helene in Cuba, severe drought in Brazil and Ecuador, a simulated moon walk in Germany, Israeli airstrikes in southern Lebanon, runway scenes from Paris Fashion Week, a comet viewed from Earth orbit, scenes from the opening weekend of Oktoberfest in Germany, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Horses run through wetlands, with low sunlight illuminating nearby fog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horses run through wetlands in Wulan Butong scenic area on September 22, 2024, in Chifeng, in China's Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region.
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                [image: A large crowd fills a beer hall, with many near the front reaching up for a large glass of beer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festival-goers reach out for the first glasses of beer on Day One of the 189th Oktoberfest beer festival in Munich, Germany, on September 21, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a mountain valley with yellow trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a valley in southern Kazakhstan, with trees showing autumn colors, seen on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: Audience members near the front of a stage hold up their mobile devices to film a model posing in a flowing red garment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kendall Jenner walks the runway during "Le Defile L'Oreal Paris - Walk Your Worth" Womenswear Spring-Summer 2025 show, as part of Paris Fashion Week, on September 23, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Two people wearing astronaut gear walk with a wheeled cart on a simulated lunar surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Astronauts Thomas Pesquet of France and Matthias Maurer of Germany demonstrate their training in simulated lunar-surface conditions for future moon missions, like the Artemis lunar exploration program led by NASA, at the opening of the new LUNA facility at the European Astronaut Center in Cologne, Germany, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing full suits of armor battle in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in tournaments during the Queanbeyan Medieval Fair on September 21, 2024, in Queanbeyan, Australia.
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                [image: A worker uses a shovel to move a large pile of discarded aluminum cans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Afghan worker sorts discarded aluminum cans at a recycling yard in Herat on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses inside a room with walls, ceiling, and floor all covered by mirrors, illuminated by many small green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person poses inside an art installation by Yayoi Kusama at the Victoria Miro gallery on September 23, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: A view of a distant comet, seen above the curve of the Earth's surface and layers of atmosphere]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the comet called Tsuchinshan-ATLAS, seen far beyond the Earth's atmosphere, as viewed from aboard the International Space Station.
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                [image: People dive from a platform in the sea at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dive from a platform in the sea at sunset in Noumea, on the French overseas collectivity of New Caledonia, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view of a boat passing through the confluence of two rivers, with the left side of the photo dominated by muddy, cream-colored water, and the right side, much darker water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a boat navigating at the confluence point between the Rio Negro and the Rio Solimoes, above the Amazon river, near Manaus, Amazonas state, Brazil, on September 21, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jorge Silva / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a mansion covered with graffiti]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a mansion in the Hollywood Hills that was covered with graffiti by squatters who occupied and trashed the expensive house, on September 23, 2024, in Los Angeles, California. The tags of the vandals are the same as some that were painted on the so-called "Graffiti Tower," an unfinished 30-story downtown building that was covered in graffiti earlier this year. Work had already begun to cover the graffiti and restore the mansion.
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                [image: A worker carries a crate filled with grapes on the slope of a hillside vineyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker carries a crate filled with grapes on the slope of a hillside vineyard of Carballo Cobo, in Doade, Lugo, Spain, on September 18, 2024.
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                [image: A deer bellows as the sun rises, in a meadow surrounded by trees, with an ornate chateau seen in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer bellows as the sun rises over the Chateau de Chambord, inside the Chambord estate, in central France, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: A visitor takes a picture of the mounted skeleton of a deer with long antlers, inside a museum.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors take pictures in the Nanjing Museum in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers pose, all wearing birdlike costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers pose before performing at the Five Mountains Folk Festival, started by farmers on the slopes of Mount Merapi Merbabu, in Magelang, Central Java, on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A model on a runway wears a hat that is decorated with many long red spikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by designer Kevin Germanier as part of his Spring/Summer 2025 Women's ready-to-wear collection show for his label Germanier at Paris Fashion Week on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs from wires above a stage during a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Katy Perry performs during the Rock in Rio music festival in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on September 21, 2024.
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                [image: A tall stone tower is partly illuminated with multicolored lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The National Wallace Monument is illuminated in bright rainbow colors specially for Stirling Pride on September 21, 2024, in Stirling, Scotland. This was the first Pride Event to take place in Stirling and the Forth Valley.
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                [image: A person stands by the side of a road, covering their face with their shirt, looking up toward a hillside that is on fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hillside burns during a wildfire in Quito, Ecuador, on September 24, 2024. At least three forest fires were burning simultaneously in Quito, amid a "water crisis" caused by Ecuador's worst drought in 61 years.
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                [image: People carry crosses and dress in religious garments while standing around a large bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                High priests hold crosses as they sing in front of a bonfire during celebrations of the Ethiopian Orthodox holiday of Meskel, in Addis Ababa, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke billows from the site of an Israeli airstrike in Lebanon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke billows from the site of an Israeli airstrike in Marjayoun, near the Lebanon-Israel border, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: Two children lean close to each other, and one cries, as they shelter during an airstrike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children react following an Israeli strike on a school sheltering displaced Palestinians near the Jabalia refugee camp in the northern Gaza Strip on September 26, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and the Hamas militant group.
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                [image: A person weeds through hip-deep floodwater in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident of the coastal town of Guanimar in Artemisa province, southwest of Havana, Cuba, wades through a flooded street after the passage of Hurricane Helene on September 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people in traditional clothing carry a shrine into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants carry a portable shrine, a Mikoshi, into the sea as part of autumn celebrations, and prayers for a good harvest, during the Ohara Hadaka Festival in Isumi, Chiba Prefecture, Japan, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: Two people lean over, spraying something at an oncoming wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attempt to extinguish a forest fire in Intiyaco, Cordoba province, Argentina, on September 22, 2024. The forest fires that have been raging for weeks in the Argentine province of Cordoba (central Argentina) intensified on September 20 with two intense outbreaks that forced the evacuation of residents in rural areas, provincial authorities reported.
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                [image: A forest fire spreads across hills, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A forest fire spreads across hills in Dolores, Cordoba province, Argentina, on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small four-rotor drone hovers just above the ground, with an explosive strapped beneath it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian soldiers test a so-called kamikaze drone equipped with an explosive at a training ground on September 25, 2024, in Druzhkivka, Ukraine.
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                [image: A flooding river reaches up to the steps of a large parliament building in Hungary.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Parliament building in Budapest is pictured as floodwater reached its base and stairs in Budapest, Hungary, on September 21, 2024, as the river Danube reached its peak flood stage--marking a 10-year high--in the Hungarian capital, after storm Boris lashed Europe.
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                [image: A person carries a cat on their backpack. The cat is relaxed, wearing a pair of glasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participants with a cat waits for a set of giant dominoes to fall in downtown Toronto, Ontario, on September 22, 2024, part of a public art project created by Station House Opera.
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                [image: Birds fly as fog covers hills and trees at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Birds fly as fog covers the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, early on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a motorcycle, fleeing a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides a motorcycle, fleeing a wildfire in Quito, Ecuador, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: Boats and houses are seen stranded in a dried-up lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boats and houses are seen stranded in Aleixo Lake due to the severe drought in the west of Manaus, Amazonas State, Brazil, on September 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing American flag-themed shorts and shirt waves an American flag while standing in crashing surf, facing out toward dark clouds on the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a person holding an American flag and being splashed by crashing waves as Hurricane Helene intensifies before its expected landfall on Florida's Big Bend, in Alligator Point, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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