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        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced their winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images below. The museum's website has many more images from this year and previous years. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum, London. Captions were provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and ...

      

      
        Get Off the Family Plan
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Universal basic income has been a hot topic for several years. The idea is that everyone should get a guaranteed minimum salary sufficient to live on, regardless of what work they do--or even whether they work at all. Naturally enough, the policy has been much debated, even before evidence on its behavioral effects started to come in--as it now has.The most high-profile recent evidence comes from a...

      

      
        It Could All Come Down to North Carolina
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsNorth Carolina has voted for a Democratic president only once since the 1970s. But the party's dream to flip the state never dies--and in fact, could be realized this year. Polls show that the presidential race in North Carolina is dead even, and Democrats are making a massive effort to reach more rural voters. "Doug Emhoff should just get a pied-a-terre here, at this point," says David Graham, an Atlantic political writer...

      

      
        Florida's Risky Bet
        Zoe Schlanger

        In the night hours after Hurricane Milton smashed into Siesta Key, a barrier island near Sarasota, Florida, high winds and a deluge of water pummeled the state's coastal metropolises. In St. Petersburg, a construction crane toppled from its position on a luxury high-rise, meant to soon be the tallest building on the flood-vulnerable peninsula. The crane crashed down into the building across the street that houses the newspaper offices of the Tampa Bay Times. High winds ripped the roof off a Tampa...

      

      
        Melania Really Doesn't Care
        Sophie Gilbert

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.A little over 12 years ago, Melania Trump logged on to Twitter, uploaded a picture of a cheery-looking beluga whale, and added the caption, "What is she thinking?" The tweet was classic Melania, which is to say that it was cryptic, minimalist, and only lightly in focus. Unlike her husband, Melania Trump undershares on social media--if she isn't there to hawk baffling NFT collectibles or patriotic Christmas ornaments, she d...

      

      
        The Woman Who Would Be Steinbeck
        Mark Athitakis

        It is likely, but by no means certain, that in May 1938, the writers John Steinbeck and Sanora Babb met in a cafe near Arvin, California. Both were in town to chronicle the plight of migrants who were flooding the state to escape the decimation of the Dust Bowl. Both were writing fiction about it--Steinbeck had abandoned two novels on the subject earlier that year, while Babb had received an enthusiastic response from Random House for the opening chapters of her novel in progress, Whose Names Are ...

      

      
        The Case for Kamala Harris
        The Atlantic

        For the third time in eight years, Americans have to decide whether they want Donald Trump to be their president. No voter could be ignorant by now of who he is. Opinions about Trump aren't just hardened--they're dried out and exhausted. The man's character has been in our faces for so long, blatant and unchanging, that it kills the possibility of new thoughts, which explains the strange mix of boredom and dread in our politics. Whenever Trump senses any waning of public attention, he'll call his ...

      

      
        A Great President, and His Opposite
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        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.Recently, I was rereading Livy's History of Rome (I am obligated, contractually, to write sentences like this), in order to better understand the story of Cincinnatus, the soldier and statesman who desired only to look after his farm. "Put on thy robe and hear the words of the people," a delegation of m...

      

      
        Hurricane Milton Made a Terrible Prediction Come True
        Marina Koren

        Updated at 5:59 a.m. on October 10, 2024After several days of whirling across the Gulf of Mexico, blowing at up to 180 miles per hour, Hurricane Milton made landfall on Florida's Gulf Coast last night as the terrible embodiment of a historically destructive season. Milton inflated at a near-record pace, growing from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 behemoth in half a day, to become one of the most intense hurricanes in recorded history. The hurricane had already dispatched plenty of dangers, ...

      

      
        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath
        Alan Taylor

        Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for...

      

      
        Six Books for People Who Love Movies
        Fran Hoepfner

        Watching a film in a theater, free of smartphones, sunlight, and other distractions, can be a hypnotic experience. When the lights go down and the smell of popcorn fills your nose; when the sound roars from the back and an imagined universe is literally projected before you; when multiple sensory inputs braid themselves together to create a potent whole, you might lose yourself in the best possible way.But film isn't the only medium by which a story can effortlessly enter your consciousness, shut...

      

      
        November Will Be Worse
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or ...

      

      
        What I Didn't Understand About Political Lying
        Bill Adair

        For American politicians, this is a golden age of lying. Social media allows them to spread mendacity with speed and efficiency, while supporters amplify any falsehood that serves their cause. When I launched PolitiFact in 2007, I thought we were going to raise the cost of lying. I didn't expect to change people's votes just by calling out candidates, but I was hopeful that our journalism would at least nudge them to be more truthful.I was wrong. More than 15 years of fact-checking has done littl...

      

      
        The Trump Believability Gap
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.And ye...

      

      
        Hillels Are Under Attack
        Mayim Bialik

        In 1923, as elite American universities began adopting quotas restricting the number of Jews they admitted, an organization was formed to provide a home for Jewish students on campus where they could congregate to pray, socialize, and feel welcome. This organization was called Hillel, and it has been the central address for Jewish life at colleges and universities ever since. That's how I found my way to it when I was a student at UCLA; overwhelmed by the size of the university, I was looking to ...

      

      
        The Atlantic's November Cover Story: Tom Nichols on How Donald Trump Is the Tyrant George Washington Feared
        The Atlantic

        This election is the moment of truth. In The Atlantic's final cover story ahead of the election, staff writer Tom Nichols lays out why "the votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century"--because every essential norm and duty that George Washington established for the U.S. presidency could come to an end if Donald Trump is reelected. Trump is "Washington's Nightmare"--the tyrant the first president feared, and one more capable now...

      

      
        The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion
        Roge Karma

        America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."D...

      

      
        What I Learned Serving on a January 6 Jury
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsAbout 1,500 people have been charged for their actions on January 6. Some brought weapons to the Capitol. Some committed acts of violence that were caught on camera. Some belonged to militias. And then there is a different category of defendant: someone with no criminal record who showed up on that day and went overboard and committed a crime.The families of January 6 defendants have long argued that the punishments t...

      

      
        The Moment of Truth
        Tom Nichols

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Last November, during a symposium at Mount Vernon on democracy, John Kelly, the retired Marine Corps general who served as Donald Trump's second chief of staff, spoke about George Washington's historic accomplishments--his leadership and victory in the Revolutionary War, his vision of what an American president should be. And then Kelly offered a simple, three-word summary of Washington's most important contri...

      

      
        Why Trump and Harris Are Turning to Podcasts
        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.Kamala Harris is in the midst of a media blitz this week, including an interview on CBS's 60 Minutes yesterday evening and an appearance on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert tonight. But she is also dipping into the world of mega-popular, not straightforwardly journalistic podcasts--notably appearing on...

      

      
        A Nobel Prize for Artificial Intelligence
        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.The list of Nobel laureates reads like a collection of humanity's greatest treasures: Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Francis Crick, Toni Morrison. As of this morning, it also includes two physicists whose research, in the 1980s, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.Earlier today, the 2024 Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded to...

      

      
        Women Can Be Autocrats, Too
        David Frum

        Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Man...

      

      
        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain
        Alan Taylor

        In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are some of the images of these amazing structures, and the effort involved in forming them.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment
        Matteo Wong

        When the Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel wrote his will in 1895, he designated funds to reward those who "have conferred the greatest benefit to humankind." The resulting Nobel Prizes have since been awarded to the discoverers of penicillin, X-rays, and the structure of DNA--and, as of today, to two scientists who, decades ago, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods th...

      

      
        I Love Secrets Too Much
        James Parker

        Dear James,

My problem is my big mouth. A friend talks to me about his or her problems, and then I blurt them out to other people. This leads to more problems. I'd like to keep my mouth shut more often, but by nature I find it hard to be controlled and reserved and private. Can you help me?Dear Reader,I have this problem too. I'm not a gossip, and I'm not a fink/squealer/stool pigeon, but I do indulge the eros of indiscretion: I'm an oversharer. And sometimes, having limited resources, a finite ...
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        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced the winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images below. The museum's website has many more images from this year and previous years. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum, London. Captions were provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's lap]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tranquil Moment. Winner, Behavior: Mammals. Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod found this serene scene of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's arms. Resting in a quiet place after a morning of photographing birds and leopards, Vinod soon realized he wasn't alone. A troop of toque macaques was moving through the trees above. Vinod spotted this young monkey sleeping between feeds and used a telephoto lens to frame the peaceful moment.
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                Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a swarm of ants around a dead beetle. One ant stands on top of the beetle, pulling at one of its antennae.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Demolition Squad. Winner, Behavior: Invertebrates. Ingo Arndt documented the efficient dismemberment of a blue ground beetle by red wood ants. "Full of ant" is how Ingo described himself after lying next to the ants' nest for just a few minutes. He watched as the red wood ants carved an already-dead beetle into pieces small enough to fit through the entrance to their nest.
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                Ingo Arndt / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A low view of several lynxes bunched close together in a snowy forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On Watch. Winner, Animal Portraits. John E. Marriott framed a lynx resting, with its fully grown young sheltering from the cold wind behind it. John had been tracking this family group for almost a week, wearing snowshoes and carrying light camera gear to make his way through snowy forests. When fresh tracks led him to the group, he kept his distance to make sure he didn't disturb them.
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                John E. Marriott / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dolphin swims through shallow reddish-colored water among many small trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dolphins of the Forest. Winner, Photojournalist Story Award. Thomas Peschak documented the relationship between endangered Amazon river dolphins, also known as botos or pink river dolphins, and the people with whom they share their watery home. The Amazon river dolphin is one of two freshwater dolphin species living in the Amazon and Orinoco basins. Only this species has evolved to explore the seasonally flooded forest habitat.
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                Thomas P. Peschak / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: In mid-air, a falcon pulls at the pouch of a pelican with its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Too Close for Comfort. Highly Commended, Behavior: Birds. Jack Zhi recorded the moment a falcon hooked its talons into a pelican's pouch and tugged it skywards. Jack had been watching this peregrine falcon for a while, seeing it attack gulls, ospreys and eagles that ventured too close to its nest on a nearby cliff ledge.
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                Jack Zhi / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a tiny insect beside a rounded bit of slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life Under Dead Wood. Winner, 15-17 Years. Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas rolled a log over to see the fruiting bodies of slime mold and a tiny springtail. Alexis worked fast to take this photograph, as springtails can jump many times their body length in a split second. He used a technique called focus stacking, where 36 images, each with a different area in focus, are combined.
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                Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a curious leopard seal]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Under the Waterline. Winner, Underwater. Matthew Smith carefully photographed a curious leopard seal beneath the Antarctic ice. He used a specially-made extension he designed for the front of his underwater housing to get this split image. It was his first encounter with a leopard seal. The young seal made several close, curious passes. "When it looked straight into the lens barrel, I knew I had something good."
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                Matthew Smith / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two guanacos stand on a ridge, unaware of several young pumas crouching below them, watching.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Don't Look Down. Highly Commended, Behavior: Mammals. Rick Beldegreen witnessed a group of puma cubs stalking their potential guanaco prey. He had been tracking a puma and its three cubs for several days when he saw this scene unfold. The guanacos shifted to higher ground after seeing the puma but didn't notice the cubs, meters from their vantage point.
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                Rick Beldegreen / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swarm of tadpoles swims past, among the stems of lily pads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Swarm of Life. Winner, Wetlands: The Bigger Picture. Shane Gross looked under the surface layer of lily pads as a mass of western toad tadpoles swam past. Shane snorkeled in the lake for several hours, through carpets of lily pads. This prevented any disturbance of the fine layers of silt and algae covering the lake bottom, which would have reduced visibility.
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                Shane Gross / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a bee on a leaf]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scent Collector. Highly commended, Behavior: Invertebrates. Clay Bolt was dazzled by an orchid bee as it collected aromatic compounds from a leaf. Clay has spent many years photographing tropical bees. Using organic scents mixed by scientists to attract and survey butterflies and moths, he had seconds to photograph the bee as it stood collecting oils before it buzzed away.
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                Clay Bolt / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother and calf manatee swim underwater, above a patch of seagrass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As Clear as Crystal. Highly Commended, Under Water. Jason Gulley gazed through clear water at a manatee and a calf adrift among the eelgrass. He has photographed many manatee mother-and-calf pairs. The expression on this calf's face and the bubbles trailing from its flippers, combined with the hopeful backstory, have made it one of Jason's favorite images.
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                Jason Gulley / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiger rests in a hillside meadow above farms and a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiger in Town. Winner, Urban Wildlife. Robin Darius Conz watched a tiger on a hillside against the backdrop of a town where forests once grew. Robin was following this tiger as part of a documentary team filming the wildlife of the Western Ghats. On this day, he used a drone to watch the tiger explore its territory before it settled in this spot.
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                Robin Darius Conz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Get Off the Family Plan

For true satisfaction in life, you should feel you've fully earned your success.

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.

Universal basic income has been a hot topic for several years. The idea is that everyone should get a guaranteed minimum salary sufficient to live on, regardless of what work they do--or even whether they work at all. Naturally enough, the policy has been much debated, even before evidence on its behavioral effects started to come in--as it now has.

The most high-profile recent evidence comes from an experiment funded by Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, and undertaken by a team of economists at several top universities. In this case, 1,000 low-income people received $1,000 a month with no strings attached for three years. The results were mixed. Compared with a control group, the people who got this amount of money reduced their working hours a bit (as did their spouse or partner), which lowered their household earned income. On average, this monthly subsidy did not encourage its recipients to invest in education or find better employment; what it enabled was some additional leisure time.

Is that a worthy goal that justifies UBI as good policy? You decide--but for myself, I won't know the answer until I find out whether the unearned income made anyone happier, a question that this study did not address.

For that matter, though, does any unearned income raise well-being and life satisfaction? Life offers dozens of ways you can chase resources you didn't earn through regular work: gambling, fishing for a bequest, living on an inheritance, applying for a government grant, finding a wealthy patron. And why not? Cash is fungible, as economists say, and all money is good money when it comes to happiness, right?

Maybe not. I have written about the fact that not all dollars are created equal where well-being is concerned--neither dollars earned nor dollars spent. And unearned ones might be the least helpful of all to improve your life satisfaction.

Read: Switzerland's 'money for nothing' proposal

Some scholars, in fact, believe that ecosystems have evolved a need to be productive for survival. This makes sense for humans as well: If your ancient ancestor was too leisurely or too much of a taker, they would likely not have survived long in troglodyte times.

The theory that we are indeed wired for achievement lines up with research that demonstrates how earning our success through hard work and merit leads to greater well-being. For example, scholars have found evidence for parents' belief that when teenagers work for a paycheck, the employment generally has a beneficial effect--promoting responsibility, time-management skills, and self-esteem. Similarly, college students grow in confidence when they earn their good marks. And in a 2010 study of customer-loyalty schemes, researchers found that when people believed they were earning points (as opposed to merely being given points at high levels), they felt entitled to buy more of the product.

Getting free stuff typically doesn't sit right with us. If your boss gave you a bonus and said, "You didn't earn this, but you look like you need it," that would probably rub you the wrong way. Likewise, if you tell a group of senior citizens that most of them are taking more out of the Social Security system than they ever paid in--which, on average, will be true--you will not get a friendly response.

Unearned money is a type of "windfall," a term used by economists to mean unexpected or sudden gains. Research shows that when people feel they got something for nothing, they are more likely to use that money for leisurely purposes (as "fun money") and in risky ways. To economists, this seems irrational: You should make the same spending decisions no matter what the income source is; after all, it's not as if unearned dollar bills are stamped Use at Disney World or Waste on lottery tickets. But that's not how humans think. And this lines up with the basic-income experiment that found people using their monthly windfall more on leisure than, say, education.

Windfall income also brings us less well-being than earned income, and can even lead to psychological problems. A number of studies showing this have looked at state lotteries: Research from 2018 on a large sample of lottery winners found that although people often report higher happiness right when they win, their measured mental health declines immediately afterward, especially for those with low education levels. The researchers found that these problems persisted for up to two years after a win.

The lottery might seem like a special case, especially when it involves people who are struggling with poverty and other issues. Let's look at the other end of the wealth spectrum instead, at inheritances. Benefiting from a family member's will would be pretty sweet, right? Not according to popular culture. In an episode of the drama series Succession, about a media mogul's dysfunctional family, for example, the character Greg is ruminating to his relatives about his future, and mentions that he thinks he will be fine because his grandfather will leave him $5 million. "You can't do anything with five, Greg. Five's a nightmare," his (already-wealthy) relative Connor informs him. Why? "Can't retire. Not worth it to work. Oh, yes, five will drive you un poco loco, my fine-feathered friend."

Inheriting wealth is not that bad, according to the data--but not that good, either: In a 2018 study of the happiness of millionaires, my colleague Michael I. Norton and his co-authors found that those who earned their fortune were moderately happier than those who were heir to one. This may be one reason that well-off Americans so enjoy telling the stories of how they strove to get to where they are. You could be forgiven for thinking that every rich person starts out in a tar-paper shack without running water, even though research shows that entrepreneurs tend to come from high-earning families.

Read: The particular ways that being rich screws you up

Altogether, the research suggests that unearned income is at best inferior as a happiness multiplier and at worst a Faustian bargain. This conclusion leads me to three ideas you might consider.

First, if possible, given your living situation, avoid spending any time, effort, or resources seeking out unearned income. So don't gamble for any purpose other than your own entertainment, and don't kiss up to rich old Uncle Joe in the hope that he leaves you a nice nest egg.

Second, keep an inventory of the unearned benefits you currently receive but don't truly need. (For example, are you still on the family cellphone plan?) Try getting rid of an unearned income stream and see how it makes you feel about yourself and your relationships. A little poorer in financial terms but richer in self-esteem? There you go.

Third, remember that just as earned success is good for you, it can also be good for the people you love. But this all depends on how you model your example for them.

People constantly ask me what they should help their adult kids pay for, if they themselves have been lucky enough to do well in life. The dilemma they have is that they're proud of having earned their way and feel that their self-reliance, not a handout, is the gift they want to pass on; yet they also feel that it's stingy to hold out on their nearest and dearest, rather than share their good fortune.

Here's a rule of thumb to help resolve that dilemma: If you can afford to help your adult kids, pay for investment, not consumption. In practice, that means: Education? Absolutely. Vacation? No way. Staking a business? Yes, if it seems a viable proposition (as opposed to mere whim or lifestyle choice). Wine cellar? Don't be ridiculous. A down payment on a house? Judgment call. In this way, you are giving generously--to help them earn their own success.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't wish for happiness. Work for it.

The UBI study I began with did not produce results definitive enough to sway the economic-policy debate much in one direction or another. If the idea of providing an economic baseline is to give everyone a fair start, create opportunity, and avoid welfare dependency, the jury is still out. My hope is that the next round of research will take into consideration what matters most: well-being.

In the meantime, I do have one concrete proposal for raising the happiness of those most in need: The government could stop using lotteries to take the money that people do earn in exchange for the pipe dream of a fortune that they did not earn. State lotteries are just about the most regressive form of taxation imaginable: The Economist recently reported that America's poorest households spend 33 times more than the richest households, as a share of their income, on lottery tickets. This is no surprise, because lotteries are specifically targeted at these households--and with an expected return of about 65 cents on the dollar, they are a truly terrible investment.

Until UBI is proved the panacea its advocates believe it to be, for governments that want to improve the well-being of their most vulnerable citizens, giving up their own unearned lottery income would be a good place to start.
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It Could All Come Down to North Carolina

The state has voted for a Democratic president once since the 1970s. Is it finally the year?

by Hanna Rosin




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

North Carolina has voted for a Democratic president only once since the 1970s. But the party's dream to flip the state never dies--and in fact, could be realized this year. Polls show that the presidential race in North Carolina is dead even, and Democrats are making a massive effort to reach more rural voters. "Doug Emhoff should just get a pied-a-terre here, at this point," says David Graham, an Atlantic political writer who lives in Durham, North Carolina. Donald Trump can't win without the state. And if Vice President Kamala Harris loses Wisconsin, Michigan, or Pennsylvania, she'll need North Carolina's 16 electoral votes.

In this week's Radio Atlantic, we do a deep dive into North Carolina politics, culture, and scandals with Graham and the Atlantic senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, who grew up in Rocky Mount. If the state goes for Harris, will it feel more solidly new South? And could our national election really turn on a local scandal and a tragic flood?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There's a direction to American presidential elections. We spend months thinking about the big topics: democracy, the economy, immigration, wars abroad, culture wars at home. But as the election gets closer, our focus starts to narrow. We wonder less about what Americans are thinking and more about what Pennsylvanians and Arizonans are thinking.

And then we start to wonder about what people in Allegheny County or Maricopa County are thinking. And the tighter the polls are, the further down we go. And it is tight right now. It's close over about half a dozen swing states. But the closest of all of them and one that has a very good chance of being what pollsters call the tipping point--meaning, the state that could decide the election--is North Carolina.

CNN: And this will give you an understanding of just how close the presidential race is in the great state of North Carolina, in the Tar Heel State. Look at this. It's Trump but by less than a point. We're talking, like, 0.2 percentage points. It's basically a tie.


Rosin: Donald Trump almost certainly can't win the White House without North Carolina. And if Vice President Harris loses Wisconsin, Michigan, or Pennsylvania, she'll almost certainly need this state.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, we're talking about North Carolina.

We're not used to this state deciding presidential elections. With the exception of Obama's 2008 run, Democratic candidates haven't won there since the 1970s.

David Graham: The idea that North Carolina could be the tipping point is a new feeling. And I think that may be a little bit of an omen for the future.


Rosin: That's staff writer David Graham. He writes about politics, and he lives in Durham, North Carolina. And he means an omen because, like a lot of southern states, the demographics of North Carolina are changing.

Vann Newkirk: There's always been a really almost mythological focus on North Carolina being the center of the new South Democrat. Since the Clinton days, there was a whole lot of hope that North Carolina would become a Democratic stronghold.


Rosin: And that's senior editor Vann Newkirk, who is a native of Rocky Mount, North Carolina.

I started our conversation by asking David why Democrats think they have a shot in a place they've rarely won in the past half century.

Graham: You know, Democrats look at the demographics, and they keep thinking they can win, and they keep coming really close but not close enough. So they came really close in 2020. Trump won by 1.3 percent. They came really close in some Senate elections, but they just can't quite seal the deal.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And, Vann, what are the shifting demographics? Like, as someone who's watched the state for a long time, we hear a lot about Democratic shifts in southern states like Georgia. On the ground, what's shifting in North Carolina?

Newkirk: So I'd say the thing that's changed is you've had a whole lot of transplants. North Carolina's always had a lot of folks who've come from out of state, and a lot of those people are coming from northern cities, especially. They're moving to places like Durham, like Charlotte, like Cary (the "Containment Area for Relocated Yankees").

Graham: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Is that an inside North Carolinian joke?

Graham: I was wondering who was going to say it.

Newkirk: Yeah. They're a constant part of the population growth of the state. And also, the state is getting a little bit younger. There's always been a strong contingent of Latino immigrants, as well, who are moving into the state. And so what you see is, over time, an electorate that is becoming sort of less similar to some of the other southern states. So you've got a younger population. You've got a really strong contingent of Black voters in the East. And you have a lot more liberal, suburban white voters.

Rosin: The thing that I keep reading about, in addition to everything you just said, is that it has a higher percentage of Black voters and a huge rural population. How do you read that? Because the way people talk about that, it's as if those things are opposites. Like, one favors the Democrats--you know, the higher percentage of Black voters--and one favors the Republicans, the big rural population. Is that a correct reading of the demographics?

Newkirk: Not quite. So when a lot of people say rural voters, they tend to mean "white voters." And when people think Black voters, they like to think about the quote-unquote "inner city."

That's not exactly how North Carolina works. So yes--there are really strong concentrations of Black voters in the big cities in North Carolina. So Charlotte, Durham, Raleigh, Greensboro--these are places that have lots of Black voters. But also, there are several counties where Black voters are close to the majority in the eastern part of the state.

These are rural counties. So traditionally, when Democrats have come to North Carolina, the places they've campaigned for Black votes have been this really bifurcated approach. They go through the center, where the big cities are, and then they campaign out in the East.

Rosin: So, David, we've been talking about demographics and population shifts and how Democrats have come close many years but not quite. When you look at 2024, what do you see? Is anything different from years past?

Graham: Yeah. I mean, I think there's a few things to watch. Democrats have to continue to win the places they've won. They're trying to drive up their margins in rural areas. So you've seen, you know, national figures going to these rural counties. There's also a new chair of the state Democratic Party who's 26 years old. She is from a rural county, and she's really made her whole thing: She's going to go to those counties. The party is going to compete in those places.

And, you know, you get these suburban areas. There's a guy who I've quoted before, Mac McCorkle, who's a Democratic strategist and teaches at Duke. He calls them "country-politan"--

Newkirk: (Laughs.)

Graham: --that are sort of suburbs but have a sort of rural heritage. And these places are--they're kind of the outer rings around Charlotte and around Raleigh. And those are places where Democrats have been really trying to sort of cut down the margins, to lose by less, basically--like, to get to 40 percent, maybe.

And then the last thing is Charlotte's county, Mecklenburg County, is huge. And people keep talking about Mecklenburg turnout being broken. So Democrats need to get voters out there. And if they get voters out there, they have a decent chance of winning. And if they don't, they're cooked.

Rosin: Whenever we have conversations like this, I'm always reminded and amazed, like, how local--like, we think about these giant, national issues, and the thing that's going to decide the election is democracy or abortion, when the thing that could decide the election is a 26-year-old who decides to get Democrats to do a different plea in Meckle...burg County. I don't even know--Mecklen?

Graham: Mecklenburg.

Newkirk: Mecklenburg.

Rosin: Mecklenburg County. Sorry about that. Right. So it's, like, the smallest, smallest thing, you know? That's why I love talking about specific states. It's like, the smallest thing can turn the big thing.

Newkirk: Yeah. Well, especially in a place where the margins are so thin. You know, you're talking 2008--what was that? Ten thousand or 14,000 votes, David?

Graham: 14,000.

Newkirk: 14,000. Okay. Yeah. That is a good-sized high-school football game.

Rosin: (Laughs.)
 
 Newkirk: Like, that's the margin.

Graham: Seventy-five thousand in 2020. In 2016, the governor's race just decided by, like, 10,030 or something ridiculous like that. I mean, these are tiny margins. Cheri Beasley was the chief justice of the state supreme court, ran for reelection and lost by 401 votes.

Newkirk: Lost by 400. Yeah. Yeah.

Rosin: Right Right. Right. What's the analogy there? It's like an Atlantic holiday party. No. Not quite. We don't have 400 people.

Graham: With plus-ones. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. With plus-ones, maybe. Amazing. But we should talk about what the Democrats are actually doing. Like, what do the Harris campaign's efforts look like on the ground?

Graham: I mean, they are here all the time. Part of that is that they have a lot of surrogates coming in. You know, Harris has visited. Doug Emhoff should just get a pied-a-terre here, at this point. Tim Walz has been here. Gwen Walz, I believe, has been here. Josh Shapiro has been here. Wes Moore has been here. Jaime Harrison has been here, the chair of the DNC.

And just a lot of grassroots events. You know, they're out canvassing. They're training people. They're doing all the sort of ground-game things that you expect from a well-funded and organized campaign. And I think what's different is they're doing more of that in rural areas instead of concentrating it just in the big cities.

Rosin: Vann, as a person who knows North Carolina--and rural North Carolina--what do you think of that effort? Like, how does that strike you as someone who knows the place well? Democrats actually making that effort and going in and knocking on the doors or whatever it is they're doing. Giving speeches, going places where, apparently, people don't usually bother to go.

Newkirk: Well, you know, I think people actually do tend to like and appreciate a little pandering. So when people come in and get a nice photo op of them with a Cook Out cup, that actually makes its way to the group chats and sort of seeds the idea of voting for Harris. And that, actually--that's sort of part of the strategy.

Graham: Vann, can you explain Cook Out for the unenlightened?

Newkirk: So, Cook Out--it is a strikingly inflation-resistant restaurant where you buy trays. You can get a chicken sandwich, a corn dog, chicken nuggets, and fries for, like, $10.

Rosin: And how many times have you done that exact thing?

Newkirk: I cannot count how many Cook Out trays I've eaten in my life. I just know that they used to know me at the window.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Newkirk: But I think it does matter. I think, especially now, given that there's a disaster response and recovery going on, people are going to appreciate the candidates, their surrogates, people in the party making themselves known.

And we're talking about two different profiles of rural. We're talking about the rural voter in the East, where they are used to surrogates coming out, especially Black surrogates coming out, going to Souls to the Polls events, going to Black churches and making their speeches.

We're also talking about mostly white voters in the West who aren't so used to having Democratic politicians come through and be seen and heard. And I do think banking on at least some of them to be moved by people showing up--that's probably a good strategy.

Rosin: So just because the outreach to rural North Carolina could become a critical thing in this election, just broadly characterize for us the differences between rural West North Carolina and rural East North Carolina so that when we're obsessively watching the polls on election night, we understand.

Newkirk: Okay. Well, if you want to make a very rough comparison: Western North Carolina is where the majority of the rural white population lives. Eastern North Carolina is where the majority of the rural Black population lives.

And in eastern North Carolina, there is a very strong, sort of religiously themed and tinged attachment to the Democratic Party among those Black voters. And in western North Carolina, there's the remnants and the legacy of what we call the Blue Dogs, so the old new South, the very last stronghold, for a long time, of conservative Democratic voters.

Graham: There's a real belief among Democrats, still, that people are going to keep moving here, and it's going to become like northern Virginia. Like, the Research Triangle in Charlotte will be like northern Virginia, where they are just such a big sink of votes that Republicans can't win the state--at least they can't win the state at a statewide level, even if they can continue to dominate the legislature. And I think that's an open question, but they've been saying that for a long time, and it hasn't happened yet. So I'll believe it when I see it.

Newkirk: I do think if Harris were to win North Carolina, that would be, to me, something of a watershed. And number one, it would mean that North Carolina went Democratic for the candidacies of the first two Black people to be president.

And, you know, I think one thing that people will tell you about the South: The biggest constant in voting in the South is what's called racially polarized voting, which [means] the number-one indicator of who a white voter in the South will vote for is whether Black people like the candidate or not. And this is proven by years and years of elections, of studies.

So if North Carolina becomes the only southern state to go twice for Black candidates in their first time out, I think that is a strong signal that this kind of voting behavior, which, you know, has been the norm in North Carolina, it is fading enough for North Carolina to become a regular part of the Democratic strategy.

Graham: You know, when Vann talks about racial polarization, I think there's a couple other places we see that showing up in the state. The state is heavily gerrymandered, both at the U.S. House level and at the legislative level. Democrats are going to lose several seats here because of a new map in the U.S. House. And that goes to the question of control of the House.

The legislature is, for the foreseeable future, permanently Republican because of that. And this election--it's the first general election that we're going to have a new voter-ID law in place, which is something Republicans in the state have been trying to do since the Supreme Court's Shelby decision--tied up in litigation for a long time, but it's now in place. So that may have some effect on the election, as well.

Newkirk: It's been 11 years since that law first came into play. Eleven.

Graham: I know. (Laughs.) Yeah.

Rosin: You know, we've been talking about what's changing and isn't changing politically in the state. Hearing you guys talk, I'm also wondering about the possibility of something shifting culturally in North Carolina--like, in a real way, like how it sees itself, how it teaches its own history, you know, what the monuments are like. I mean, maybe this is too much, but I'm just thinking, like, does it go further than just, like, a Democratic strategy?

Graham: I think a lot of that has already happened. You know, a lot of people in the Triangle think of this as being a little bit like Austin, I think in ways that are good and bad.

Rosin: But Austin doesn't change Texas. Like, Austin is Austin. You know what I mean?

Graham: No, but it's a change. I mean, Austin sees itself in a very distinctive way, and I think that's true here. And I mean, you see the people coming in. You see changes in the culture. I think a lot of that stuff has already happened. But what's interesting, I mean, to your point about monuments, we had several notable cases of sort of vigilante tearing down Confederate monuments and then a real backlash from the conservative General Assembly.

And so I think what defines the state right now is this conflict between this kind of new new-South vision that a lot of people have and a really entrenched conservative power. And no matter what happens in the election, the most powerful person in the state will be the Republican leader of the senate.

Republicans will control the legislature. They'll control the supreme court. And so there's going to be this weird push-pull. Both of those things are really present, and they're both really powerful, and they're pretty evenly matched.

Newkirk: I think the push-pull is the exact way to describe it. So my hometown, Rocky Mount, I wrote about years ago the Confederate statue that was in the middle of town in Battle Park. And the one where we used to run under when we had track practice--they got rid of it in North Carolina's own racial reckoning in 2020.

And yet, in the same place, in the same county, there are new restrictions on teaching, say, critical race theory and Black history. The situation is dynamic. It goes back and forth. I don't think you can say there's a victor yet.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Right.

Graham: Yeah. You see some states where it seems like, you know, just the state sort of gradually shifts as a whole, and I don't think that's true here. I think both of these things are both really present and really strong.

An argument that I've sometimes made is that North Carolina was kind of the testing ground for a lot of conservative things. You know, after 2010, the legislature started doing a lot of things that then kind of went national: voter ID, rolling back various laws. Like, we have a racial-justice law. They rolled that back. They started targeting the public universities.

And it was the testing ground for the claims of election fraud. So in the 2016 gubernatorial race, Pat McCrory, the incumbent governor, loses the race by some 10,000 votes and cries fraud. They file all these lawsuits. They keep insisting that there's massive fraud, and they're just going to turn up the evidence anytime now. And they don't. And what eventually happens is: They get tossed out of court. But also, they get defeated, in part, by Republican county board of election chairs who say, This is nonsense. There's nothing behind this. A Democrat wins the governor's race.

But you know, once you uncork the lamp and let the genie of doubt out, I think it's a real problem. And I think, you know, just as we saw that here in 2016, just as we saw in 2020, there are going to be questions about that. Huge portions of the Republican electorate here, as everywhere else, say they don't believe the 2020 election was fair.

And if Trump loses this election--even if he wins North Carolina and loses his election--you're going to get people saying they think that it was rigged, and it's all an inside game.

[Music]

Rosin: All right. So it's going to be close and possibly contested. And then on top of that, there are two election wildcards we haven't talked about that are specific to North Carolina: a Republican gubernatorial candidate who's had so many scandals and a hurricane that's upended life in the state. Both of those after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: So okay--wildcards, now the biggest wildcard, the huge wild card that's thrown into this race. Do I even have to say his name?

News clip: The Trump-backed candidate for governor in North Carolina, Mark Robinson, has made dozens of disturbing and damning comments on a porn website. They include Robinson writing, quote: "I am a Black Nazi," and, "I wish they would bring it (slavery) back."


Rosin: And even before the story broke about the Black Nazi comment, Robinson was getting in trouble. For example, his opponent made an ad about some Facebook comments that Robinson made about abortion.

Mark Robinson: Abortion in this country is not about protecting the lives of mothers. It's about killing a child because you aren't responsible enough to keep your skirt down.


Rosin: Before we talk about his impact on the race, I want to talk about him. David, what are his political roots in the state?

Graham: He's such a fascinating figure in this way. You know, 10 years ago, this guy was working on a factory floor, which is just unheard of at this kind of level of politics. Blue-collar people don't run for office, for a lot of reasons--not, you know, any abdication of theirs, but they're not in the kind of networks. They don't get recruited. They don't have the money.

And here's somebody who's doing it. So he's working in a factory, and then in 2018, he goes to speak to the Greensboro City Council because he's upset about the possible cancellation of a gun show. This is after the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School.

Robinson: I'm a law-abiding citizen who's never shot anybody, never committed a serious crime, never committed a felony. I've never done anything like that. But it seems like every time we have one of these shootings, nobody wants to blame--put the blame where it goes, which is at the shooter's feet.


Graham: And the speech gets clipped, posted on Facebook by Mark Walker, who's a U.S. rep from North Carolina. And, like, within days, Robinson is on Fox News. And pretty soon he's getting recruited to run maybe for Senate, maybe for lieutenant governor. And so he runs the first race he's ever run--for lieutenant governor in 2020--wins that race, and then plows through a couple of establishment Republican candidates in the primary for governor this year and is the nominee.

Rosin: Is it fair to say his chances are very, very slim?

Graham: I mean, he's down 15, 17 points in the polls. It's hard to imagine what would change that. Most of his campaign staff has quit. Most of the staff of his office as lieutenant governor has quit. As you can imagine, it's hard to recruit quality new staffers when you're in that kind of situation, especially when your fundraising is drying up, as it is for him. He's promising to sue CNN for "making things up." So never say never, but it's hard to imagine how he bounces back now.

Rosin: Okay. So let's say Mark Robinson is probably--we can safely say, probably--not going to be the governor of North Carolina. Is there still potential residual effect on the outcome of the election? Like, is there a world where you can say that this outrageous candidate is the reason Kamala Harris is elected president?

Newkirk: Well, I think Democrats hope that it will. But actually, the fact that Robinson is trailing so far actually kind of works against that hope. There is not going to be a tight governor's race. There are plenty of people who are just fine voting against Mark Robinson, voting for Josh Stein, and voting for Donald Trump.

And I think that is kind of already baked into a lot of people's calculus about the election. I can't think of the voters now who are gonna go and, because of Mark Robinson, say, I don't know about that Trump guy. It's kind of just hard to game out who those voters are.

Graham: I think the rosy Democratic case is that this drives down Republican enthusiasm, and Republicans stay home because they're so turned off by this race. And also, you see Democrats really trying to tie Robinson and Trump together.

So Harris has ads up here. You know, they have footage of Trump saying that Robinson is like "Martin Luther King on steroids" and so on and so forth. So she's trying to really explicitly tie them together.

Rosin: Vann, do you find any cultural roots for him? Like, do you have any way of reading him that's different than "he comes out of nowhere and pops into the political scene"?

Newkirk: Well, I think he does. Up to a point, he fits in a tradition of Black conservatism in the state. There are quite a few Black conservative voters, especially those who come out of a similar background.

He is from Greensboro, which is one of these nodes on the Black Belt in North Carolina. He spent time in the military. I know quite a few Black conservatives who are rooted in the church, who also have military backgrounds, and who may have spent time in Greensboro. But I think that is kind of where the similarities end.

You know, he gets so much of his language from the online right. And he kind of marries it with that story of being from a tough situation, a very legible story of overcoming. He marries that with this trollish language from online.

Graham: I think that's exactly right. He sounds like that because he was that for so long. Like, he was just a dude posting views on Facebook. And when you read them, it reads like it's provocation. Like, part of it is things believes, but he's also trying to get a rise out of people, including getting a rise out of the people who are friends with him on Facebook.

And related to that, he's a huge pro-wrestling fan. There's a whole chapter-length digression in his memoir about pro wrestling. He cites it. He posts about it. And I think that kind of theater and drama is very much a piece of how he approaches oratory and how he approaches politics.

Rosin: Well, that's the thing that I thought was maybe not dismissible. He's obviously anomalous. He's out there. I was thinking, A candidate like him 10 years ago would have gotten nowhere the way he talks. But now, largely because of Trump, there's a sort of deeply online, provocative way of being as a politician.

Graham: Well, I think it's an interesting question how somebody like this plays if he's running for, like, House or even Senate. I mean, we have, you know--look at Matt Gaetz. Look at Marjorie Taylor Greene. There are people like this. I think part of the problem is that your governor has to actually do things, and I think that's a little bit scary to voters.

Like, they'll take some provocation from a random House member, but it's a different thing when you're relying on this guy to, I don't know, deal with a massive natural disaster, like a hurricane.

Rosin: Right. So since you mention it, we should discuss Hurricane Helene. Vann, I know you have some experience with how a place shifts in the aftermath of a disaster like that. How does it shift?

Newkirk: So Hurricane Helene--it did, it is doing a number on the western part of the state right now. As soon as I got the alerts that it was heading towards the mountains, I had flashbacks to 2016.

So 2016, around the exact same time of an election year, Hurricane Matthew hit the eastern part of the state, and it really threw a wrench in, obviously, basic everyday life, but also in efforts to set a place up to vote.

So many things go into establishing a ground game, a get-out-the-vote program for a campaign. You've got to have your offices set up. You've got to have infrastructure. You've got to have people--the water-bottle people got to be there. And people have to know where their polling places are. Things like that. You've got to be able to have your vans, take your people from community centers, from churches to the polls. You have to have people ready and out there for early voting and for voting by mail.

What Matthew did was: It completely disrupted those things in an area Democrats had to win in order to get the election. And now--

Rosin: So it's no joke. It's like real basic stuff, but it actually has a real effect.

Newkirk: Oh, yeah. Certainly. And you saw people. There were plenty of folks--in polls and poll workers--who were saying that this is absolutely disrupting normal election-year stuff that we need to do to get out the vote.

Rosin: David, you are there right now. So do you see some of what Vann saw? Like, do you see this already happening?

Graham: Yeah. I mean, all of that sort of preparation is going. Absentee ballots were delayed by a lot of legal wrangling over whether RFK Jr. would be on the ballot, but they're going out, and people are getting ready for early voting.

But the question is: How will voting even work in western North Carolina? You know, are the elections offices fine? Are the early-voting sites fine? Are there people who can run the elections? I mean, all these questions, apart from the turnout questions for the campaigns, even the basic administration of elections is, you know--it may be fine, but no one really has any idea. So there's a lot of questions.

Newkirk: And I'll say it's, honestly, at this point, not the biggest priority.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah.

Newkirk: The biggest priority: We don't know if the utility companies are going to be able to restore power before the end of the year. That is a problem. We have a serious humanitarian problem that is going to only--I think, over the next few weeks, we're going to see exactly how that takes shape.

When you lose power, there are a lot of things that can go wrong downstream of that, that you aren't really thinking about when the floodwaters are there. But we're talking dialysis. We're talking: How did hospitals run? How do people go to school? Those are the primary concerns.

Rosin: You said last time, it affected areas the Democrats had to win. And this time?

Newkirk: Well, they have to win the whole state, so it will affect them, although the West is--those are 26 counties that Trump won. One of those counties, Buncombe County--Asheville's there, and Asheville is absolutely part of the Democratic strategy.

Rosin: So this time, it also affects areas that Democrats need to win.

Newkirk: Both parties.

Rosin: Yeah.

Graham: Yeah. I mean, I think it is a bigger challenge for Republicans. I mean, the counties that are in the disaster area accounted for, like, a quarter of Trump's vote in North Carolina in 2020. That's a lot.

And, you know, I think Vann is totally right about Asheville. I also think that Buncombe County is probably likely to be, you know--the bigger cities are going to recover faster, and it's these smaller towns that it's going to take longer to bounce back.

So that's going to be a challenge, especially when it doesn't appear that the Trump operation has a whole lot of ground game, but I guess we'll see.

Rosin: I will just acknowledge now, because I feel the need to that we already know over 100 people have died and hundreds of people are missing. It is weird to be talking about it in horse-race terms. It just happens to be the nature of our conversation. But, you know, there are so many stories in the news that are just--I mean, you can't believe what it's like to move through a sudden flood like that.

So I just want to say that. And like you said, Vann--I mean, we talk about it in this way because we're thinking about the national election, but one of the effects it has on the election is, like: Nobody cares.

Graham: Right. It's not the focus for those people. They're not thinking about how they're going to vote. They're thinking about how they're going to eat. Exactly.

Rosin: Right. Exactly. And, like, where they're going to live and how all the stuff is gone.

Newkirk: Where their loved ones are right now.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Not to mention, by the way, Hurricane Milton, which is happening just as this episode comes out. So we're thinking about people facing Milton and also people recovering from Hurricane Helene.

Vann, David, thank you so much for coming on and talking about North Carolina.

Newkirk: Thank you.

Graham: Thank you.
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Florida's Risky Bet

Hurricane Milton was a test of the state's coast, which has everything to recommend it, except the growing risk of flooding.

by Zoe Schlanger




In the night hours after Hurricane Milton smashed into Siesta Key, a barrier island near Sarasota, Florida, high winds and a deluge of water pummeled the state's coastal metropolises. In St. Petersburg, a construction crane toppled from its position on a luxury high-rise, meant to soon be the tallest building on the flood-vulnerable peninsula. The crane crashed down into the building across the street that houses the newspaper offices of the Tampa Bay Times. High winds ripped the roof off a Tampa stadium set to house emergency workers. Three million homes and businesses are now without power.

As this morning dawned, Hurricane Milton was exiting Florida on its east coast, still maintaining hurricane-force winds. The storm came nerve-rackingly close to making what experts had feared would be a worst-case entrance into the state. The storm hit some 60 miles south of Tampa, striking a heavily populated area but narrowly avoiding the precarious geography of Tampa's shallow bay. Still, the destruction, once tallied, is likely to be major. Flash flooding inundated cities and left people trapped under rubble and cars in the hurricane's path. Multiple people were killed yesterday at a retirement community in Fort Pierce, on Florida's Atlantic coast, when one of the many tornadoes whipped up by Milton touched down there.



The barrier islands, if they've done their job, may have protected Sarasota from the worst of the storm surge, but those vulnerable strips of sand have their own small civilizations built on them, too. This stretch of southwestern Florida happens to be one of the fastest-growing parts of the state, where people are flocking to new developments, many of them on the waterfront. Milton is the third hurricane to make landfall in Florida this year, in an area that has barely had time to assess the damage from Hurricane Helene two weeks ago. Because it skirted a direct strike of Tampa Bay, the storm may soon be viewed as a near miss, which research has found can amplify risky decision making going forward. But this morning, it is a chilling reminder of the rising hazards of living in hurricane-prone places as climate change makes the most ferocious storms more ferocious.



The threat of catastrophic inundation has for years loomed over that particular cluster of cities--Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Clearwater--and on some level, everyone knew it. About a decade ago, Karen Clark & Company, a Boston-based firm that provides analysis to the insurance industry, calculated that Tampa-St. Petersburg was the U.S. metropolitan area most vulnerable to flooding damage due to storm surge. Even Miami, despite all the talk of its imminent climate-fueled demise, is in a better situation than Tampa, where the ocean is relatively shallow and the bay "can act almost like a funnel," leading to higher peak storm surge, according to Daniel Ward, an atmospheric scientist and the senior director of model development for Karen Clark. The regional planning council has simulated the impacts of a Category 5 storm, including fake weather reports that sound eerily similar to those of Milton; estimates of the losses, should a storm hit directly enough, were on the order of $300 billion.



The region's building spree has only upped the ante, adding to the tally of potential damages. Siesta Key, the barrier island where Milton hit first, had been locked in a battle over proposed high-density hotel projects for years; Sarasota is adding people at one of the fastest rates in the county. Farther south, Fort Myers is expanding even faster (and in recent years has been battered by storms, including this one). Tampa in particular has been a darling of Florida development. Billions of dollars in investment remade its waterfront districts with glassy condo towers, and the traditional retirement city was reborn as a beacon for young people. The population of the Tampa metro area, which includes St. Petersburg and Clearwater, swelled to more than 3.2 million; median home values nearly doubled from 2018 to June of this year, according to Redfin data cited by The Wall Street Journal.

Read: America is lying to itself about the cost of disasters

Like everyone in Florida, people who live on the southwestern coast understand that hurricanes are a risk, perhaps even one that climate change is accentuating. (More than Americans on average, Floridians believe that climate change is happening.) But "every coastal area has a mythology about how they're going to escape climate change," Edward Richards, a professor emeritus at Louisiana State University Law School, told me. "We have a culture of downplaying risk." The last time Tampa Bay was directly affected by a major hurricane was in 1921, when a Category 3 storm hit the metro area, then home to about 120,000 people. It sent an 11-foot storm surge crashing into houses, wiped out citrus fields, and killed eight people. The possibility of another hit was always a real danger, even before the effects of global warming started setting in. "Climate change absolutely makes the storms worse," Richards said. "But we focus so much on how they will get worse, we haven't paid attention to how bad they've already been."



Most days, Tampa has plenty of benefits to beckon people, and a century-old storm is likely not on their minds. "The amenities of jobs and economic opportunities and, quite honestly, just the amenity of being close to the beach oftentimes outweigh the disamenity of climate exposure," Jeremy Porter, the head of climate-implications research at the analytics firm First Street, told me. Getting a mortgage in a FEMA-designated flood zone requires flood insurance, which is mostly supplied by the National Flood Insurance Program, but plenty of people drop it after a year or two, either because they don't feel they need it or because they can't pay the bill, Porter said. If your home is paid off, there's also no requirement to carry flood insurance. Developers pass future risk on to the people who buy their condos; city managers generally welcome developments, which are good for the local economy, as long as they're still standing. If they're destroyed, the federal government helps pay to rebuild. "Any time you disassociate the profit from the risk, you get these catastrophic problems," Richards said. Attempts to undo any of this--by making people face the actual risk of the places they live--can also be a trap: Raise flood-insurance rates to market price, and suddenly plenty of people can't afford it. Continue subsidizing insurance, and you keep people in dangerous places.



Even before Milton's blow, though, the region's great real-estate boom was faltering. Homeowners in the floodplain zone were watching their insurance prices go up dramatically, after FEMA rolled out new adjustments to make its highly subsidized National Flood Insurance Program premiums better reflect the true cost of risk. Thanks to rising insurance costs and repetitive flood incidents in recent years, more homeowners are now looking to sell. But they're finding that difficult: Supply of homes in Tampa is rising, but demand is falling, and roughly half of the homes for sale--the third-highest share of all U.S. major metropolitan areas--had to cut their asking price as of September 9, according to The Wall Street Journal. That was before Hurricane Helene sent six feet of storm surge into the city and Milton crashed through, damaging properties and likely undercutting chances of a good sale. Plus, Florida passed a flood-disclosure law this year, which took effect on October 1. That means homeowners who try to sell their home after this storm will have to tell prospective buyers about any insurance claims or FEMA assistance they received for flood damage, no matter when they sell.



In the short term, both Richards and Porter predict that people will simply rebuild in the same place. No levers currently exist to encourage any other outcome, Richards said. FEMA has a buyout program for homes in frequently damaged areas, but the process takes years. In the meantime, homeowners have little choice but to rebuild. And even knowing the risk of floods might not dissuade people from coming back, or moving in. A report on New Orleans, for instance, found that almost half of homebuyers surveyed did not consult risk-disclosure statements required after Hurricane Katrina: When people can afford to live only in a flood-prone part of a city, knowing the risk doesn't change their options.
 
 In the longer term, "from a geologic point of view, we know what's going to happen," Richards told me. Over the course of the next century, parts of Florida's coast will be suffering from regular floods, if not permanently underwater. Hurricane flooding will reach farther inland. Living in certain places will simply no longer be possible. "Eventually we'll hit a tipping point where people will begin to avoid the area," Porter said. But he doesn't think Milton will be it.
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Melania Really Doesn't Care

Her new memoir is a master class in how selective attention and empathy can insulate someone from the pains that trouble the rest of us.

by Sophie Gilbert




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


A little over 12 years ago, Melania Trump logged on to Twitter, uploaded a picture of a cheery-looking beluga whale, and added the caption, "What is she thinking?" The tweet was classic Melania, which is to say that it was cryptic, minimalist, and only lightly in focus. Unlike her husband, Melania Trump undershares on social media--if she isn't there to hawk baffling NFT collectibles or patriotic Christmas ornaments, she doesn't typically have much to say. But over the past few weeks, as she's soft-launched her new memoir, Melania has been posting a series of short videos, each one its own inscrutable puzzle. Mistily obscured through what seems to be a Vaseline-smeared camera lens, she gives brief statements on subjects including cancel culture, her immediate attraction to "Donald," and her apparent belief in a woman's right to choose. Her head is stiffly tilted, her gaze steadfast. As she talks, a string section in the background pulses with momentum, as though these clips are actually trailers for the climactic final season of a show called America!

What is she thinking? First ladies, by the cursed nature of the role, are supposed to humanize and soften the jagged, ugly edge of power. The job is to be maternal, quietly decorative, fascinating but not frivolous, busy but not bold. In some ways, Melania Trump--elegant, enigmatic, and apparently unambitious--arrived in Washington better suited to the office than any other presidential spouse in recent memory. In reality, she ended up feeling like a void--a literal absence from the White House for the first months of Donald Trump's presidency--that left so much room for projection. When she seemed to glower at her husband's back on Inauguration Day, some decided that she was desperate for an exit, prompting the #FreeMelania hashtag. When she wore a vibrant-pink pussy-bow blouse to a presidential debate mere days after the Access Hollywood tape leaked, the garment was interpreted by some as a statement of solidarity with women, and by others as a defiant middle finger to his critics. Most notoriously, during the months in 2018 when the Trump administration removed more than 5,000 babies and children from their parents at the U.S. border, Melania wore a jacket emblazoned with the words I really don't care, do u? on the plane to visit some of those children, the discourse over which rivaled the scrutiny of one of the cruelest American policies of the modern era.

Read: On pitying Melania

Would-be Melaniaologists have had mere scraps to work with over the years, which is why the announcement of her memoir in July was a surprise. Like the British Royal Family, the former first lady prefers to never complain, never explain, and instead glide imposingly through crisis, a swan in a swamp. Does she care? Having read the roughly 200 pages of Melania that aren't given over to photos, I think I can say that she does not. In fact, she appears to have turned not caring into its own superpower, focusing rigidly on who or what pleases her (beauty; her son, Barron; blockchain ventures) and filtering out virtually everything else. The book contains no mention of Stormy Daniels, Karen McDougal, the Access Hollywood tape, E. Jean Carroll, the felony conviction of her husband for falsifying business records. Trump's first impeachment gets about one page, compared with about four devoted to Melania's failed caviar-based skin-care brand from 2013. Her stepchildren merit just one direct mention. If the book contains any insight into Melania, it's in how meticulously she seems to have curated a reality for herself that's free from trouble, anxiety, or introspection. She's untouchable, insulated from care and responsibility by her extremely selective focus and distractingly ornamental prose.

So why write a book at all? My guess would be: As someone who seems to so dislike other people profiting from her name that--according to the former CNN journalist Kate Bennett's book, Free, Melania--souvenirs sold in her hometown are reportedly branded only with M or first lady to deter lawsuits, she wanted her own monetized effort on shelves next to the unauthorized biographies and torrid tell-alls. "As a private person who has often been the subject of public scrutiny and misrepresentation," she writes in the brief introduction, "I feel a responsibility to set the record straight and to provide the actual account of my experiences." What follows is--with the exception of her writing on abortion rights--highly predictable, and as airbrushed as a Vogue cover. Her memories of Election Night 2016 are of her husband emerging as "a unifying leader ... [who] recognized the need for healing and unity in America." Her childhood in Slovenia is idyllic, with two loving parents, a private nanny who bakes cakes frosted with "handmade sugar flowers," and "cherished" family holidays on the Dalmatian coast. The prose is lavish by way of LinkedIn: Melania's grandfather, a shoemaker and an onion farmer, "wasted no time in pursuing his passion for agriculture"; her mother, a patternmaker in a children's-clothing factory, "was the artisan behind the scenes ... thriving in the world of fashion."

The Trumpian embellishment of Melania's life prior to her husband's election can feel deadening to read; if everything is unique and remarkable and thrilling, nothing is. Her time as a model, a fairly uneventful career whose highlight before she met Trump was a single Camel ad, is reinvented as a plucky girl's triumph, a "testament to my firm determination, courage, and resilience." In her first meeting with Trump, she's struck by his "polished business look, witty banter, and obvious determination." She feels immediately "as if our souls had known each other for a very long time"; pragmatically, she ignores the reality of his messy second divorce, "choosing instead to enjoy his company." Their early commitment to each other is based on their shared preference for "a healthy life, evident in our abstinence from alcohol and tobacco." (Big Macs and Coca-Cola would like a word.) When the tabloids label her a "gold digger," she insists that she'd already "earned my fortune" but decides that "to engage in such matters--to dignify each and every untruth--would be squandering my time and energy."

What is fascinating about the book--if you can bear being beaten over the head with adjectives--is how early on Melania learns that the art of selective attention will set her free. She opts to not concern herself with Trump's chaotic romantic history, to not trouble herself with what people say about her. "While I may not agree with every decision or choice expressed by Donald's grown children, nor do I align with all of Donald's decisions, I acknowledge that differing viewpoints are a natural aspect of human relationships," she writes. "Rather than imposing my views or critiquing others, I have aimed to be a steady presence--someone they can rely on." Over time, as the stakes rise, this aversion to conflict starts to feel pathological. When the crisis at the border becomes global news, with shocking reports of hysterical children being snatched from their families, Melania describes being "blindsided" and "completely unaware of the policy." On January 6, 2021, as protestors storm the Capitol, Melania is busy "taking archival photographs" for a record of White House renovations. She's perplexed, then, when her press secretary at the time, Stephanie Grisham, asks her by text message if she wants to "denounce the violence." (As Grisham reminded us at the Democratic National Convention this year, Melania's reply was just one word: "No.") When, Melania thinks, "had I ever condoned violence?"

The only thing that really seems to aggravate Melania is when her willful ignorance is disrupted in ways she can't dismiss--which is perhaps why almost all of her enmity here is directed at the media. When it's revealed that sections of her speech supporting her husband at the 2016 Republican National Convention were near-identical to sections from a speech by Michelle Obama, she's furious that "my words, which articulated a hopeful vision for the nation, were overshadowed by a barrage of personal attacks." As her I really don't care jacket--a dig at the media, she writes--becomes a scandal, she's enraged at how "the media's distorted reporting on the jacket overshadowed the importance of the children," as though the jacket had simply fallen on her shoulders by accident, its message inscribed by invisible fairies.

This adamant refusal to engage with anything she doesn't want to think about does become harder and harder to maintain. When Melania writes of her steadfast, lifelong belief that women should "have autonomy in deciding their preference of having children, based on their own convictions, free from any intervention or pressure from the government," the flashing neon elephant in the room is her own husband, his three Supreme Court appointments, and his successful pitch to evangelicals that he would be America's most pro-life president. After Melania's home at Mar-a-Lago is raided during the FBI's investigation over Trump's alleged misuse of classified documents, she's appalled that the FBI goes through her and Barron's bedrooms, even though, she insists, "I had no confidential documents in my possession, no involvement with the West Wing." Americans, she emphasizes, "need to understand the dangers posed by a federal government that feels entitled to invade our homes and our lives." What's missing is any acknowledgement of the approximately 13,000 documents the government found at Mar-a-Lago, more than 100 of which were classified and some of which related to information about national defense. (It's much easier to call something a "witch hunt" if you mulishly ignore the cauldron, spellbook, and broomstick in your own basement.)

But fact-checking her memoir is, in some ways, beside the point, given how impervious Melania and her husband seem to be to the concept of "truth." Both understand how crucial attention can be, whether you're drawing it to yourself or focusing so intently on some things that you can't be criticized for all the other things you've missed. As I read other books about Melania Trump over the past week, I thought it seems likely that she is, in private, a gracious and fun woman who genuinely loves children, finds great pleasure in her own self-presentation, and cares not one single degree about what people think of her. In that sense, she is truly free, liberated from the pains of empathy and anxiety that plague the rest of us. She really doesn't care, and if we do, that's our problem.
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The Woman Who Would Be Steinbeck

John Steinbeck beat Sanora Babb to the great American Dust Bowl novel--using her field notes. What do we owe her today?

by Mark Athitakis




It is likely, but by no means certain, that in May 1938, the writers John Steinbeck and Sanora Babb met in a cafe near Arvin, California. Both were in town to chronicle the plight of migrants who were flooding the state to escape the decimation of the Dust Bowl. Both were writing fiction about it--Steinbeck had abandoned two novels on the subject earlier that year, while Babb had received an enthusiastic response from Random House for the opening chapters of her novel in progress, Whose Names Are Unknown. And both were connected to Tom Collins, a staffer at the Farm Security Administration (FSA), a federal agency providing aid to the migrants. To Steinbeck, Collins was a friend and a passkey to the migrant experience. To Babb, he was a mentor and supervisor; she had volunteered to document living conditions in the camps.

What happened next is in some ways clear as day, in others frustratingly fuzzy. The clear part is a tale of profound literary unfairness: Steinbeck received FSA field notes, compiled largely (but not entirely) from Babb's observations and interviews, after which he began a punishing 100-day writing sprint to produce The Grapes of Wrath, the foundational American novel about the Great Depression. Babb's book, delivered later, would be scotched. The Random House co-founder Bennett Cerf alerted Babb that she was late to the finish line in August 1939. "What rotten luck for you that 'The Grapes of Wrath' should not only have come out before your book was submitted but should have so swept the country!" Cerf wrote. "Obviously, another book at this time about exactly the same subject would be a sad anticlimax!"

Here's the fuzzy part: Over time, an understandably frustrated Babb would insist that she, not Collins, had personally handed over the reports to Steinbeck--an act that would make his appropriation look more brazen and personal. "Tom asked me to give him my notes," Babb would write 40 years after that alleged cafe meeting. "I did. Naive me." It doesn't appear that Steinbeck ever wrote about meeting Babb, or even mentioned her by name, though it's plausible that two diligent reporters on the same beat would want to compare notes.

Fuzzier still is the question of how much of Grapes was written on the back of the FSA notes, how much of that research was Babb's--and how much it matters. Her observations almost certainly helped Steinbeck shape his rendering of the migrants. Babb's entries were rich and thorough--having grown up on a failing farm in the Oklahoma panhandle, she was particularly trusted by Collins to connect with the migrants. When Babb shared her jottings, directly or indirectly, she was likely motivated by the urge to get their experience across through whatever medium might help them.

So what would you call the ensuing fame of one novel and the preemptive burial of another? Appropriation? Theft? Bad timing? Sexism? Perhaps, in the end, it was simply evidence of a cruel flaw of publishing: Sometimes its decision makers conclude--not always for good reasons--that there isn't room for many stories about one major event. That a short-term judgment about what the market will bear can choke off a literary legacy and, to some extent, impoverish a culture.


Sanora Babb (seated in the center) at an FSA migrant camp in 1938. (Courtesy of Sanora Babb Papers / Harry Ransom Center / University of Texas at Austin. (c) Joanne Dearcopp.)



One virtue of Iris Jamahl Dunkle's new biography, Riding Like the Wind: The Life of Sanora Babb, is that it keeps Steinbeck off the stage for as long as possible. Despite Babb's rotten luck, as Cerf put it, the editor's snub wasn't the defining element of her life and career. A dedicated leftist, she'd published fiction and reportage in little magazines and journals such as New Masses, befriending working-class writers including William Saroyan and Nelson Algren. She had a long marriage to the Oscar-winning cinematographer James Wong Howe that sometimes bent but didn't break under the pressure of his work. And though Grapes derailed her career, Babb never stopped mining her childhood for material. In Oklahoma, Colorado, and Kansas, she'd experienced poverty, crop failures, and an absent dad; her mother struggled to keep a bakery running while her father chased illusory dreams as a gambler and semipro baseball player. Wind highlights Babb's determination to chronicle such deprivation while writing her way out of it.

This personal history, according to Dunkle, goes some way toward explaining why Babb might have made the career-crippling decision to open-source her notes. "You have to understand that Sanora Babb came from a communist, liberal background--she was a community-based writer," Dunkle told me over Zoom from UC Davis, where she is a lecturer in the English department. "She was part of a writers' group for 40 years with Ray Bradbury," and professional collaboration was baked into her ethos. "I don't think she thought that Steinbeck would appropriate things from her notes and that it would make it impossible for her to publish her book."

Read: Plagiarism is the next "fake news"

Riding Like the Wind doesn't argue that Steinbeck plagiarized Babb, but rather asserts that he appropriated her writing without credit; it also suggests that the scope and perspective of The Grapes of Wrath didn't become clear to Steinbeck until he had those notes in hand. Dunkle quotes Steinbeck himself to show that the field reports commissioned by Collins (one of the people to whom Grapes was dedicated) were essential to an authentic portrayal of his milieu: "Letter from Tom with vital information to be used later. He is good," the author wrote in his diary while toiling over his novel. "I need this stuff. It is exact and just the thing that will be used against me if I am wrong."

Although Dunkle's framing is backed by fresh evidence, some fuzziness persists. In his 2020 biography of Steinbeck, Mad at the World, William Souder expresses skepticism about whether Babb actually met Steinbeck--or would have willingly handed over notes she was using for her own novel. Speaking to me on the phone from his home in Minnesota, he deferred to Dunkle's research (and Babb's statements) on that point, but said it is difficult to discern what material of Babb's was used, and how.

Souder and other scholars have detected echoes of Babb's notes in Grapes. Her observations about the migrants' "mortgage-lost farms, bank-claimed machinery and animals, dust-ruined acres" have the same biblical cadence that Steinbeck mastered in his novel. Their descriptions of stillborn babies are similar; both use creatures like insects and turtles as metaphors for the migrants' plight.

Without direct evidence, however, a definitive link can't be proved; both authors were, after all, in the same place at the same time. "It's really hard to disentangle things and say, 'Well, this idea comes from Steinbeck; this idea comes from Babb,'" Souder said. "I think that's borderline impossible."

And Steinbeck had at least as much right to the subject. He had been writing about Dust Bowl migrants well before meeting Babb; in 1936, he wrote dispatches on them for the San Francisco News; that same year, he published In Dubious Battle, about a California fruit-worker strike. "He's a native of California," Peter Van Coutren, an archivist at the Martha Heasley Cox Center for Steinbeck Studies at San Jose State University, told me. "He is a keen observer of what's ... happening here in California, and he's looking for a way to promote his ideals of fairness, human rights, and human equality."


Babb in front of a window display featuring her first published book, The Lost Traveler, at Pickwick Books in Los Angeles in 1958. (Courtesy of Sanora Babb Papers / Harry Ransom Center / University of Texas at Austin. (c) Joanne Dearcopp.)



For all the parallels, a reader would be unlikely to mistake one novel for the other. Their plots rhyme, especially in the latter chapters, which concern migrant families trapped and exploited by low-paying conglomerate farms. But where Grapes is relentlessly symphonic and often melodramatic, Unknown--which was finally edited and released 20 years ago--is intimate and restrained, focusing acutely on the slow-motion erosion of the agrarian American dream in a pattern of exploitation that the Dust Bowl only intensified. Its portrait of an Oklahoma-panhandle community undone by dust storms, depicting miscarriage and suicide along with economic devastation, is visceral and honed, more in line with Algren than Steinbeck.

Babb had a gift for weaving together individual desperation and systemic failure. In a fine section in the first half of Unknown, a family patriarch, Milt, contemplates the coming weather and practically wills it to save his family:

He looked at the edges of the sky, hoping for clouds or the steely haze that might mean early snow. Off to the northwest a bank of clouds lay just darker than the sky, still like a great animal waiting to spring, showing the sleepy fire of its eyes when the faint autumn lightning winked. It was far away and would spend its strength on other land. His wheat and that of every other prairie farm was waiting in the ground for rain.
 In his "rotten luck" letter, Cerf wrote to Babb that "the last third of your book is so completely like 'The Grapes of Wrath' that the families and characters might basically be interchanged in the two." This is exactly right but also completely misses the point: Collective experiences are, by their nature, shared, but Babb's characterization of them was wholly her own. And while Grapes chronicles the injustices that migrants faced in California, Unknown shows how farmers struggled with them in Oklahoma, bringing their dread and suspicions of authority westward.


Two writers with divergent styles, both capturing a cataclysmic American event: It's difficult to believe the marketplace didn't have room for them both. "The excuse given by Cerf that the field was too crowded to hold another novel of the same seems flimsy at best," Van Coutren, of the Steinbeck Center, told me. "So I imagine there was some other push for him to come up with a reason to dismiss her, and I see that dismissal ... as, most likely, because she was a young woman writer who was just getting started."

Read: The hazards of writing while female

This is Dunkle's conclusion as well, and it's a reasonable one. The publishing industry could accommodate contemporaneous World War II novels about the Pacific Theater, including From Here to Eternity and The Caine Mutiny; Henry Roth's Call It Sleep opened the door for Jewish American immigrant literature, rather than slamming it shut.

The closest parallels to Babb's predicament might be the fate of innovators such as Alfred Russel Wallace, who came up with the concept of natural selection around the same time as Charles Darwin, or Gottfried Liebniz, who developed a variant of calculus just as Isaac Newton did. But fiction isn't science. It's a study in emotion and perspective, and Grapes and Unknown are distinct books. Dunkle said that Grapes of Wrath makes her think of her grandmother, who grew up in Oklahoma. When Dunkle told her that she was reading Grapes in class, her grandmother snapped: Don't ever talk to me about Steinbeck again. "She hated the book," Dunkle recalled, "and I couldn't understand why." But the more closely she read the influential novel, the more she noticed Steinbeck's tendency to depict his characters as victims with little agency of their own.

Dunkle's book may help elevate Babb's status, not simply because it so thoroughly explores the Steinbeck affair but because it succeeds at doing what all good literary biographies do: It makes a case for reading old writing in new ways. Steinbeck thrived in an era when sweep and melodrama and heft--not to mention manliness--signified quality literature. Babb, arguably, speaks more directly to this moment, which rewards clear portraits of marginalization and a grasp of how sociopolitical forces shape everyday relationships. Babb didn't get the chance she deserved, but she knew as well as anyone how much the world was suffused with unfairness alongside hope and ambition. It's right there in the final line of Unknown: "They would rise and fall and, in their falling, rise again."
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The Case for Kamala Harris

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s endorsement




For the third time in eight years, Americans have to decide whether they want Donald Trump to be their president. No voter could be ignorant by now of who he is. Opinions about Trump aren't just hardened--they're dried out and exhausted. The man's character has been in our faces for so long, blatant and unchanging, that it kills the possibility of new thoughts, which explains the strange mix of boredom and dread in our politics. Whenever Trump senses any waning of public attention, he'll call his opponent a disgusting name, or dishonor the memory of fallen soldiers, or threaten to overturn the election if he loses, or vow to rule like a dictator if he wins. He knows that nothing he says is likely to change anyone's views.

Almost half the electorate supported Trump in 2016, and supported him again in 2020. This same split seems likely on November 5. Trump's support is fixed and impervious to argument. This election, like the last two, will be decided by an absurdly small percentage of voters in a handful of states.

Because one of the most personally malignant and politically dangerous candidates in American history was on the ballot, The Atlantic endorsed Trump's previous Democratic opponents--only the third and fourth endorsements since the magazine's founding, in 1857. We endorsed Abraham Lincoln for president in 1860 (though not, for reasons lost to history, in 1864). One hundred and four years later, we endorsed Lyndon B. Johnson for president. In 2016, we endorsed Hillary Clinton for more or less the same reason Johnson won this magazine's endorsement in 1964. Clinton was a credible candidate who would have made a competent president, but we endorsed her because she was running against a manifestly unstable and incompetent Republican nominee. The editors of this magazine in 1964 feared Barry Goldwater less for his positions than for his zealotry and seeming lack of self-restraint.

Of all Trump's insults, cruelties, abuses of power, corrupt dealings, and crimes, the event that proved the essential rightness of the endorsements of Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden took place on January 6, 2021, when Trump became the first American president to try to overturn an election and prevent the peaceful transfer of power.

Harris doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy.

This year, Trump is even more vicious and erratic than in the past, and the ideas of his closest advisers are more extreme. Trump has made clear that he would use a second term to consolidate unprecedented power in his own hands, punishing adversaries and pursuing a far-right agenda that most Americans don't want. "We believe that this election is a turning-point in our history," the magazine prophesied correctly when it endorsed Abraham Lincoln in 1860. This year's election is another.

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

About the candidate we are endorsing: The Atlantic is a heterodox place, staffed by freethinkers, and for some of us, Kamala Harris's policy views are too centrist, while for others they're too liberal. The process that led to her nomination was flawed, and she's been cagey in keeping the public and press from getting to know her as well as they should. But we know a few things for sure. Having devoted her life to public service, Harris respects the law and the Constitution. She believes in the freedom, equality, and dignity of all Americans. She's untainted by corruption, let alone a felony record or a history of sexual assault. She doesn't embarrass her compatriots with her language and behavior, or pit them against one another. She doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy. These, and not any specific policy positions, are the reasons The Atlantic is endorsing her.

This endorsement will not be controversial to Trump's antagonists. Nor will it matter to his supporters. But to the voters who don't much care for either candidate, and who will decide the country's fate, it is not enough to list Harris's strengths or write a bill of obvious particulars against Trump. The main reason for those ambivalent Americans to vote for Harris has little to do with policy or partisanship. It's this: Electing her and defeating him is the only way to release us from the political nightmare in which we're trapped and bring us to the next phase of the American experiment.

Trump isn't solely responsible for this age of poisonous rhetoric, hateful name-calling, conspiracies and lies, divided families and communities, cowardly leaders and deluded followers--but as long as Trump still sits atop the Republican Party, it will not end. His power depends on lowering the country into a feverish state of fear and rage where Americans turn on one another. For the millions of alienated and politically homeless voters who despise what the country has become and believe it can do better, sending Trump into retirement is the necessary first step.

If you're a conservative who can't abide Harris's tax and immigration policies, but who is also offended by the rottenness of the Republican Party, only Trump's final defeat will allow your party to return to health--then you'll be free to oppose President Harris wholeheartedly. Like you, we wish for the return of the Republican Party of Ronald Reagan, Bob Dole, John McCain, and Mitt Romney, a party animated by actual ideas. We believe that American politics are healthiest when vibrant conservative and liberal parties fight it out on matters of policy.

If you're a progressive who thinks the Democratic Party is a tool of corporate America, talk to someone who still can't forgive themselves for voting for Ralph Nader in 2000--then ask yourself which candidate, Harris or Trump, would give you any leverage to push for policies you care about.

And if you're one of the many Americans who can't stand politics and just want to opt out, remember that under democracy, inaction is also an action; that no one ever has clean hands; and that, as our 1860 editorial said, "nothing can absolve us from doing our best to look at all public questions as citizens, and therefore in some sort as administrators and rulers." In other words, voting is a right that makes you responsible.

Trump is the sphinx who stands in the way of America entering a more hopeful future. In Greek mythology, the sphinx killed every traveler who failed to answer her riddle, until Oedipus finally solved it, causing the monster's demise. The answer to Trump lies in every American's hands. Then he needs only to go away.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Kamala Harris for President."
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A Great President, and His Opposite

Even those who believe they understand George Washington's legacy will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


(World History Archive / Alamy) (The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783)



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.


Recently, I was rereading Livy's History of Rome (I am obligated, contractually, to write sentences like this), in order to better understand the story of Cincinnatus, the soldier and statesman who desired only to look after his farm. "Put on thy robe and hear the words of the people," a delegation of messengers said as they approached him. Cincinnatus, plowing his land, was a bit startled. "Is all well?" he asked.

Obviously not. "The people of Rome make thee dictator, and bid thee come forthwith to the city," the messengers said, explaining that the city was under siege by an enemy tribe, the Aequi.

Quite an offer. We are all familiar with the tendency of great men to be tempted by the matchless possibilities of dictatorship. Cincinnatus put on his robes and went to Rome, where, over a 16-day period, he organized the defeat of the Aequi. But then he went home.

America's first president did many great things, but as Tom Nichols notes in his new Atlantic cover story, the greatest thing George Washington ever did was return to Mount Vernon. Like Cincinnatus, he was called upon by the people to defend his nation. Like Cincinnatus, he won the affection and esteem of soldier and citizen alike. And like Cincinnatus, he could have made himself a leader for life, a despot, a king. If he'd been of different character or temperament, the American experiment--a great, noble, flawed, self-correcting, indispensable gift to humankind --would not have lasted to this day.

Washington was imperfect. He was a beneficiary of the sin of chattel slavery. But as a leader of a newly born democracy, he was also an avatar of self-restraint and self-mastery. As Tom writes in his cover story, Washington's life and leadership were a guide for his successors. Through his example, he taught presidents how to rule, and how to return power to the people when it was time to go home.

"Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far," Tom writes. "Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people."

All but one, of course: the ex-president trying to regain the office he lost in a free and fair election four years ago, and signaling that he will refuse to concede should he lose again.

The story of George Washington and Donald Trump is the sad tale of a country once led by a Cincinnatus but now being duped by a grifter. Yet Washington's example is alive to us, if we choose to pay attention. Several months ago, I told Tom of my preoccupation with Washington. Tom, who writes this newsletter for us, served for many years with distinction on the faculty of the Naval War College, and he has the correct sort of reverence for the nation's founders (which is to say, a critical sort of reverence). Tom did not initially react with fervent enthusiasm. Later--long after I had hectored him into writing this story--he explained why. "Like many Americans, I found Washington intimidating. He didn't seem quite human. In every picture of Washington, he's giving you this disapproving side-eye. Now I know that that was the look he was giving Gilbert Stuart, whom he didn't like. But in any case, other presidents always seemed real to me--I grew up in Massachusetts, and we called Kennedy 'Jack.' Even Lincoln was real to me, but Washington just seemed unapproachable, like the obelisk built in his honor."

Tom's subsequent exploration of Washington's record and character is what I suggest you read tonight, or as soon as possible. Even those who believe they understand Washington's greatness will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite--Trump, who seeks to be a dictator, who believes he is smarter than any general or statesman, who evinces no ability to learn, who possesses no humility, who divides Americans rather than unites them.

Tom writes of Washington, "Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause."

We are a month away from an election that will decide America's future. My suggestion, particularly for those of you who are still undecided about the path forward, is to read about the past, and understand what a great president can be.

Read the cover story here.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Hurricane disinformation is a precursor to November.
 	The Trump believability gap
 	Bill Adair: What I didn't understand about political lying
 	The most dramatic shift in U.S. public opinion




Today's News

	Hurricane Milton, a Category 3 storm, is expected to make landfall tonight near Florida's Tampa Bay coastline.
 	President Joe Biden and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu spoke on the phone for the first time in two months. They were expected to discuss Israel's plans to strike back against Iran.
 	Brazil lifted its ban on X yesterday after the company complied with the Brazilian supreme court's orders.




More From The Atlantic

	Hillels are under attack, Mayim Bialik argues.
 	Michael Oren: The mistakes Israel can't afford to repeat
 	Hurricane Milton made a terrible prediction come true.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment

By Jason Schreier

Over the past three years, as I worked on a book about the history of the video-game company Blizzard Entertainment, a disconcerting question kept popping into my head: Why does success seem so awful? Even typing that out feels almost anti-American, anathema to the ethos of hard work and ambition that has propelled so many of the great minds and ideas that have changed the world.
 But Blizzard makes a good case for the modest achievement over the astronomical.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Miguel Porlan



Read. These six books are for people who love watching movies.

Phone a friend. "Whenever a friend tells me something, I blab about it to other people. Why can't I stop?" a reader asks James Parker in his new advice column, "Dear James."

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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Hurricane Milton Made a Terrible Prediction Come True

This monster storm has matched early forecasts for a season of major hurricanes.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 5:59 a.m. on October 10, 2024

After several days of whirling across the Gulf of Mexico, blowing at up to 180 miles per hour, Hurricane Milton made landfall on Florida's Gulf Coast last night as the terrible embodiment of a historically destructive season. Milton inflated at a near-record pace, growing from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 behemoth in half a day, to become one of the most intense hurricanes in recorded history. The hurricane had already dispatched plenty of dangers, including a string of deadly tornadoes, before coming ashore as a Category 3 storm south of Tampa. Since then, it has torn across the state, knocking out power for more than 3 million people and destroying the roof of Tampa Bay Rays stadium, which was housing emergency workers. It will be hours before the extent of Milton's damage in Florida becomes clear.

The 2024 Atlantic hurricane season was forecast to be monstrous, but what has actually happened is something more nuanced--and stranger. July began with Hurricane Beryl, a Category 5 storm that emerged much earlier than any other in history. Then, what should have been the busiest part of the season was instead eerily quiet. It was "fairly surprising," Emily Bercos-Hickey, a research scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, told me. Then, beginning late last month, came a tremendous burst of activity: Hurricane Helene, which broke storm-surge records in Florida and dropped devastating rains far inland; a flurry of named storms that spun up in quick succession; and now Milton.

Hurricane experts are still trying to understand why the current season is so scrambled. The extreme storm in July, the sudden lull during the traditional hurricane peak in late August and early September, and the explosion of cyclones in October together suggest that "the climatological rules of the past no longer apply," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Florida who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me. For Truchelut, who has been in the business for 20 years, "there is a dreamlike unreality to living through this time," as if he's no longer living on the same planet he grew up on. During that summer lull, this hurricane season seemed like it might be a welcome bust. Instead, it is an indication that our collective sense of how hurricane season should proceed is fast becoming unreliable.

Read: An alarming new trend in hurricane deaths

The dire forecasts for the 2024 hurricane season were based on variables that are familiar to experts. This summer, Earth entered La Nina, which weakens the winds that can prevent hurricanes from growing too strong or forming at all. Meteorologists warned that record-high ocean temperatures across the tropical Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, along with the moisture stockpiled in our warming atmosphere, would fuel intense storms: four to seven major hurricanes compared with the usual three. Already, the 2024 season has conjured four major hurricanes. And it won't end until November.

The mid-season lull, by contrast, was unexpected. Meteorologists also seem to have overpredicted the overall number of named storms--17 to 25 were forecast, and so far only 13 have arrived--though, again, there's still time. "All the ingredients can be in place for an active or inactive season, but it's the week-to-week variability that we can't predict but which often controls what happens," Jeff Masters, a hurricane expert in Michigan who previously worked for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, told me. Many Atlantic hurricanes are fueled by atmospheric conditions along the coast of western Africa. But this summer, the region stifled hurricane formation instead, thanks to an unprecedentedly heavy monsoon season. Scientists understand the basic mechanics of the quiet period. What experts can't say, right now, is whether this scenario occurred because of natural happenstance. "We don't know for sure if that's going to continue to happen with a warmer climate," Bercos-Hickey said.

The summer hiatus isn't the only way that this hurricane season has surprised meteorologists: More hurricanes than usual are making landfall in the mainland United States. With Milton, the season is one landfall away from tying the existing record of six. Hurricane experts have chalked this up to simple bad luck, just one more variable of hurricane activity that we can't do anything about. But humans bear some responsibility for the fact that the hurricanes that arrive are, on average, worse. Preliminary studies suggest that climate change made Helene 10 percent rainier and 11 percent windier. "Eleven percent may not seem like much, but the destructive power of a hurricane increases by 50 percent for every 5 percent increase in the winds," Masters said. Scientists believe that global warming is making hurricanes intensify more rapidly too. Milton, Helene, and Beryl all underwent rapid intensification this year.

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

This hurricane season may be charting slightly behind predictions, but "if we look at actual impacts instead of general metrics, it has been a catastrophic year," Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me. In Florida, residents had just begun cleaning up from Helene's wrath when Milton emerged. Two weeks is not nearly enough time between two major storms, each one dialed up to unleash more water, whether from the skies or the seas, than they likely would have several decades ago. Meteorologists cannot perfectly predict the trajectory of any given hurricane season--too much is up to chance. Now, in Florida, as the storm once again races toward open ocean, millions of people are about to find out what the odds have yielded for them.
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        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 9, 2024

            	27 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for loved ones as they ready themselves for this enormous storm.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child holds a scoop to help fill sandbags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eli Perez, 2, of Stuart, Florida, helps his mother fill a bag with sand at the Sailfish Ballpark distribution site on October 7, 2024, in Stuart, Florida.
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                [image: A man in camouflage pants carries two sandbags among a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Marine Sergeant Delmonte Battle helps residents carry sandbags ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton, in Orlando, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a split highway; one direction is completely filled with cars, and the other has only a few]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles fill the road as they drive to the east on I-75 from the west coast of Florida before the arrival of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024 in Big Cypress, Florida.
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                [image: A view of a large, swirling storm, seen from orbit through a spacecraft window]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton advances toward Florida, seen in this view from Dragon Endeavor, docked with the International Space Station, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses deck chairs into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Jalving throws outdoor furniture into his father's pool in advance of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Fort Myers, Florida. The house was damaged during Hurricane Ian and flooded recently during Hurricane Helene.
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                [image: A man lifts a cat in a carrier into a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ted Carlson puts his friend Evan Purcell's cat, McKenzie, into a pickup truck as the pair recover her along with other important items from Purcell's home ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton. Debris from Hurricane Helene still sits on the driveway, in Holmes Beach, on Anna Maria Island, Florida, on October 8, 2024. "This place couldn't handle Helene," Carlson said. "It's all going to be gone."
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks will be staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hits Florida.
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                [image: A person lifts a large box holding a generator into his car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cape Coral resident Pedro Gonzalez places a newly purchased generator into his trunk while preparing for the potential impact of Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A cloudy sunrise sky, seen above a wrecked pier on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over the destroyed Fort Myers Beach pier as Hurricane Milton approaches Florida on October 9, 2024. The town is empty, because most residents have evacuated.
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                [image: A car sits half-buried in sand outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car sits stranded, half-buried in sand as a result of Hurricane Helene, in Bradenton Beach, Florida, as Hurricane Milton approaches Anna Maria Island on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Storm debris removed from houses sits along the curb on both sides of a residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from Hurricane Helene lines a street in the Redington Beach section of St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall.
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                [image: A person uses spray paint to write the message "We are open, stay safe" on boarded-up windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A store employee spray-paints a "We Are Open" announcement in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the expected landfall of Hurricane Milton.
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                [image: A person lifts one of two penguins inside a room in an aquarium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A penguin is carried to be relocated to higher ground at Florida Aquarium ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A zookeeper watches as a porcupine makes its way into a large carrier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees move an African porcupine named Chompers to a pet carrier at ZooTampa ahead of Hurricane Milton, on October 7, 2024, in Florida. The zoo has several hurricane-proof buildings where it plans to move all of its animals. Tiffany Burns (not pictured), the director of the ZooTampa's animal program, said, "We hope they suffer as little stress as possible; that's always our goal."
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                [image: A rooster walks down a street in an empty town.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rooster walks down a street as the old town of Ybor City, in Tampa, stands mostly empty, as the state prepares for the arrival of Hurricane Milton on October 8, 2024 in Tampa, Florida.
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                [image: A reporter in a raincoat stands outside with a microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teri Hornstein, with CBS Miami, works ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Empty shelves in a grocery store, with a sign that reads "Water products limited to 2 per person"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shelves in a local grocery store have been cleared of bottled water ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers dismantle a railroad-crossing bar.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Transit American Services workers dismantle rail-crossing bars in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the upcoming hurricane.
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                [image: A person holds a tall board on a sidewalk, preparing to board up a storefront.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers board up a business ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A long line of cars wait on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-block-long line of cars waits to get into Holly Hill Public Utilities, where the city is allowing residents to pick up free bags of sand ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Volusia County, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: One person offers money to another person, who is politely declining.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teresa Abrahamson offers money to Valerie Jackson, whom she just met, but Jackson politely declines, at Woerner Turf and Landscaping Supply, in Jacksonville, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Patrons prepared for the upcoming hurricane, filling sandbags to curtail potential floodwaters. The landscaping company provided everything free of charge, including bags and ties, use of shovels, and dig-your-own sand.
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                [image: An aerial view of a pier where some planks have been removed, with several surfers seen in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers ride waves next to the Lake Worth Pier, where planks were removed to lessen the impact of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Lake Worth Beach, Florida.
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                [image: An elevated view of a long, temporary flood barrier in front of a hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood barriers stand in front of Tampa General Hospital ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A boy leads a dog on a leash on the porch of a house with boarded-up windows, one of which has the words "Go away Milton" spray-painted on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Weibel and his dog Cookie climb the steps to their home as their family prepares for Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024, in Port Richey, Florida.
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                [image: An elementary-school hallway is lined with cots and pet crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hallway inside Virgil Mills Elementary School, which is being used as a shelter from the storm with more than 400 people already inside, seen in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024
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                [image: A small dog looks out of its crate in a storm shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out of its crate, sheltered at Virgil Mills Elementary School, in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                Rain begins to fall ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Six Books for People Who Love Movies

Writing can share the thrill of movies by dissolving the physical limitations of the page.

by Fran Hoepfner




Watching a film in a theater, free of smartphones, sunlight, and other distractions, can be a hypnotic experience. When the lights go down and the smell of popcorn fills your nose; when the sound roars from the back and an imagined universe is literally projected before you; when multiple sensory inputs braid themselves together to create a potent whole, you might lose yourself in the best possible way.

But film isn't the only medium by which a story can effortlessly enter your consciousness, shutting out reality for precious hours. A great work of literature can feel equally enthralling, be it through vivid characterization, an auteur-like control of the scene, or a particularly vibrant setting. Books that achieve this transcendent state are not necessarily those that make for enthralling film or television; nor do they tend to focus on Hollywood or the filmmaking process. Instead, they produce a parallel kind of phenomenon; they share the thrill of movies by dissolving the physical limitations of the page. Here are six books that can--like a good movie--make the rest of the world fall away.






Pulphead, by John Jeremiah Sullivan

The subjects of Sullivan's journalism tend to be both profoundly human and slightly surreal, like the type of person you'd hear a story about at a party, or believe existed only on-screen. Yet all the people in Sullivan's 2011 essay collection, Pulphead, which features his work across magazines and literary journals, are genuine. Some--such as Michael Jackson and Axl Rose--are already familiar to readers; in these cases, Sullivan's deep dives uncover both the bizarre nature of public-facing celebrity and the real person beneath. The stars of his profiles, though, are lesser-known figures. An essay titled "La * Hwi * Ne * Ski: Career of an Eccentric Naturalist," focuses on Constantine Rafinesque, a 19th-century French polymath, botanist, philologist, and writer whose time in Kentucky put him in contact with the birder John James Audubon. Rafinesque's erratic and eccentric behavior, as part heretic and part adventurer, cements him as a figure of forgotten legend. Even more memorable is Marc Livengood, the academic at the center of Sullivan's "Violence of the Lambs," whose theory that climate change may force mankind into a war against animals takes truly unfathomable turns that'll have you questioning everything you know--and what Sullivan tells you.






Interior Chinatown, by Charles Yu

Yu's second novel, Interior Chinatown, borrows the format of a screenplay, perhaps benefiting from Yu's previous gig as a story editor on HBO's Westworld. But the book is neither a full script nor a conventional novel, existing instead as an exciting hybrid-prose experiment. Its protagonist, Willis Wu, is frustrated with his status as a "Generic Asian Man" in the film industry, as Yu writes, and is stuck playing various background roles on a television police procedural. From there, Yu allows the reader to become something of the director of Willis's life: You're asked to envision the settings, the props, and the cadence of the dialogue. Interior Chinatown accomplishes two major feats: It tells a lively tale that feels like inside baseball for those curious about how TV and movies come to life, and it also upends how we think of the procedural as a genre. A television adaptation, on which Yu is one of the writers, is set for this fall; this recursion--a TV show inside a book inside a TV show--adds yet another meta element that the episodes may play with.

Read: How my first novel became a movie






Sabrina, by Nick Drnaso

Almost no one is writing like Drnaso, whose second book, Sabrina, became the first graphic novel to be nominated for the Booker Prize, in 2018. The story, which explores the exploitative nature of both true crime and the 24-hour news cycle, focuses on a woman named Sabrina who goes missing, leaving her loved ones to hope, pray, and worry. When a video of her murder goes viral on social media, those close to her get sucked into supporting roles in strangers' conspiracy theories. Drnaso's style across all of his works--but especially in Sabrina--is stark and minimal: His illustrations are deceptively simple, yet entrancing. He doesn't overload the book with dialogue. He knows and trusts his readers to put the pieces together; part of the audience's job is to conjure how his characters feel as they approach the mystery of Sabrina's disappearance and death. Drnaso wants to show the reader how, in a society full of misinformation and wild suppositions, the most trustworthy resource might just be your own two eyes.






Jazz, by Toni Morrison

The dreamlike, ephemeral language of Jazz mirrors the styles of its title, and and feature some of Morrison's most lyrical sentences. It tells the story of a violent love triangle in Harlem in the 1920s, but Jazz resembles, to some degree, the work of Terrence Malick, a filmmaker who investigates the musical and heavenly quality of being alive on Earth. Like his movies, it feels less like a propulsive plot than an immersive textural experience: think of walking through a field, or along a city street rich and humming with people. The novel follows Joe and Violet Trace, whose marriage is upended when Joe murders a much younger woman named Dorcas with whom he was having an affair. Then, at Dorcas's funeral, Violet attacks the young woman's dead body. What could descend into relationship melodrama instead explodes into a riveting and melancholy exploration of race and history.

Read: Seven books that explain how Hollywood actually works






No One Is Talking About This, by Patricia Lockwood

Consider the author as a director in the tradition of the auteur: Someone who molds the outlook and vision of their story with almost godlike control. In Lockwood's novel, No One Is Talking About This, she first introduces the reader to what she calls "the portal," a metaphor for the smartphone that takes her narrator to an ever-glowing internet realm. There, the narrator achieves a modicum of fame for a nonsensical post: "Can a dog be twins?" Lockwood manages to spin up a genuine universe loosely based on a niche subculture known as "weird Twitter," where the jokes are all abstract phrases and images six steps removed from their original context. The narrator thrives in this environment--until an unexpected family tragedy wrests her away from her fake life and thrusts her into her real one. This sharp turn grants the novel a depth and scope beyond that of a more straightforward book about illness and grief. In mashing these two realities together, Lockwood shows the reader how robust, strange, and beautiful both her narrator's online and offline worlds can be--worlds that only this particular writer could conjure.






Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, by Annie Dillard

"Of all known forms of life, only about ten percent are still living today," Dillard writes in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. "All other forms--fantastic plants, ordinary plants, living animals with unimaginably various wings, tails, teeth, brains--are utterly and forever gone." In the early 1970s, Dillard took to the forests of Virginia near the Blue Ridge Mountains for daily walks and excursions. Her wildlife diaries, set across the seasons, make up the memoir, which won a 1975 Pulitzer Prize. Dillard's prose is colorful and unafraid of the gooey realities of flora and fauna. She tracks the seasons and their incremental shifts in gorgeous detail, and the words feel as though they're coming to life. There's a gory, almost horror-like nature to her descriptions of gnats that reproduce asexually, predator cats that eat their young, or a moth that shrinks in the stages of "molting frenzy," conjuring an alien planet out of a landscape that might be an hour's drive away. Like some inventive documentaries, Dillard's nonfiction dispenses with the hallmarks of its genre in order to focus on conveying truth, and her writing gives sticky reality a grandeur all its own.
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November Will Be Worse

Hurricane disinformation was just the start.

by Elaine Godfrey




Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."

Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or liberal elites, or Democrats. All of the above? Whoever they are, Greene appeared to be saying, they sent a hurricane roaring toward Trump country.

The claim may be laughable, but Greene wasn't trying to be funny. Donald Trump and his allies, including Greene, are working hard to politicize the weather--to harness Helene and soon-to-make-landfall Milton as a kind of October surprise against the Democrats before next month's election. Such false claims have real-world implications, not least impeding recovery efforts. But they also offer a foretaste of the grievance-fueled disinformation mayhem that we'll see on and after Election Day. In what will almost certainly be another nail-biter of an election--decided once again by tens of thousands of votes in a few states--conspiracy-mongering about the validity of the results could lead to very real political unrest.

Over the next few weeks, "we're going to see this disinformation get worse," Graham Brookie, a disinformation expert at the Atlantic Council, an international-affairs think tank, told me. "We're going to be coming back to this again and again and again."

While Greene was making her strange foray into cloud-seeding and weather modification last week, Trump was spreading his own set of more terrestrial lies. At a rally in Georgia, the GOP nominee claimed that the state's governor, Brian Kemp, couldn't reach Joe Biden, even though Kemp had spoken with the president about relief efforts the day before. On Truth Social, Trump falsely alleged that government officials in hurricane-battered North Carolina were "going out of their way to not help people in Republican areas." Later, Trump repeatedly accused Vice President Kamala Harris of spending FEMA money on "illegal migrants." (She didn't; FEMA administers a program that helps state and local governments house migrants, but those resources are separate from disaster-relief funds.) Over the weekend, Trump argued that Americans who lost their homes in Helene were receiving only $750 from FEMA--in fact, that amount is just emergency aid for essentials; survivors can apply for up to $42,500 in additional assistance.

Online, rumors swirled. Right-wing activists shared texts from unnamed acquaintances in unidentified places complaining about the government response. Elon Musk, a recent convert to the Church of Trump, told his 200 million followers on X that FEMA had been "ferrying illegals" into the country instead of "saving American lives." Later, when he accused the Federal Aviation Administration of blocking aid to parts of North Carolina, Musk was talked down by Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, who apparently assured him in a phone call that this was not happening.

The practical effect of these falsehoods is that local officials have to spend precious time and energy combatting misinformation, rather than recovery efforts. FEMA's response has, inevitably, aroused frustrations about delays and bureaucracy, but the intensity of this hurricane season is creating unprecedented challenges. And the propagation of lies could demoralize people in affected areas, "reducing the likelihood that survivors will come to FEMA" for help, one agency official said earlier this week. Government officials have spent the past week engaged in the crisis-comms operation of a lifetime: FEMA has a dedicated webpage for debunking rumors being spread by the leader of the Republican Party and his allies; the state of North Carolina does, too. And at least one GOP member of Congress has broken ranks to send out a press release clarifying that, in fact, "Hurricane Helene was NOT geoengineered by the government to seize and access lithium deposits in Chimney Rock."

The problem is that their efforts aren't making much of an impact, Nina Jankowicz, the author of How to Lose the Information War, told me. "That is in part because we have seen the complete kind of buy-in from the Republican Party establishment into these falsehoods." Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, will hit Florida's west coast tonight, and already the same Helene-style conspiracy theories have begun to circulate. "WEATHER MODIFICATION WEAPONIZED AGAINST POLITICAL OPPONENTS," one Trump-aligned account with 155,000 followers wrote on X: "It's being done to protect pedophiles and child traffickers from prosecution and so much more." A self-described "decentralized tech maverick" is telling Floridians that FEMA won't let them return to their homes if they evacuate. (The post, which received 1.1 million views, is a lie.)

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

Rumor and distortion typically abound during and after storms, mass shootings, and other "crisis-information environments," as the academic parlance labels them. And elections, especially ones with narrow margins, have very similar dynamics, Brookie, from the Atlantic Council, told me. "There's a lot of new information, high levels of engagement, and a lot of really sustained focus on every single update."

The 2024 election may not be called on November 5 and could easily remain unresolved for a few days afterward. In that fuzzy interregnum, a very familiar series of events could unfold. Just replace Trump's hurricane-related conspiracy theories with some wild allegation about Sharpies at polling sites or secret bins full of uncounted ballots. Instead of being blamed for hogging FEMA resources, undocumented immigrants will be accused of voting en masse. It's easy to imagine, because we already saw it play out in 2020: the suitcases of ballots and a burst pipe, the tainted Dominion voting machines, the hordes of zombie voters. The MAGA loyalists in Congress and the pro-Trump media ecosystem will amplify these claims. Musk, never one to stay calm on the sidelines, will leap into the fray with his proprietary algorithm-boosted commentary.

Local election officials will try to clear things up, but it could be too late. Millions of Americans across the country, primed to distrust government and institutions, will be sure that something sinister has taken place.

The hurricanes' aftermath will already have created new opportunities for conspiracy-mongers, even before the election. After Helene, the North Carolina Elections Board passed emergency measures that will allow some voters to request and receive absentee ballots up until the day before the election. Depending on the damage caused by Milton, Florida may make some of its own election changes. "That will clearly come under attack," Elaine Kamarck, a co-author of Lies That Kill: A Citizen's Guide to Disinformation, told me. As we saw with procedural changes made to accommodate voters during the coronavirus pandemic, "change in the voting process can always be used to make people paranoid."

Right now, Americans in the Southeast are preparing to weather a very dangerous storm. This time next month, all of us will be facing a storm of a different kind.
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What I Didn't Understand About Political Lying

When I founded PolitiFact, I thought fact-checking would make politicians more truthful. We need to think bigger.

by Bill Adair




For American politicians, this is a golden age of lying. Social media allows them to spread mendacity with speed and efficiency, while supporters amplify any falsehood that serves their cause. When I launched PolitiFact in 2007, I thought we were going to raise the cost of lying. I didn't expect to change people's votes just by calling out candidates, but I was hopeful that our journalism would at least nudge them to be more truthful.

I was wrong. More than 15 years of fact-checking has done little or nothing to stem the flow of lies. I underestimated the strength of the partisan media on both sides, particularly conservative outlets, which relentlessly smeared our work. (A typical insult: "The fact-checkers are basically just a P.R. arm of the Democrats at this point.") PolitiFact and other media organizations published thousands of checks, but as time went on, Republican representatives and voters alike ignored our journalism more and more, or dismissed it. Democrats sometimes did too, of course, but they were more often mindful of our work and occasionally issued corrections when they were caught in a falsehood.


This essay has been excerpted from Adair's new book.



Lying is ubiquitous, yet politicians are rarely asked why they do it. Maybe journalists think the reason is obvious; many are reluctant to even use the word lie, because it invites confrontation and demands proof. But the answer could help us address the problem. So I spent the past four years asking members of Congress, political operatives, local officials, congressional staffers, White House aides, and campaign consultants this simple question: Why do politicians lie?

In a way, these conversations made me hopeful that officials from both parties might curtail their lying if we find ways to change their incentives. The decision to lie can be reduced to something like a point system: If I tell this lie, will I score enough support and attention from my voters, my party leaders, and my corner of the media to outweigh any negative consequences? "There is a base to play to, a narrative to uphold or reinforce," said Cal Cunningham, a Democrat who lost a Senate race in North Carolina in 2020 after acknowledging that he had been in an extramarital relationship. "There is an advantage that comes from willfully misstating the truth that is judged to be greater than the disadvantage that may come from telling the truth. I think there's a lot of calculus in it." Jim Kolbe, a former Republican member of Congress from Arizona who has since left the party, described the advantage more vividly: A lie "arouses and stimulates their base."

Tyler Austin Harper: Fact-checking is not a political strategy

Politicians have always played to their base, but polarization has encouraged them to do little else. Now that many politicians speak primarily to their supporters, lying has become both less dangerous and more rewarding. "They gain political favor or, ultimately, they gain election," said Mike McCurry, who served as White House press secretary under President Bill Clinton. As former Democratic Senator Bob Kerrey told me, "It's human nature to want to get a standing ovation." Lies also provide easy ammunition for attacking opponents--no opposition research required. They "take points off the board for other candidates," said Damon Circosta, a Democrat who recently served as the chair of North Carolina's Board of Elections.

Anthony Fauci was often caught in the crossfire. Roger Marshall, a Republican senator from Kansas, once suggested that the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases would not give people access to his financial statements when, in fact, they were available to anyone who requested them. Republican politicians repeatedly--and falsely--accused Fauci of lying and even used his face in fundraising appeals. He brought one of the mailings to a congressional hearing: "It said 'Fire Fauci,'" he told me, "and then, on the bottom, 'Donate even $10, $20, $50, $100, $200.' So there wasn't any ambiguity."

In the old days, "if someone would say something outlandish, they would be shamed," Fauci said. That deterrent has disappeared. "There is no shame in lying now."

For my study of political lying, I took a particular interest in Mike Pence. We had been friends and neighbors when he was a member of Congress, and I saw him as a typical politician who would occasionally shade the truth. When he won the race for governor in Indiana, I watched his lies grow. By the time he became Donald Trump's vice president, he was almost unrecognizable to me.

Olivia Troye, who worked as a homeland-security adviser in Pence's office from 2018 to 2020, saw two versions of him. "It was like watching Jekyll and Hyde sometimes," she told me. As a boss, he was concerned about details and wanted the facts. But he would compromise all of that when he was asked to recite the Trump administration's talking points.

"At the beginning of the COVID pandemic was probably the most honest I saw Mike Pence ever be," she said. He addressed the nation frankly and more responsibly than Trump. But Troye cited an op-ed that he wrote for The Wall Street Journal as a turning point. Under the headline "There Isn't a Coronavirus 'Second Wave,'" he claimed, in June 2020, that "we are winning the fight against the invisible enemy." Critics rightly accused him of cherry-picking stats and ignoring reality.

But appeals to "reality" have lost their potency. Several people I interviewed described how partisan media, especially on the right, has fostered lying by degrading our shared sense of what's real. Jeff Jackson, a Democratic representative from Charlotte, North Carolina, told me that outlets expect politicians to repeat falsehoods as the price of admission. "If you're not willing to treat certain lies as fact, then you simply won't be invited to address the echo chamber." Tim Miller, a former Republican operative who left the party in 2020, pointed out that gerrymandering, particularly in red states, has made it so "most of the voters in your district are getting their information from Fox, conservative talk radio ... and so you just have this whole bubble of protection around your lies in a way that wouldn't have been true before, 15 years ago."

Listen: When fact-checks backfire

The hollowing-out of local news outlets has also made lying easier. "There's no local reporters following these races," Neil Newhouse, a Republican pollster, told me. "All of these local bureaus have been just wiped out, and so there's nobody following this shit on a day-to-day basis and keeping people accountable."

Experimental studies have found that fact-checking really can convince people. Often, however, the academic findings don't reflect the real world. Voters rarely seek out fact-checking aimed at their party, and conservatives in particular hear constant criticism of the enterprise, which makes them doubt its validity. (According to a 2019 survey by the Pew Research Center, 70 percent of Republicans believe that fact-checkers favor one side, while only 29 percent of Democrats do.)

If politicians lie because they believe they'll score more points than they'll lose, we have to change the calculus. Tech and media companies need to create incentives for truth-telling and deterrents for lying. Platforms of all kinds could charge higher ad rates to candidates who have the worst records among fact-checkers. Television networks could take away candidates' talking time during debates if they're caught lying.

But these reforms will demand more than just benign corporate intervention. They'll need broad, sustained public support. Voters may not be willing to place truthfulness over partisan preference in every case. But more will have to start caring about lies, even when their candidate is the culprit.



This essay has been excerpted from Bill Adair's new book, Beyond the Big Lie.
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The Trump Believability Gap

Voters detest the things that Trump wants to do. But they just don't believe he'll follow through.

by David A. Graham




The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.

On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.

And yet, on the other hand, Trump is not bluffing when it comes to his plans to radically shift the federal government and change the fabric of American life. These include a huge expansion in political-patronage jobs, campaigns of retribution against political adversaries, and mass deportation of undocumented immigrants--all things that Trump has placed at the center of his campaign and that he tried to do in his first term. Trump's critics talk about these plans not just because of an abstract commitment to democracy--it's also good politics. Many of these ideas are deeply unpopular, and will motivate voters to oppose Trump.

David A. Graham: Trump isn't bluffing

That's the theory, at least. But Trump exists in a strange zone where voters hear what he's saying and then largely discount it, perhaps as a result of his past dissembling, or perhaps because the ideas just seem too extreme to be real. Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer turned Trump critic who now works for the nonprofit Protect Democracy, has dubbed this the "believability gap."

"[These ideas] are out in public. They're on video. They're very easy to see and understand," she told me. "What a lot of people are failing to comprehend is how he would turn that rhetoric into a reality."

One way to think about the believability gap is to consider Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-coordinated blueprint for a second Trump term. Such external planning documents are not unusual, I noted in August, and even given that many of the details in this one are far out of the mainstream, Democrats' success in turning Project 2025 into a campaign liability is surprising. An NBC News poll late last month found that 57 percent of voters viewed Project 2025 negatively; almost all of this group viewed it very negatively. Even a third of Republicans dislike it. A recent survey from the progressive pollster Navigator found 50 percent disapproval and just 9 percent approval for Project 2025.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

But the trick is that even though Project 2025 is deeply unpopular, Trump is somewhat immune to the effects if people think he won't really do the things in it. Lake Research Partners (LRP), a Democratic firm, recently polled swing-state voters about Project 2025. When respondents were asked about specific policies within the document, an important split emerged between how they felt about each idea versus how likely they thought it was to happen. For example, 57 percent were very concerned about cutting programs such as Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security, but only 33 percent thought that was very likely. Similarly, 46 percent would be very concerned about Trump deploying troops against American citizens, yet only a quarter thought Trump would ever do such a thing--even though Trump showed enthusiasm for doing just that in 2020, including in public statements.

But the believability gap nearly disappears when it comes to two of the most traditional GOP policy priorities. Even though Trump in 2024 is the most aberrant major-party nominee in American history--outdoing even earlier Trump iterations--the LRP polling finds that voters are very concerned about tax cuts for the wealthy and restrictions on abortion, contraception, and infertility treatments and also think Trump would be very likely to implement those policies.

David Frum: The danger ahead

Voters' dismissal of the likelihood of Trump pursuing his most extreme ideas, Carpenter told me, represents "a failure of imagination and inability to think about how his words could really become operable with the right people around him. It's sort of unfathomable to a lot of Americans that that's not exaggerated rhetoric."

For the Kamala Harris campaign, the believability gap is a challenge: Get people to believe that Trump will pursue the ideas that the public hates. The evidence available to them is substantial. Some of the most extreme ideas in Project 2025, such as liquidating much of the civil service and politicizing the federal government, are things that Trump has already tried to do. As president, he attempted to use the Justice Department to punish political adversaries, closed down investigations into allies, and sought to punish Amazon for negative coverage in The Washington Post, owned by Amazon Executive Chairman Jeff Bezos. (Carpenter has also pointed to actions taken by Republican state governments as proof of what Trump could achieve.)

That helps explain a major shift in Democratic campaign strategy that has become apparent in recent months. When President Joe Biden was the party's nominee, he frequently spoke about the election as an existential threat to democracy, using high-flown rhetoric. Since replacing him atop the ticket, Vice President Kamala Harris has not stopped talking about democracy, but she's made it much less of a focus, instead emphasizing issues such as abortion and tax cuts--and, yes, Project 2025. People already hate it. The Harris campaign needs them to believe it.
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Hillels Are Under Attack

I have been heartbroken and horrified in recent months as the organization has become a regular target.

by Mayim Bialik


A Hillel Foundation gathering in 1949 (University of Illinois Archives / Hillel Foundation Records RS 41/69/6)



In 1923, as elite American universities began adopting quotas restricting the number of Jews they admitted, an organization was formed to provide a home for Jewish students on campus where they could congregate to pray, socialize, and feel welcome. This organization was called Hillel, and it has been the central address for Jewish life at colleges and universities ever since. That's how I found my way to it when I was a student at UCLA; overwhelmed by the size of the university, I was looking to connect with a smaller group of individuals with whom I likely shared values, history, and a sense of cultural belonging.

I found this at Hillel, where I discovered so much about who I am in this world, and formed relationships that have lasted my entire adult life. That is why I have been heartbroken and horrified in recent months as the broader Hillel organization has become the target of regular threats and attacks.

Hillel is where I was taught how to pray, how to learn, and how to participate in charity and social-justice work. Hillel is where I learned to define my Judaism not by my immigrant grandparents' experience and the Holocaust, but by the joy and beauty of Jewish culture as it is unfolding to this day.

Hillel has been foundational to so many Jewish stories over the past century. In the 1930s, it established a student refugee program, saving the lives of nearly 150 young European Jews. In 1947, it helped Hungarian-born Tom Lantos come to the U.S., where he became the only Holocaust survivor to ever be elected to Congress. In the 1950s and '60s, Hillels across the country organized robust support for the civil-rights movement. In 1960, at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, the Hillel director Max Ticktin addressed 500 students in a march on Library Mall and called for an end to both local and national discrimination, and encouraged students to fight against racist Jim Crow laws. I have raised my children at Hillel, continuing to participate in many capacities even after I received my doctorate; many Hillels are also community centers of a sort, providing religious and spiritual services, meals, and a sense of belonging for those who find themselves at a transition point in their life. When I travel the country and the world, I often visit a local Hillel, and find myself feeling perfectly at home.

Read: The wrong way to fight campus anti-Semitism on campus

And this organization is being attacked all over the country, a dynamic that emerged after October 7 and that appears to have grown only more frequent and intense in recent months, as students have returned to campus. At the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee, a message on social media posted by the UW-Milwaukee Popular University for Palestine stated that "ANY organization or entity that supports Israel is not welcome at UWM," specifically mentioning Hillel. The post went on to say that these organizations "will be treated accordingly as extremist criminals. Stay tuned," and that Zionist groups will not be normalized or welcomed on campus. At Hunter College, in Manhattan, students at Hillel found a sign depicting an assault rifle, calling on students to Bring the war home next to a sign reading Hillel go to hell with an upside-down triangle, indicating that this Hillel is a target. At a recent Baruch College Hillel event held at a Midtown restaurant in New York City designed for incoming freshmen to learn about campus life, Jewish students were met with protesters shouting references to the hostages recently executed by Hamas; a video posted on Instagram featured a protester shouting to a female student, "Where's Hersh, you ugly-ass bitch?" (The reference was to Hersh Goldberg-Polin, an American citizen recently murdered by Hamas.)

In my time as an undergraduate and graduate student at UCLA, I thrived as a student leader at Hillel under the guidance of a boldly liberal Zionist rabbi. He said then what I still believe now: The Palestinian people have a right to self-determination and dignity, and deserve better from their own leadership as well as from Israel. As students, we sought to have peaceful, respectful conversations with students on campus who advocated for the establishment of a Palestinian state. We were met with accusations of racism, swastikas chalked on the bricks of Bruin Walk, and protesters who donned Hamas armbands and stared at us in stony silence. We watched in bewilderment as the "Zionism is racism" campaigns began to take hold on campuses across the country. It was astounding that students would not engage with even those of us who were trying to find common ground and believed in coexistence.

In the 1990s, many of us felt that we had little choice but to accept that a few student organizations were comfortable branding Zionism as a form of racism, or wearing regalia of terrorist organizations whose charters included the explicit elimination of the Jewish state. The refusal of some students to engage in dialogue was once an unspoken policy; now it is an explicit one. Anti-normalization is the name for this trend. It is rooted in the idea that merely talking with people who hold a different point of view from you is tantamount to recognition or acceptance of that view and should be avoided at all costs. The refusal to engage shuts down any dialogue and any sincere attempt to bridge our pain and find ways to communicate with empathy and compassion. This tactic reveals an intellectual weakness, an inability to respond reasonably to a point of view that is not your own. And it is fundamentally contrary to the basic values of the university and academia at large: exposure to and a free exchange of ideas, as well as the ability to find creative and positive outlets for differences of opinion.

Read: How resilient are Jewish American traditions?

It is, to put it plainly, undemocratic to support the tactics of drowning out and protesting Israeli or Jewish speakers simply because they are Jewish. It needs to be called out for what it is: anti-Semitism. It is anti-Semitic to seek to deny Jewish students the ability to access the most important organization for Jewish life on campus. We cannot allow this to be normalized.

As for me, I have been uninvited from venues since October 7 simply because I am Jewish. I have been shouted down, asked to leave, accused of a hatred I know not how to summon. And my response is one that I and generations of students have learned at Hillel. Hillel teaches that we should not be afraid to be Jewish. We can be proud to be American. And we deserve the rights and privileges awarded to every minority on campus: a safe place to gather, to pray, to learn, and to fight for what is right.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s November Cover Story: Tom Nichols on How Donald Trump Is the Tyrant George Washington Feared






This election is the moment of truth. In The Atlantic's final cover story ahead of the election, staff writer Tom Nichols lays out why "the votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century"--because every essential norm and duty that George Washington established for the U.S. presidency could come to an end if Donald Trump is reelected. Trump is "Washington's Nightmare"--the tyrant the first president feared, and one more capable now of finishing the authoritarian project he began in his first term.
 
 Among Washington's countless accomplishments and heroic actions, Nichols also focuses on what Washington would not do: "As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization." The 44 men who succeeded him in office adhered to Washington's example and those norms--all except Trump.
 
 Nichols writes: "Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the 'spirit of revenge' that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to 'seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual,' and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment."
 
 Nichols writes that America stands at such a moment with this election: "Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets." He continues, "As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves."
 
 Nichols concludes: "Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump. Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, 'the gift of silence'; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are 'losers' and 'suckers.' Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one."
 
 Tom Nichols's "Washington's Nightmare" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Nichols on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion

The size and speed of the immigration backlash over the past four years are nearly unheard-of.

by Roge Karma




America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."

Democrats have shifted too. In 2020, Joe Biden ran on the promise to reverse Trump's border policies and expand legal immigration. "If I'm elected president, we're going to immediately end Trump's assault on the dignity of immigrant communities," he said during his speech accepting the Democratic nomination. "We're going to restore our moral standing in the world and our historic role as a safe haven for refugees and asylum seekers." That kind of humanitarian language is gone from Democrats' 2024 messaging. So is any defense of immigration on the merits. When asked about immigration, Vice President Kamala Harris touts her background prosecuting transnational criminal organizations and promises to pass legislation that would "fortify" the southern border.

Roge Karma: The truth about immigration and the American worker

The change in rhetoric did not come out of nowhere. Politicians are responding to one of the most dramatic swings in the history of U.S. public opinion. In 2020, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration should decrease. Just four years later, that number had risen to 55 percent--the highest level since 2001. (Other surveys find similar results.) Republican attitudes have shifted the most, but Democrats and independents have also soured on immigration.

Although public opinion is known to ebb and flow, a reversal this big, and this fast, is nearly unheard-of. It is the result of a confluence of two powerful factors: a partisan backlash to a Democratic president and a bipartisan reaction to the genuine chaos generated by a historic surge at the border.

Political scientists have long observed that public opinion tends to move in the opposite direction of a sitting president's rhetoric, priorities, and policies, especially when that president is an especially polarizing figure--a phenomenon known as "thermostatic public opinion." No president has kicked the thermostat into action quite like Trump. In response to his incendiary anti-immigrant rhetoric and harsh policies, including the Muslim ban and family separation, being pro-immigrant became central to Democratic identity. In 2016, only 30 percent of Democrats told Gallup they wanted to increase immigration; by 2020, that number had grown to 50 percent. In just four years under Trump, Democratic attitudes toward immigration levels warmed more than they had in the previous 15.

But the thermostat works the other way too. When Biden took office, he immediately rescinded many of Trump's border policies and proposed legislation to "restore humanity and American values to our immigration system." This triggered a backlash. Right-wing media and Republican politicians sought to turn Biden's policies into a liability. By mid-2022, the percentage of Republican voters who said immigration should decrease had risen by 21 points. And with Trump no longer in the White House to mobilize the opposition, Democratic immigration attitudes began by some measures to creep closer to their pre-2016 levels as well. "The paradox of Trump was that he inspired an unprecedented positive shift in immigration attitudes," Alexander Kustov, a political scientist at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte, told me. "But because it was a reaction to Trump himself, that positivity was always extremely fragile."

Trump is not the entire story, however. Public opinion continued to drift rightward long after Biden took office. From June 2023 to June 2024 alone, the percentage of Democrats who favored decreased immigration jumped by 10 points, and the percentage of Republicans by 15 points. That's the single largest year-over-year shift in overall immigration attitudes since Gallup began asking the question back in 1965.

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

Voters may have been responding to the sharp rise in so-called border encounters--a euphemism for the apprehension of undocumented immigrants entering the country from Mexico. These reached a record 300,000 in December 2023, up from 160,000 in January of that year and from just 74,000 in December 2020. The surge overwhelmed Customs and Border Patrol, and scenes of overcrowded immigrant-processing centers and sprawling tent encampments became fixtures on conservative media outlets. Texas Governor Greg Abbott began sending busloads of asylum seekers (about 120,000 at this point) to cities such as New York, Chicago, and Denver, which were caught off guard by the influx. Suddenly blue-state cities across the country got a taste of border chaos in the form of stressed social services, migrants sleeping on streets, frantic city officials, and community backlash. "I don't think the shift in attitudes is surprising, given what's been happening at the border," Jeffrey Jones, a senior editor at Gallup, told me. "People are sensitive to what's going on, and they respond to it."

Some experts call this the "locus of control theory," or, more colloquially, the "chaos theory" of immigration sentiment. The basic idea, grounded in both survey data and political-science research, is that when the immigration process is perceived as fair and orderly, voters are more likely to tolerate it. When it is perceived as out of control and unfair--perhaps due to an uncommonly large surge of migrants--then the public quickly turns against it. Perhaps the best evidence for this theory is that even as Americans have embraced much tighter immigration restrictions, their answers to survey questions such as "Do you believe undocumented immigrants make a contribution to society?" and "Do you support a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants?" and even "Should it be easier to immigrate to the U.S?" haven't changed nearly as much, and remain more pro-immigrant than they were as recently as 2016. "I don't think these views are contradictory," Natalia Banulescu-Bogdan, a deputy director at the Migration Policy Institute, told me. "People can simultaneously have compassion for immigrants while also feeling anxious and upset about the process for coming into the country."

One implication of chaos theory is that leaders can mitigate opposition to immigration by introducing reforms that make the process less chaotic. That's what the Biden administration tried to do in June of this year, when it issued a series of executive orders that would, among other things, bar migrants who cross illegally from claiming asylum and give the Department of Homeland Security the ability to halt the processing of asylum claims altogether if the volume of requests gets too high. Border encounters have fallen steadily throughout 2024, reaching about 100,000 in July and August--still a high number, but the lowest level since February 2021. Perhaps not coincidentally, the salience of immigration for voters has also been falling. This past February, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration was the most important problem facing the country; by August, that number had dropped to 19 percent. (It crept back up to 22 percent in September, for reasons that likely have more to do with the wave of disinformation about Haitian migrants than with crossings at the border, which continued to fall.)

The very fact that Biden had to rely on unilateral executive orders, which are being challenged in court, illustrates a deeper issue. Even though most Americans want a more orderly and fair immigration system, the nature of thermostatic public opinion gives the opposition party strong incentives to thwart any action that might deliver it. Earlier this year, congressional Republicans killed a border-security bill--which had previously had bipartisan support--after Trump came out against it, lest the Biden administration be given credit for solving the issue that Trump has staked his campaign on. And if Trump is reelected, the pendulum of public opinion could very well swing back the other way, putting pressure on Democrats to oppose his entire immigration agenda.

What's clear is that the current hawkish national mood is not the fixed end point of American popular sentiment. Attitudes toward immigration will continue to fluctuate in the years to come. Whether public policy changes meaningfully in response is anyone's guess.
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What I Learned Serving on a January 6 Jury

He's guilty. So why do I feel so bad after voting to convict?

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

About 1,500 people have been charged for their actions on January 6. Some brought weapons to the Capitol. Some committed acts of violence that were caught on camera. Some belonged to militias. And then there is a different category of defendant: someone with no criminal record who showed up on that day and went overboard and committed a crime.

The families of January 6 defendants have long argued that the punishments their loved ones received were too severe. (The Supreme Court took up one of their arguments and agreed.) In this episode, we contemplate that enduring complaint in an uncomfortably personal way. Soon after we discovered that our new neighbor was Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, Lauren served as a juror on a January 6 case and emerged queasy about the outcome. We visit the defendant's wife and talk to the judge in the case.

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean you feel bad for him?

Lauren Ober: Oh, I feel so bad. I feel so bad because he believed so many lies to get him to this point. Like, he was suckered in. So he's going to go to jail for believing Donald Trump and for believing all of the rhetoric. And all of those people who spewed that--all the official people who spewed that--there's nobody official who's losing.

Rosin: Now that hundreds of people have been through the courts for crimes related to January 6, we know a lot more details about who they were. Some were Oath Keepers who showed up prepared for battle. Some carried guns or knives and beat up cops with flagpoles.

But there was also another group of just guys--young, curious normies. Or dads who maybe got a little too deep in the MAGA universe and then got a little too wild in the moment--criminal for the day.

We know about them, too, because a lot of them had their own YouTube channels or podcasts or whatever. Like this guy, who made this podcast recording with his friend on January 8, right after he flew home. He's the guy Lauren feels bad for, the guy at the center of this episode. His name is Taylor Johnatakis.

Taylor Johnatakis: So this is the girl who was murdered. This is Ashli.

Ashli Babbitt: --walking to the Capitol in a mob. There's an estimated 3 million people--

Johnatakis: We're walking. I was here in this--I was here in this crowd.

Babbitt: Despite what the media tells you, boots on ground definitely say something different. There is a sea of nothing but red, white, and blue.

Rosin: The podcast host then shows his friend the video that Ashli Babbitt recorded on her phone and posted on Facebook of her walking towards the Capitol with a Trump flag wrapped around her waist.

Johnatakis: That was Ashli. That's Ashli who got killed.

Guest: Wow. I had no--I had never seen the face to the name.

Johnatakis: Okay. That's--what?!

Guest: I'm serious.

Johnatakis: You don't know her?

Guest: No. I'm serious. There's so much that you just can't see from the outside.

Johnatakis: Oh my gosh.

Guest: It may have been played on the news, but I have not seen it. There's a lot of stuff I haven't seen.

Johnatakis: (Gasps.) I can't believe it.

Guest: Do we need to take a break?

Johnatakis: I can't believe you don't know her name. Dude. She died for us, man. (Voice breaks.)

Guest: Yeah. I don't--that's the first time I've seen her.

Johnatakis: I didn't realize you didn't know her name. (Cries.) I'm sorry.

Rosin: The podcast host, the guy who is losing it, is not a right-wing media star or an influencer. He'd be lucky if a hundred people listened to his podcast. But someone important did listen: the FBI.

So now we are going to take a detour into the more surreal parts of the January 6 aftermath, where a goofy dad of five who had never been accused of a crime in his life gets caught up in an FBI roundup. And we're doing that because D.C. citizen Lauren Ober was one of the people who had to decide his fate.

[Music]

Ober: I'm D.C. citizen Lauren Ober.

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

 Ober: A couple months before I met Micki, I got a notice in the mail. It was a summons for jury duty for the U.S. District Court of the District of Columbia, Criminal Division. And because I am No. 1 Best Citizen, I didn't throw the summons in the garbage. I opened it.

Rosin: On the day she was supposed to show up, which happened to be right after we learned who our neighbors were, Lauren said something offhand to me.

Ober: "I bet it's a January 6 case."

Rosin: We both laughed at this idea. Like, how wild would it be--just weeks after learning that some of your neighbors were very prominent Justice for J6ers--to get onto a January 6 jury? It would just be too weird.

Ober: Now, of course you know where this is going. I walked into Courtroom 15 and sat down with other potential jurors, and then the judge told us the trial we were being considered for was a January 6 case, which maybe shouldn't have been surprising.

[Music]

Ober: January 6 is the largest criminal investigation in U.S. history. And most of these cases have been adjudicated in D.C. So I guess I had a pretty high chance of ending up on a January 6 jury. Fun fact: You can see a lovely tableau of the U.S. Capitol from the building. I mean, how many courthouses have a view of the crime scene?

The defendant, Taylor Johnatakis, was charged with three felonies: obstruction of an official proceeding; civil disorder' and assaulting, resisting, or impeding certain officers--also, a handful of misdemeanors. In my jury notebook, I wrote: "Looks like a regular guy. Short brown hair, a brown beard, and rectangular glasses." One thing that stood out was how much Johnatakis smiled and made eye contact with the jury. It seemed like he was--I don't know--happy to be there or something. It was creepy.

Johnatakis: Trump speech is over. It was awesome.

Ober: The prosecutor told us in her opening statement that we'd be seeing a lot of video evidence from January 6 because a lot of these guys made videos and recordings of themselves, like the video podcast that you heard earlier, where the host cries about Ashli. That was Johnatakis. He made and posted a lot of videos the prosecution played us at trial, like this:

Johnatakis: We're walking over to the Capitol right now, and--I don't know--maybe we'll break down the doors.

Ober: And this--

Johnatakis: I was on the front line. I was on the gate. I organized a push up to the Capitol because I felt like that is exactly what we needed.

Ober: And also this--

Johnatakis: We had a right to be there. We were supposed to be there. I was there, okay?

Ober: As the case continued, over about three days, there was more and more video evidence. Even in the horde of people swarming the Capitol, Johnatakis was easy to pick out. He was wearing a red MAGA hat and had a megaphone strapped to his back, so the jury could follow his movements as he made his way closer and closer to the doors of the Capitol.

As Johnatakis climbed the many sets of stairs that led to the various entrances of the Capitol, he shouted into his megaphone to no one in particular for, like, a solid 10 minutes about oligarchs and censorship and how Mike Pence apparently abused children.

Johnatakis: I never, never, never considered the fact that our vice president is a child molester!

I never considered the fact that our vice president is in business with the Chinese Communist Party.

Ober: When Johnatakis reached the top of the stairs, he was blocked from going any further by a bunch of metal barricades and lines of cops. This is the moment where the prosecution offered evidence that the defendant was not just one of the guys milling around but actually a riot leader, because he was yelling into his megaphone, directing people what to do.

Johnatakis: Don't throw any shit up here. Don't throw any shit up here. They don't need that. They don't need that. And I don't need to push it back when we come to that. Push it out of here. We're just using our bodies--

Ober: Although no one seemed to be listening to a word he was saying, until he said this.

Johnatakis: One, two, three--go! One foot!

[Cheers and clanging]

Ober: This is where the action started. Johnatakis motions to the people around him to put their hands on the barricade. When they do, he shouts, One, two, three, and starts pushing the barricade into the cops. The cops on the barricade push back, while another line of cops behind them shoots pepper spray at the rioters and tries to hit them with nightsticks. The defendant retreats, and the cops restore their line. The whole thing lasts about a minute.

When the jury catches up with Johnatakis again, it's in a video he made as he's walking away from the Capitol.

Johnatakis: They're that afraid of us. They're that afraid of us. They had to usher the congressmen and senators out of the House in shame with black bags. I got gassed. I got hit pretty dang hard a couple times with a nightstick. It's not funny. It hurt. We're done. I'm walking away from the Capitol. I've shed some tears. I'm very sad about what I have watched firsthand unfold.

Ober: Now, the prosecution was selling a pretty good story here. In tape after tape, Johnatakis declares, It's me. I'm here. I'm ready to go. He sounds pretty unhinged, and he uses his megaphone to get a bunch of people to go after the cops.

Then it was the defense's turn, which in this case meant the defendant himself. Despite the judge's warning against it, Johnatakis decided to represent himself, and the result was bizarre.

After the witnesses testified, Johnatakis apologized to them and asked them questions like, Is there anything I can do to make amends for my actions on that day? At some point, he told the jury, I'm sorry for my sins, and I repent. He did argue that a lot of what he'd said was, quote, "hyperbolic rhetoric"--that he had a podcast, and he sometimes used overblown language. That was, at least, a relevant argument. But the videos had shown Johnatakis doing more than just talking.

Then both sides made their closing statements. One sounded like a professional court argument, and the other lectured the judge about a legal term and then recited scripture. Then the judge sent us, the members of the jury, off to deliberate.

While we deliberated, this is the thing I kept coming back to: Compared to other J6ers I'd read about, this guy wasn't a member of a militia. He didn't carry a weapon or beat up a cop. On the other hand, it was pretty clear that Johnatakis had done what he was accused of. We weren't judging his actions in comparison to others; we were judging based on what we saw on video and witness testimony.

Everyone on the jury took it seriously, and the verdict was unanimous: guilty. The clerk read the verdict out loud, and I kept my head down so I wouldn't accidentally make eye contact with the defendant.

A couple of days after the trial, Hanna and I left for a Thanksgiving vacation. I should have been having fun, but I couldn't stop thinking about Taylor Johnatakis. While we were enjoying our trip, he was sitting in a cell at the D.C. jail, where he would spend the next five months before learning his fate.

It didn't feel like some miscarriage of justice, but I didn't feel great about it. Almost a year later, I still don't.

Rosin: We explore why that is, after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In the days after Lauren's jury duty, I noticed she had an uncharacteristic heaviness about her, so we sat down and talked about it.

Rosin: So did anybody else feel sorry for him?

Ober: I mean, I would say that, like, half the people in the room felt bad for him.

Rosin: Why? The feeling bad is--I mean, I almost get it. I don't 100 percent get it, because it sounds like, you know, the thing you described him doing at the top of the steps with those barriers is edging on a kind of violence. There are victims, who are those cops--

Ober: It's not edging on a kind of violence. It actually is an act of physical violence, technically, according to the law. That is what we were asked to determine, and the government proved that.

Rosin: And there were people there--police officers, you know, they're people. Some of them were traumatized. So the violence didn't just happen against property. You guys fulfilled your duty. He is guilty. And yet something feels not right to you about the outcome.

Ober: Because he seems like a guy who was lost. His whole argument was hyperbolic rhetoric. And he was suggesting that he got caught up in the spirit of, like--for the Trump people, they felt like they were part of something: They're a part of a thing that is so much bigger than themselves. They are a part of a movement. They're a part of history. They matter, right? They matter. And--

Rosin: But all crimes and genocides are caused by people who have a hole in their life, and then they want to be part of a thing, and so they get swept up in a thing and then--

Ober: No. That's not true. That's not true at all, because most crimes--most violent crimes--are crimes of passion or crimes of opportunity.

Rosin: All mass crimes--all mass, cultural crimes are generally someone in power preying on people who want to matter and belong.

Ober: Yes, and I feel bad about that. That is sad to me. That is sad that all of these people who--they did that to themselves. I understand that. I was on a jury, and I found him guilty. I didn't say he didn't do this.

But this guy is just getting used. He has a nice family, beautiful children. He has a nice wife. He goes to, you know, his church. Like, he has a nice, respectable job. He made his own business. Like, that's a fine life. That's a fine life, but in some way, he was led to believe that's not good enough. You have to fight for this thing. You have to save America because America's going down the tubes, even though he had probably a really nice life. I don't know what his life was like, but from all that I can tell, it was, like, nice people.

Rosin: Okay, a last thing: Is there anything else that you feel you really want to know? Anything you still have a kind of burning flame of curiosity about?

Ober: Yeah. I mean, I would love to understand: What is your family gonna do now? And, you know, Now you're forever, like, a January 6er. And you're branded with that now. Maybe that's a proud brand to have. I don't know. I am really curious about where you go from here.

[Music]

Rosin: Lauren, of course, is not trying to say that he shouldn't be punished at all. She voted to convict, after all. So what is her queasy feeling? Is it a "zoom in, zoom out" thing, like a lot of us would feel bad for a defendant if we were on their jury and got to know them better? Or are the January 6 prosecutions just a really unusual set of circumstances that we don't have a box for yet?

What I took away was: There is something about the ratio of crime to punishment that wasn't sitting well with Lauren. Of course, we now know she wasn't the only one. The Supreme Court justices ruled seven months later that some of the January 6 defendants had been improperly charged with a felony of "obstructing an official proceeding." Both Johnatakis and Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, were charged with that felony. The government is reviewing their cases, along with the cases of the hundreds of defendants who were impacted by the ruling.

At the vigil, by the way, Micki and company celebrated that Supreme Court ruling with champagne and cake.

The defendant in Lauren's case, Taylor Johnatakis, went straight to the D.C. jail. And then five months later, he appeared at his sentencing hearing. It seemed weird for Lauren Ober, Juror No. 3, to go, so I went instead.

The defendant's wife, Marie, sat in the row in front of me, surrounded by three of her five children. She looked tiny. People can get dwarfed by official proceedings. Plus, it had been raining hard that morning, so everyone seemed extra wilted. Micki sat a few rows behind, barely taking her eyes off Marie and the kids.

After the prosecution and the defense made their cases, it was the judge's turn to announce the sentence. But before doing that, he made an unusually long speech. His name is Judge Royce Lamberth. He's a Reagan appointee who's handled dozens of J6 cases. He described this defendant as always courteous and respectful. He said the defendant was not an "inherently bad person."

He mentioned that he'd gotten 20 letters from family members about Johnatakis's good character and that he'd read all of them. Some sample compliments from those letters, quote: "He is faithful to his wife and children. He's faithful to God. He loves his brothers and sisters. We love him more than words can express." And: "Never had a legal issue, outside a speeding ticket."

The judge said he'd even called one of the family members who'd written an especially good letter, which is wild. Can you imagine getting a phone call from a judge in D.C., out of the blue, who says, Hey, I'm about to send your relative to prison. I just wanted to talk to you about it? It was like this judge had a bit of that same queasy feeling that Lauren had had, because he went to such great lengths to explain his reasoning.

And then the sentence. Counts one and two: 60 months. The defendant's wife put her arm over her youngest son's shoulder. Count three: 12 months. The son, who was just old enough to do math, started to cry. Plus 15 more months. Now Marie started to cry. 87 months total--more than seven years. That little son of theirs might be taller than his dad the next time they were home together.

Okay, remember Lauren's questions to me?

Ober: What is your family gonna do now? And, you know, Now you're forever, like, a January 6er. And you're branded with that now. Maybe that's a proud brand to have. I don't know.

Rosin: Seeing Marie and her family in court made me want to know too.

[Music]

Rosin: Hi. Should I take my shoes off?

Marie Johnatakis: Come in.

Rosin: A couple of months after the sentencing, I visited Marie Johnatakis, the defendant's wife--the one who'd cried in the courtroom--at their family home in Washington State. When I was planning the trip, my editor reminded me of the usual travel-danger precautions: Be careful. Make sure someone always knows where you are, which, when I got there, was pretty funny.

The vibe in this house was so powerfully "mom's in charge." Like, the thing of note was how all the toys and kid things were so neatly put away and organized in baskets.

Rosin: Why is it so neat? You have five children.

Marie Johnatakis: Yes. So these are our things, but there's a lot--

Rosin: This house, an oversized actual log cabin set back on a woodsy road, where they had raised and homeschooled those five children, felt so far away from January 6 and jail and D.C. courtrooms that it made me want to know what her reality was on the day that her husband was standing in front of the Capitol with that bullhorn.

Rosin: Did you guys watch it on TV? Like, did the kids know what was going on?

Marie Johnatakis: We did not watch it on TV. We were doing other stuff. I'm trying to even remember the weather for that day, but probably would have been kids playing Legos, big kids probably hanging out with other big kids.

Rosin: And what are you doing?

Marie Johnatakis: I'm just taking care of all the kids, cooking dinner, cooking lunch. (Laughs.)

Rosin: The feminist thought did occur to me at this moment that one way to see some of these J6 cases is that the men were out enacting their 1776 fantasy while the women were home putting away the Legos. And there was plenty of evidence of that in this case. Remember how Lauren and I went away for Thanksgiving right after the trial?

Well, that meant that Taylor, the husband and father, was in D.C. at his trial just before Thanksgiving. And his wife, Marie, was home with their five kids, planning the holiday dinner, which she just assumed her husband would be home for--because she somehow thought that even if he did get convicted, he would be able to wait for his sentencing at home.

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. [Cries.]

But anyways, so when he didn't fly back home, it was one of those things that it's like, Okay. It's me.

Rosin: And then to cap it off, on the morning of Christmas Eve, the family walked downstairs to discover that their dog had died. He'd stopped eating when dad left.

Rosin: Oh, come on. I mean, My dog died on Christmas Eve is, like--

Marie Johnatakis: It's the worst country song you've ever heard. The worst one. [Laughs.] My husband's in jail, and my dog is dead.

Rosin: And it's Christmas Eve--

Marie Johnatakis: And it's Christmas Eve.

Rosin: Yeah.

Marie Johnatakis: Oh. [Sighs.] So yeah--it is pretty pitiful. [Laughs.]

Rosin: Yeah. That's almost so bad that you have to laugh.

Marie Johnatakis: You have to laugh. You have to laugh.

Rosin: Yeah. Exactly.

Rosin: So here she was: no husband, no dog, no steady paycheck, and not enough savings, which likely meant they would have to sell this beautiful house. That's why the toys were extra neatly arranged when we came over--they were staging the house for potential buyers.

Taylor didn't explicitly choose his ideals over his family, but that was kind of the end result. Like, he could have pled guilty, which would have probably cut his sentence in half. Or he could have gotten a lawyer, instead of representing himself. But he took none of those roads, and now she had seven years of: Okay. It's just me.

Rosin: Was there a moment where you were ever mad at him?

Marie Johnatakis: I don't think so. I think that, you know, I've known Taylor for a really long time, because we've been married 19 years. And he has a really, really good heart. And he's motivated by things that I think are noble.

And so I know this is going to be kind of hard to understand, but if you can imagine, like, a place where, let's say, you were really convinced that, you know, the election was--like, there were problems with it, and maybe it was enough to stand up for it. And I don't know if this is skewed as far as, like, my idea on this, but there's a lot of times that people stood up for things, and it cost them dearly. And while it almost sounds bombastic to think that this could be something like that--like, he said enough times, I wish I hadn't have gone.

But some of me thinks, like--I mean, who does stand up for it? Who does say, Hey. There's a problem here? And at some point, there are casualties. I don't know, all the woulda, shoulda, couldas. I'm like, I wish they would have--because he had a bullhorn, I'm like, Tell the guy in the bullhorn to shut up. [Laughs.] He would have listened.

[Music]

Rosin: And this was the beautiful, terrible exchange that brought me to human empathy and then deposited me at a dead end--because the couple had doubled down on their doubts about the election watching Dinesh D'Souza's movie 2000 Mules, a garbage film full of conspiracies and lies. And that had prompted them to think everything involving the government was rigged, including his trial, which is why he went about it in the weird, self-defeating way he did.

And yet she had explained her position to me with such gentleness and humility--with humor, for God's sake--even leaving room for my doubts, that I had nowhere left to go. I totally understood her position. And also, I totally didn't.

I did have one more thing to say, though.

Rosin: Okay. Here is my moment to tell you a difficult thing.

Marie Johnatakis: Okay.

Rosin: Okay. The reason I know about Taylor's case is because my partner, also my partner on this project, was on the jury.

Marie Johnatakis: Okay.

Rosin: Questions?

Marie Johnatakis: Question? I don't think so. No. I don't think so.

Rosin: You sure?

Marie Johnatakis: Yeah. What questions should I ask, Hanna?

Rosin: I wouldn't want to--I don't know. I wouldn't want to meet someone who was close, even if it's a step removed, to someone who helped put my husband in the position or who participated in that in every way. I think that could be a hard thing to hear.

Marie Johnatakis: Yeah. No. You know, we went to the sentencing, and I watched the judge up there, you know, playing his role and the prosecution doing their role. And it just--I don't know. I just felt a lot of compassion toward them all, because everybody is playing the part that they have been asked to play, including your partner. And I think that we all just do our best.

Rosin: Before I left, she told me if I had any guilt about it, I should let it go. A couple of weeks after our visit, she wrote about our conversation on her blog: "I remember praying during the trial that someone on the jury would not convict ... just one person. I prayed so hard for that. She," and she means Lauren here, "could have been that one. And yet--I still can't find it in my heart to be angry--it's just not there."

[Music]

Rosin: The J6 judges have found themselves in a tough spot. Lamberth, the judge in Johnatakis's case, is a Republican appointee, remember. Still, he and his colleagues have taken heat from Republicans.

Since the J6 cases have been going through the courts, New York Congresswoman Elise Stefanik, the House Republican Conference chair, and Republican Congressman Jim Jordan from Ohio have repeatedly filed complaints against the D.C. circuit for "corruption" and "bias."

[Music]

Rosin: And then, just before Johnatakis's sentencing hearing, Stefanik took it a little further. She, too, started referring to the January 6 prisoners, many of whom had been sentenced by Lamberth and his colleagues, as "hostages." Here's what she said.

Elise Stefanik: I have concerns about the treatment of January 6 hostages. I have concerns. We have a role in Congress of oversight over our treatments of prisoners. And I believe that we're seeing the weaponization of the federal government against not just President Trump. But we're seeing it against conservatives. We're seeing it against Catholics."

Rosin: I have no proof of this, but maybe that's what Lamberth had in mind when he was writing that letter he read at the sentencing hearing that he sent to Johnatakis's family.

He wrote, "Political violence rots republics. Therefore, January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions. This is not normal."

Ober: In our next episode: what happened inside the D.C. jail's "Patriot Pod." And our tour guide: a young troll or maybe a true radical.

Brandon Fellows: He said, Hey. I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick. I'm like, No way!

Ober: We Live Here Now is a production of The Atlantic. The show was reported, written, and executive produced by me, Lauren Ober, and Hanna Rosin. Our managing producer is Rider Alsop. Our senior 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.

The Atlantic's executive editor is Adrienne LaFrance. Jeffrey Goldberg is The Atlantic's editor in chief.
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The Moment of Truth

The reelection of Donald Trump would mark the end of George Washington's vision for the presidency--and the United States.

by Tom Nichols


Portrait of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart (Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



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


Last November, during a symposium at Mount Vernon on democracy, John Kelly, the retired Marine Corps general who served as Donald Trump's second chief of staff, spoke about George Washington's historic accomplishments--his leadership and victory in the Revolutionary War, his vision of what an American president should be. And then Kelly offered a simple, three-word summary of Washington's most important contribution to the nation he liberated.

"He went home," Kelly said.

The message was unambiguous. After leaving the White House, Kelly had described Trump as a "person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about." At Mount Vernon, he was making a clear point: People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles--even President--but at heart they are tyrants, and all tyrants share the same trait: They never voluntarily cede power.

The American revolutionaries feared a powerful executive; they had, after all, just survived a war with a king. Yet when the Founders gathered in 1787 to draft the Constitution, they approved a powerful presidential office, because of their faith in one man: Washington.

Washington's life is a story of heroic actions, but also of temptations avoided, of things he would not do. As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization.

Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far. Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people.

All but one, that is.

Donald Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the "spirit of revenge" that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to "seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual," and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment.

People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles, but at heart they are tyrants.

Today, America stands at such a moment. A vengeful and emotionally unstable former president--a convicted felon, an insurrectionist, an admirer of foreign dictators, a racist and a misogynist--desires to return to office as an autocrat. Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets. His deepest motives are to salve his ego, punish his enemies, and place himself above the law. Should he regain the Oval Office, he may well bring with him the experience and the means to complete the authoritarian project that he began in his first term.

Many Americans might think of George Washington as something like an avatar, too distant and majestic to be emulated. American culture has encouraged this distance by elevating him beyond earthly stature: A mural in the Capitol Rotunda depicts him literally as a deity in the clouds. In the capital city that bears Washington's name, other presidents such as Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson are represented with human likenesses; Franklin D. Roosevelt even smiles at us from his wheelchair. Washington is represented by a towering, featureless obelisk. Such faceless abstractions make it easy to forget the difficult personal choices that he made, decisions that helped the United States avoid the many curses that have destroyed other democracies.

For decades, I taught Washington's military campaigns and the lessons of his leadership to military officers when I was a professor at the U.S. Naval War College. And yet I, too, have always felt a distance from the man himself. In recent months, I revisited his life. I read his letters, consulted his biographers, and walked the halls at Mount Vernon. I found a man with weaknesses and shortcomings, but also a leader who possessed qualities that we once expected--and should again demand--from our presidents, especially as the United States confronts the choice between democracy and demagoguery.

The votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century. As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves.

I

A CITIZEN, NOT A CAESAR

Popular military leaders can become a menace to a democratic government if they have the loyalty of their soldiers, the love of the citizenry, and a government too weak to defend itself. Even before his victory in the Revolutionary War, Washington had all of these, and yet he chose to be a citizen rather than a Caesar.

It is difficult, in our modern era of ironic detachment and distrust, to grasp the intensity of the reverence that surrounded the General (as he would be called for the rest of his life) wherever he went. "Had he lived in the days of idolatry," a Pennsylvania newspaper stated breathlessly during the war, Washington would have "been worshiped as a god." He was more than a war hero. In 1780, when Washington passed through a town near Hartford, Connecticut, a French officer traveling with him recorded the scene:

We arrived there at night; the whole of the population had assembled from the suburbs, we were surrounded by a crowd of children carrying torches, reiterating the acclamations of the citizens; all were eager to approach the person of him whom they called their father, and pressed so closely around us that they hindered us from proceeding.

Washington was addressed--by Americans and visiting foreigners alike--as "Your Excellency" almost as often as he was by his rank. In Europe, a French admiral told him, he was celebrated as the "deliverer of America." Alexander Hamilton, his aide-de-camp during the war, later described Washington as a man "to whom the world is offering incense."

At the war's outset, Washington had believed that defeat and death--whether on the battlefield or on a gibbet in London--were more likely than glory. He worried that his wife, Martha, might also face threats from British forces, and was so concerned about her reaction to his appointment as commander of the Continental Army that he waited days before writing to tell her about it. Patrick Henry described a chance encounter with Washington on the street in Philadelphia, shortly after the vote approving Washington's command. Tears welled in the new general's eyes. "Remember, Mr. Henry, what I now tell you," Washington said. "From the day I enter upon the command of the American armies, I date my fall, and the ruin of my reputation."

Instead, Washington's reputation grew. Yet despite his surprising successes as a general and his rise as the symbol of American liberty, he never allowed the world's incense to intoxicate him. Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause. "When we assumed the soldier," he said to a group of New York representatives shortly before he took command, "we did not lay aside the citizen," a sentiment that he repeated throughout the war.

In the 18th century, Washington's deference to the people's representatives and the rule of law would have seemed almost nonsensical to his European counterparts. Most military officers of the time served for life, after swearing allegiance to royal sovereigns whose authority was said to be ordained by God. Often drawn from the ranks of the nobility, they saw themselves as a superior caste and found little reason to assure civilians of their good intentions.

Washington, however, insisted that his men conduct themselves like soldiers who tomorrow would have to live with the people they were defending today. Despite continual supply shortages, he forbade his troops from plundering goods from the population--including from his Tory adversaries. Washington's orders were prudent in the short term; his army needed both supplies and the goodwill of the people. But they also represented his careful investment in America's future: Once the war was over, the new nation would depend on comity and grace among all citizens, regardless of what side they'd supported.


The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783 (World History Archive / Alamy)



Most American presidents have had some sort of military experience. A few, like Washington, were genuine war heroes. All of them understood that military obedience to the rule of law and to responsible civilian authority is fundamental to the survival of democracy. Again, all of them but one.

During his term as president, Trump expected the military to be loyal--but only to him. He did not understand (or care) that members of the military swear an oath to the Constitution, and that they are servants of the nation, not of one man in one office. Trump viewed the military like a small child surveying a shelf of toy soldiers, referring to "my generals" and ordering up parades for his own enjoyment and to emphasize his personal control.

Trump was more than willing to turn the American military against its own people. In 2020, for instance, he wanted the military to attack protesters near the White House. "Beat the fuck out of them," the president told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Mark Milley. "Just shoot them." Both Milley and Defense Secretary Mark Esper (a former military officer himself) talked their boss out of opening fire on American citizens.

From the November 2023 issue: How Mark Milley held the line

Senior officers during Trump's term chose loyalty to the Constitution over loyalty to Donald Trump and remained true to Washington's legacy. Such principles baffle Trump--all principles seem to baffle Trump, and he especially does not understand patriotism or self-sacrifice. He is, after all, the commander in chief who stood in Arlington National Cemetery, looked around at the honored dead in one of the country's most sacred places, and said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?"

A year ago, Trump suggested that Milley should be executed for actions he'd taken in uniform, including reassuring China of America's political stability both before and after January 6, 2021. Esper has said that he thinks he and Milley, along with other senior defense officials and military officers, could be arrested and imprisoned if Trump returns to office. In a second term, Trump would appoint senior military leaders willing to subvert the military and the Constitution to serve his impulses. He already tried, in his first term, to bring such people to the White House, naming Lieutenant General Michael Flynn, for example, as his national security adviser. Flynn was fired after only 23 days for misleading White House officials about lying to the FBI and now travels the country promoting outlandish conspiracy theories. Trump has praised Flynn and promised to bring him back in a second term.

Trump is desperate to reclaim power, and he is making threats about what could happen if the American people refuse to give it to him. Washington, even before he became president, was offered an almost certain chance to take ultimate power, and he refused.

In 1783, Washington was camped with most of the Continental Army in Newburgh, New York. Congress, as usual, was behind on its financial obligations to American soldiers, and rumbles were spreading that it was time to take matters into military hands. Some men talked of deserting and leaving the nation defenseless. Others wanted to head to Philadelphia, disband Congress, and install Washington as something like a constitutional monarch.

Washington allowed the soldiers to meet so they could discuss their grievances. Then he unexpectedly showed up at the gathering and unloaded on his men. Calling the meeting itself "subversive of all order and discipline," he reminded them of the years of loyalty and personal commitment to them. He blasted the dark motives of a letter circulating among the troops, written by an anonymous soldier, that suggested that the army should refuse to disarm if Congress failed to meet their needs. "Can he be," Washington asked, "a friend to the army? Can he be a friend to this country?"

Then, in a moment of calculated theater meant to emphasize the toll that eight years of war had taken on him, he reached into his pocket for a pair of eyeglasses, ostensibly to read a communication from a member of Congress. "Gentlemen," he said, "you must pardon me, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in the service of my country." Some of the men, already chastened by Washington's reproaches, broke into tears. The Newburgh conspiracy, from that moment, was dead.

The presidential historian Stephen Knott told me that Washington could have walked into that same meeting and, with a nod of his head, gained a throne. "A lesser man might have been tempted to lead the army to Philadelphia and pave the way for despotism," Knott said. Instead, Washington crushed the idea and shamed the conspirators.

Nine months later, Washington stood in the Maryland statehouse, where Congress was temporarily meeting, and returned control of the army to the elected representatives of the United States of America. He asked to be granted "the indulgence of retiring from the service of my country" and handed over the document containing his military commission. Washington, in the words of the historian Joseph Ellis, had completed "the greatest exit in American history."


Jean-Antoine Houdon's sculpture of George Washington makes explicit reference to the Roman military leader Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, who relinquished power and returned to his farm after delivering victory on the battlefield. (iStock / Getty)



Decades ago, the scholar S. E. Finer asked a question that shadows every civilian government: "Instead of asking why the military engage in politics, we ought surely ask why they ever do otherwise." The answer, at least in the United States, lies in the traditions instituted by Washington. Because of his choices during and after the Revolution, the United States has had the luxury of regarding military interference in its politics as almost unthinkable. If Trump returns to office with even a handful of praetorians around him, Americans may realize only too late what a rare privilege they have enjoyed.

II

A MAN IN COMMAND OF HIMSELF

Washington's steadfast refusal to grasp for power was rooted not only in his civic beliefs, but also in a strength of character that Americans should demand in any president.

When he returned to Mount Vernon after the war, Washington thought he was returning permanently to the life of a Virginia planter. His mansion is small by modern standards, and his rooms have a kind of placidity to them, a sense of home. If you visited without knowing who once lived there, you could believe that you were wandering the property of any moderately successful older gentleman of the colonial era, at least until you noticed little details, such as the key to the Bastille--a gift from Washington's friend the Marquis de Lafayette--hanging in the hall.

The estate is lovingly cared for today, but in 1783, after nearly a decade of Washington's absence, it was a mess, physically and financially. Its fields and structures were in disrepair. Washington, who had refused a salary for his military service, faced significant debts. (When Lafayette invited him in 1784 to visit France and bask in its adulation, Washington declined because he couldn't afford the trip.)

Barton Gellman: What happened to Michael Flynn?

But Washington's stretched finances did not matter much to the people who showed up regularly at his door to seek a moment with the great man--and a night or two at his home. Customs of the time demanded that proper visitors, usually those with an introduction from someone known to the householder, were to be entertained and fed. Washington observed these courtesies as a matter of social duty, even when callers lacked the traditional referral. More than a year would pass after his return to Mount Vernon before he and Martha finally enjoyed a dinner alone.

Like many of the other Founders, Washington embraced the virtues of the ancient Stoic thinkers, including self-control, careful introspection, equanimity, and dispassionate judgment. He tried to overcome petty emotions, and to view life's difficulties and triumphs as merely temporary conditions.

In the words of his vice president, John Adams, Washington had "great self-command"--the essential quality that distinguished him even among the giants of the Revolution and made him a model for future generations of American political and military leaders. Like anyone else, of course, he was beset by ordinary human failings. As his letters and the accounts of friends and family reveal, he was at times seized by vanity, anxiety, and private grievances. He was moody. His occasional bursts of temper could be fearsome. He never forgot, and rarely forgave, personal attacks.

But Washington was "keenly aware" of his own shortcomings, Lindsay Chervinsky, the director of the George Washington Presidential Library at Mount Vernon, told me, and this self-knowledge, bolstered by his sense of personal honor, governed nearly all of Washington's actions. He rarely allowed his pride to congeal into arrogance, nor his insecurities to curdle into self-pity. He refused to carry on public feuds--or to tilt the power he held against those who had slighted him.

No American president was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing duty and accepting consequences for their decisions.

Washington's embrace of Stoicism helped him to step outside himself and confront the snares of his own ego and appetites, and especially to resist many of the temptations of power. His favorite play, Cato, was about Cato the Younger, a noted Stoic thinker and Roman senator who opposed the rise of Julius Caesar. Washington studied the examples of the great Roman republicans, particularly the story of Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, the Roman military leader who saved his nation on the battlefield and then returned to his farm. (Washington would later serve as the first president of the Society of the Cincinnati, an organization of Revolutionary War veterans.) As the president and CEO of Mount Vernon, Douglas Bradburn, told me during a visit to the estate, Washington genuinely regarded the Roman general as an example to be followed.

The Stoic insistence on merciless honesty, both with oneself and with others, is what allowed Washington to act with vigor but without venom, to make decisions without drama--another of the many grim differences between the character of the first president and that of the 45th. The Washington biographer Ron Chernow writes that "there was cunning in Washington's nature but no low scheming. He never reneged on promises and was seldom duplicitous or underhanded. He respected the public" and "did not provoke people needlessly." He desired recognition of his service, but hated boasting.

Americans have long prized these qualities in their best presidents. Trump has none of them.

Washington's personal code had one severe omission. I had to take only a short walk from the mansion at Mount Vernon to see the reconstructed living quarters of some of the 300 enslaved people who worked his fields. Like other southern Founders, Washington did not let his commitment to freedom interfere with his ownership of other human beings. His views on slavery changed over time, especially after he commanded Black troops in battle, and he arranged in his will to free his slaves. But to the end of his life, Washington mostly left his thoughts on the institution out of public debates: His goal was to build a republic, not to destroy slavery. He did not right all the wrongs around him, nor all of his own.

But Washington did set the standard of patriotic character for his successors. Some failed this test, and long before Trump's arrival, other presidents endured harsh criticism for their belligerence and imperious ego. Andrew Jackson, for example, was a coarse and rabid partisan who infuriated his opponents; the New York jurist James Kent in 1834 excoriated him as "a detestable, ignorant, reckless, vain and malignant tyrant," the product of a foolish experiment in "American elective monarchy."

Many presidents, however, have emulated Washington in various ways. We rightly venerate the wartime leadership of men such as Lincoln and FDR, but others also undertook great burdens and made hard decisions selflessly and without complaint.

When a 1980 mission to liberate American hostages held in Iran ended in flames and the death of eight Americans in the desert, President Jimmy Carter addressed the nation. "It was my decision," he said, both to attempt a rescue and to cancel the operation when it became impossible to continue. "The responsibility is fully my own." Almost 20 years earlier, John F. Kennedy had taken the heat for the disastrous effort to land an anti-Communist invasion at Cuba's Bay of Pigs, when he could have shifted blame to his predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower, from whom he'd inherited the plan. The day after JFK was assassinated, Lyndon B. Johnson began his tenure as president not by affirming his new power, but by convening Kennedy's Cabinet and affirming instead the slain president's greatness. He asked them all to stay on. "I rely on you," he said. "I need you."

Gerald Ford ended up in the Oval Office due to the failures of Richard Nixon, unelected and with no popular mandate to govern. And yet, at a time of great political and economic stress, he led the nation steadily and honorably. He pardoned Nixon because he thought it was in the nation's best interest to end America's "long national nightmare," despite knowing that he would likely pay a decisive price at the polls.

President Joe Biden displayed a common sentiment with these leaders when he declined to run for reelection in July. Biden, reportedly hurt that he was being pushed to step aside, nonetheless put defeating Trump above his own feelings and refused to exhibit any bitterness. "I revere this office," he told the nation, "but I love my country more."

None of these men was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing their duty and accepting consequences for their decisions. (Even Nixon chose to resign rather than mobilize his base against his impeachment, a decision that now seems noble compared with Trump's entirely remorseless reaction to his two impeachments, his inability to accept his 2020 loss, and his warnings of chaos should he lose again.) They refused to present themselves as victims of circumstance. They reassured Americans that someone was in charge and willing to take responsibility.

Trump is unlike all of the men who came before him. Among his many other ignoble acts, he will be remembered for uttering a sentence, as thousands of Americans fell sick and died during a pandemic, that would have disgusted Washington and that no other American president has ever said, nor should ever say again: "I don't take responsibility at all."

III

A PRESIDENT, NOT A KING

One of the defining characteristics of Washington's approach to the presidency was that he was always trying to leave it. He had been drawn back into public life reluctantly, attending and presiding over the 1787 Constitutional Convention only after a violent tax revolt in Massachusetts, known as Shays's Rebellion, convinced him that the republic was still fragile and in need of a more capable system of government. Washington returned to Mount Vernon after the meeting in Philadelphia, but he already knew from discussions at the convention that he would be asked to stand for election to the new presidency as America's only truly unifying figure. His 1789 victory in the Electoral College was unanimous.

Washington had no intention of remaining president for the rest of his life, even if some of his contemporaries had other ideas. "You are now a king under a different name," Washington's aide James McHenry happily wrote to him after that first election, but Washington was determined to serve one term at most and then go back to Mount Vernon. In the end, he would be persuaded to remain for a second term by Hamilton, Jefferson, and others who said that the new nation needed more time to solidify under his aegis. ("North and south," Jefferson told him, "will hang together if they have you to hang on.")


An 1895 engraving of Shays's Rebellion. The violent tax revolt convinced Washington that the United States was still fragile and drew him back into public life. (M&N / Alamy)



As he assumed the presidency, Washington was concerned that even a whiff of kingly presumption could sink America's new institutions. Lindsay Chervinsky told me that Washington doubted the judgment and prudence of Vice President Adams not only because the vocal and temperamental Bostonian generally irritated him--Adams irritated many of his colleagues--but also because he had proposed bloated and pretentious titles for the chief executive, such as "His Highness, the President of the United States of America, and Protector of their Liberties." Washington preferred the simpler title adopted by the House of Representatives: "President of the United States."

The American people trusted Washington, but they didn't trust an embryonic government created in a matter of months by a small group of men in Philadelphia. (When Washington took office, Rhode Island and North Carolina hadn't even ratified the Constitution yet.) The first president sought to allay these suspicions by almost immediately undertaking a kind of reassurance tour, traveling throughout the states--the Virginian shrewdly chose to start in New England--to show Americans that the Constitution and the nation's commander in chief were not threats to their liberties.

Donald Trump also traveled America once he was elected. After one of the most divisive presidential contests in modern American history, Trump embarked on a kind of victory tour through the states that had voted for him, and only those states. His campaign called it a "thank you" tour, but Trump's speeches--praising his supporters, bashing his enemies--left no doubt about his intentions. "We are really the people who love this country," he told a crowd in Mobile, Alabama. He was assuring his followers that although he now had to govern the entire nation, he was their president, an insidious theme that would lead directly to the tragic events of January 6.

In his first years in office, Washington could have shaped the new presidency to his liking. His fellow Founders left much in Article II of the Constitution vague; they disagreed among themselves about the powers that the executive branch should hold, and they were willing to let Washington fill in at least some of the blanks regarding the scope of presidential authority. This choice has bedeviled American governance, allowing successive chief executives to widen their own powers, especially in foreign policy. Recently, the Supreme Court further loosened the constraints of the office, holding in Trump v. United States that presidents have immunity for anything that could be construed as an "official act." This decision, publicly celebrated by Trump, opens frightening opportunities for presidents to rule corruptly and with impunity.

Washington fought for the office rather than its occupant. Sharply cognizant that his every action could constitute a precedent, he tried through his conduct to imbue the presidency with the strength of his own character. He took pains not to favor his relatives and friends as he made political appointments, and he shunned gifts, fearing that they might be seen as bribes. He mostly succeeded: Those who came after him were constrained by his example, even if at times unwillingly, at least until the election of 2016.

Washington believed that the American people had the right to change their Constitution, but he had absolutely no tolerance for insurrectionists who would violently defy its authority. During his first term, Congress passed a new tax on distilled spirits, a law that sparked revolts among farmers in western Pennsylvania. What began as sporadic clashes grew into a more cohesive armed challenge to the authority of the United States government--the largest, as Ron Chernow noted, until the Civil War. In September 1794, Washington issued an official proclamation that this "Whiskey Rebellion" was an act of "treasonable opposition." The issue, he declared, was "whether a small portion of the United States shall dictate to the whole Union." He warned other Americans "not to abet, aid, or comfort the insurgents."

In a show of force, Washington took personal command of a militia of more than 12,000 men and began a march to Carlisle, Pennsylvania--the only time a sitting president has ever led troops in the field. He had no wish to shed American blood, but he was ready to fight, and the rebellion dissipated quickly in the face of this military response. Later, in the first use of the pardon power, Washington spared two of the insurgents from the death penalty, but only after the legal system had run its course and they had been convicted of treason.

As the president's second term neared its end, his advisers again implored him to remain in office, and again argued that the republic might not survive without him. Washington, his health fading and his disillusionment with politics growing, held firm this time. He was going back to Virginia. As with his retirement from military life, his voluntary relinquishment of power as head of state was an almost inconceivable act at the time.

In his farewell to the American people, the retiring president acknowledged that he had likely made errors in office, but hoped that his faults would "be consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions of rest." In March 1797, the man who had sacrificed so much for his country that he had to borrow money to get to his first inauguration left Philadelphia as a private citizen. Less than three years later, he was dead.

IV

WASHINGTON BETRAYED

In a 2020 book about the first president, the historian Peter Henriques wrote that Washington "proved that his truest allegiance was to the republic by voluntarily surrendering power. It was the first of many peaceful transfers of power in the unprecedented American experiment." Less than a year after the book's publication, however, Trump would subvert this centuries-long tradition by summoning a mob against the elected representatives of the United States, after refusing to accept the result of the vote.

Trump stood by as insurrectionists swarmed the House offices and even the Senate chamber itself on January 6, in an attempt to stop the certification of the election by Congress. Hours later, after one of the worst single days of casualties for law-enforcement officers since 9/11, Trump finally asked his supporters to go home. "I know your pain," he said, his words only emphasizing the delusional beliefs of the rioters. "I know you're hurt. We had an election that was stolen from us." He has since referred to the people convicted in American courts for their actions on January 6 as "patriots" and to those held in prison as "hostages." He has promised to pardon them.

From the January/February 2022 issue: Trump's next coup has already begun

Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump.

Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, "the gift of silence"; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are "losers" and "suckers."

Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one.

Some Americans seem unable to accept how much peril they face should Trump return, perhaps because many of them have never lived in an autocracy. They may yet get their chance: The former president is campaigning on an authoritarian platform. He has claimed that "massive" electoral fraud--defined as the vote in any election he loses--"allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." He refers to other American citizens as "vermin" and "human scum," and to journalists as "enemies of the people." He has described freedom of the press as "frankly disgusting." He routinely attacks the American legal system, especially when it tries to hold him accountable for his actions. He has said that he will govern as a dictator--but only for a day.

Trump is the man the Founders feared might arise from a mire of populism and ignorance, a selfish demagogue who would stop at nothing to gain and keep power. Washington foresaw the threat to American democracy from someone like Trump: In his farewell address, he worried that "sooner or later the chief of some prevailing faction" would manipulate the public's emotions and their partisan loyalties "to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty."

Many Americans in 2016 ignored this warning, and Trump engaged in the greatest betrayal of Washington's legacy in American history. If given the opportunity, he would betray that legacy again--and the damage to the republic may this time be irreparable.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Washington's Nightmare." 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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Why Trump and Harris Are Turning to Podcasts

A conversation with Helen Lewis on how independent podcasters became the new mainstream

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.


Kamala Harris is in the midst of a media blitz this week, including an interview on CBS's 60 Minutes yesterday evening and an appearance on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert tonight. But she is also dipping into the world of mega-popular, not straightforwardly journalistic podcasts--notably appearing on the show Call Her Daddy last weekend. I spoke with my colleague Helen Lewis, who covers the podcast-sphere, about why Donald Trump and Harris are both spending time on these sorts of shows, what these interviews avoid, and how independent podcasters became major players in political media.





The New Mainstream

Lora Kelley: How does the value to the viewer of a traditional press interview--one focused on the specific issues and policies of the race--differ from that of a lifestyle podcast?

Helen Lewis: Roughly speaking, there are two types of sit-down conversations in politics: the accountability interview and the talk-show appearance. One focuses on pinning down candidates on their past statements and their future promises; the other, which most podcasts fall into, tries to understand the candidate as a person. The latter aren't necessarily soft options--being charismatic and engaging while making small talk or fielding deeply personal questions is a skill in itself. (And I found Donald Trump's appearance on Theo Von's podcast, where he talked about his elder brother's struggle with alcoholism, very revealing indeed.)

But only with the accountability interviews do you get candidates pressed repeatedly on questions that they're trying to dodge. On Logan Paul's podcast, Impaulsive, Trump was asked about the transmission of fentanyl over the border, and he got away with rambling about how "unbelievable" the German shepherds Border Patrol officers use are. On Lex Fridman's podcast, Trump asserted that he could easily sort out the crisis in Ukraine--and that was it. Who needs details? When Kamala Harris went on Call Her Daddy, the host, Alex Cooper, gave her a chance to lay out her message on reproductive rights but didn't, for example, challenge her on whether she supports third-trimester abortions, which are deeply divisive.

Lora: From the perspective of a political campaign, are there any downsides to appearing on a podcast such as Call Her Daddy?

Helen: The obvious criticism of Harris appearing on Call Her Daddy, which has a young, female audience, is that she already has a big lead among young women aged 18-25. You can say the same about Trump appearing on podcasts that are popular with young men. But both groups contain many people who will be undecided about whether to vote at all.

Lora: Harris has done some traditional press interviews during this campaign cycle, including her 60 Minutes interview yesterday. But are we in a new era in which chats with friendly podcasters rival (or even overtake) traditional media interviews?

Helen: Well, quite. An article I think about a lot is John Herrman's 2015 "Access Denied," in which he asked why an A-lister--someone like Kim Kardashian--would give an interview to a celebrity magazine if she had something to sell, instead of simply putting a picture on Instagram. Why cooperate with the old guard of media when they are no longer the gatekeepers of attention? Herrman argued that the traditional media was suffering a "loss of power resulting in a loss of access resulting in further loss of power."

That dynamic has now migrated to politics. The legacy brands no longer have a monopoly on people's attention, and the online right, in particular, has been extremely successful in building an alternative, highly partisan media. Fox News is no longer the rightmost end of the spectrum--beyond that is Tucker Carlson's podcast, or the Daily Wire network, or Newsmax, or Elon Musk's X.

Now candidates tend to talk to the traditional media only when they want to reset the narrative about them, because other journalists still watch 60 Minutes or whatever it might be. There's still a noisiness around a big legacy interview that you don't get with, say, Call Her Daddy--even if more people end up consuming the latter.

Lora: Are these podcasts really doing anything new, or are they largely replicating traditional media interviews without the same standards and accountability?

Helen: The better ones strive for impartiality and don't, for example, reveal their questions in advance--but many political podcasts are wrapped in an ecosystem where big-name guests mean more advertising revenue, and thus bigger profits for the hosts personally; plus, their only hope of getting a second interview is if the candidate feels the first one was sympathetic. Compare that with 60 Minutes, which interviewed Trump so robustly in 2020 that he has asked for an apology.

I'm as guilty as anyone, but we need to stop treating these podcasts as the "alternative" media when they are absolutely the mainstream these days. The top ones have audiences as big as, if not bigger than, most legacy outlets. If they don't want to hire all the editorial infrastructure that traditional journalism has (such as fact-checkers, research assistants, etc.), or risk being unpopular by asking difficult questions, that's on them. Joe Rogan renewed his Spotify contract for $250 million. Alex Cooper signed a deal with SiriusXM this year worth $125 million. We should stop treating the mega-podcasts like mom-and-pop outfits competing with chain stores. They're behemoths.

Lora: You recently wrote about The Joe Rogan Experience, which is the top-listened-to podcast on Spotify and arguably the most influential behemoth of them all. Why haven't the candidates gone on the show yet? Who from each ticket do you think would make the most sense as a guest?

Helen: As I understand it, Team Trump would love to get on The Joe Rogan Experience. The two politicians that Rogan adores are Tulsi Gabbard and Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who are now both working with the Republicans, and Team Trump would hope to encourage some of Rogan's audience of crunchy, COVID-skeptic libertarians to follow them in moving from the independent/Democrat column to the GOP. But Rogan isn't a full MAGA partisan like some of his friends, and Trump recently said that Rogan hasn't asked him to appear.

In any case, I think Rogan would prefer to talk to J. D. Vance, who is very much part of the heterodox Silicon Valley-refugee tendency that he admires. For the Democrats, Harris might struggle to relax into the stoner-wonderment vibe of Rogan, given the tight-laced campaign she's running. Rogan and Tim Walz could probably have a good chat about shooting deer and the best way to barbecue.

Related:

	What going on Call Her Daddy did for Kamala Harris
 	How Joe Rogan remade Austin






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading.
 	David Frum: Behind the curtain of Mexico's progress
 	Donald Trump flirts with race science.




Today's News

	Florida Governor Ron DeSantis announced that roughly 8,000 National Guard members will be mobilized by the time Hurricane Milton, a Category 5 storm, makes landfall this week.
 	The Supreme Court appears likely to uphold the Biden administration's regulation of "ghost gun" kits, which allow people to buy gun parts and build the weapons at home.
 	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu claimed that the Israeli military has killed the replacement successors of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, who was killed in an Israeli air strike last month.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: The list of Nobel laureates now contains two physicists whose 1980s research laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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They Were Made Without Eggs or Sperm. Are They Human?

By Kristen V. Brown

The little clump of cells looked almost like a human embryo. Created from stem cells, without eggs, sperm, or a womb, the embryo model had a yolk sac and a proto-placenta, resembling a state that real human embryos reach after approximately 14 days of development. It even secreted hormones that turned a drugstore pregnancy test positive.
 To Jacob Hanna's expert eye, the model wasn't perfect--more like a rough sketch ... But in 2022, when two students burst into his office and dragged him to a microscope to show him the cluster of cells, he knew his team had unlocked a door to understanding a crucial stage of human development. Hanna, a professor at the Weizmann Institute of Science in Israel, also knew that the model would raise some profound ethical questions.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves, Hussein Ibish argues.
 	The New York race that could tip the House




Culture Break


Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



Read. Lauren Elkin's latest novel, Scaffolding, suggests that total honesty can take a marriage only so far, Lily Meyer writes.

Watch (or skip). Joker: Folie a Deux (out now in theaters) has nothing interesting to say about the challenges of fame, Spencer Kornhaber 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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A Nobel Prize for Artificial Intelligence

The award should not feed the AI-hype cycle.

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.


The list of Nobel laureates reads like a collection of humanity's greatest treasures: Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Francis Crick, Toni Morrison. As of this morning, it also includes two physicists whose research, in the 1980s, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.

Earlier today, the 2024 Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded to John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton for using "tools from physics to develop methods that are the foundation of today's powerful machine learning." Hinton is sometimes referred to as a "godfather of AI," and today's prize--one that is intended for those whose work has conferred "the greatest benefit to humankind"--would seem to mark the generative-AI revolution, and tech executives' grand pronouncements about the prosperity that ChatGPT and its brethren are bringing, as a fait accompli.

Not so fast. Committee members announcing the prize, while gesturing to generative AI, did not mention ChatGPT. Instead, their focus was on the grounded ways in which Hopfield and Hinton's research, which enabled the statistical analysis of enormous datasets, has transformed physics, chemistry, biology, and more. As I wrote in an article today, the award "should not be taken as a prediction of a science-fictional utopia or dystopia to come so much as a recognition of all the ways that AI has already changed the world."

AI models will continue to change the world, but AI's proven applications should not be confused with Big Tech's prophecies. Machines that can "learn" from large datasets are the stuff of yesterday's news, and superintelligent machines that replace humans remain the stuff of yesterday's novels. Let's not forget that.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Science & Society Picture Library / Getty.



AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment

By Matteo Wong

Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods that have advanced physics, chemistry, biology, and more. In the announcement, Ellen Moons, the chair of the Nobel Committee for Physics and a physicist at Karlstad University, celebrated the two laureates' work, which used "fundamental concepts from statistical physics to design artificial neural networks" that can "find patterns in large data sets." She mentioned applications of their research in astrophysics and medical diagnosis, as well as in daily technologies such as facial recognition and language translation. She even alluded to the changes and challenges that AI may bring in the future. But she did not mention ChatGPT, widespread automation and the resulting global economic upheaval or prosperity, or the possibility of eliminating all disease with AI, as tech executives are wont to do.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Today's Nobel Prize announcement focused largely on the use of AI for scientific research. In an article last year, I reported on how machine learning is making science faster and less human, in turn "challenging the very nature of discovery."
 	Whether the future will be awash with superintelligent chatbots, however, is far from certain. In July, my colleague Charlie Warzel spoke with Sam Altman and Ariana Huffington about an AI-based health-care venture they recently launched, and came away with the impression that AI is becoming an "industry powered by blind faith."




P.S.

A couple weeks ago, I had the pleasure of speaking with Terence Tao, perhaps the world's greatest living mathematician, about his perceptions of today's generative AI and his vision for an entirely new, "industrial-scale" mathematics that AI could one day enable. I found our conversation fascinating, and hope you will as well.

-- Matteo
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Women Can Be Autocrats, Too

Mexico's new president follows her predecessor's authoritarian path.

by David Frum




Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.

But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.

President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, systematically smashed the checks and balances of Mexican democracy, subjecting once-independent government institutions to the personal power of the president.

Independence of the judiciary? Gone, abolished by the last major legislation of his presidency. Judges will now be elected by partisan ballots. Independent election administration? Crippled. Nonpartisan enforcement of government-transparency rules, nonpartisan antitrust enforcement, nonpartisan telecommunications regulation, nonpartisan energy regulation? Abolished, abolished, abolished, and abolished. Only the central bank, after a long struggle, will retain its autonomy from direct presidential control.

The biggest question for the future of Mexico: Who will wield the power that Lopez Obrador consolidated?

The obvious answer would seem to be that the new president will inherit the power of the old. Sheinbaum is now the legal head of state, the legal head of government. She can hire and fire government employees. She signs bills into law or vetoes them. She commands the security services and the armed forces. Presumably, she will be the new boss of the Mexican state.

But things may prove more complicated than that.

David Frum: The autocrat next door

Lopez Obrador built a strong presidency atop a weak Mexican state. Control of large parts of Mexican territory is contested between the government and criminal gangs, the so-called cartels. Mexico's political system is gravely penetrated by organized crime. About a quarter of the economy--and more than half of all employment--is informal, laboring outside the law, untaxed and unpoliced.

Lopez Obrador's power was based not only on his legal authority as president but also on his personal charisma and his complex and mysterious arrangements with the cartels. Lopez Obrador could not bequeath that other dimension of his power to a successor even if he wanted to--and there is no evidence that he did. He favored Sheinbaum over other potential successors because she was the candidate who most lavishly praised Lopez Obrador and his "fourth transformation" of Mexican society. Lopez Obrador may also have gambled that by choosing the least magnetic successor with the smallest personal following, he might best extend his own hold on popularity beyond the end of his term.

Lopez Obrador has hemmed Sheinbaum in with new restrictions that he might use to threaten her power. Mexican presidents are now subject to recall, a Lopez Obrador innovation. He easily survived his own recall election in 2022; but if he, the most popular of recent Mexican presidents, were to campaign for a recall of his less popular successor, the result might be very different.

In short, Lopez Obrador has orchestrated his succession in such a way that he may continue as the real power in the land even after leaving office. This device has a precedent in Mexico. In the mid-1920s, a former general named Plutarco Elias Calles held the presidency for four years. Although he left office at the end of his term, he still controlled the government for another five years, naming and replacing successors at will. Mexicans call this period the "Maximato" because Calles remained the "maximum leader" in effect, if not in form.

Many presidents since Calles have aspired to control their successors in this way. None has succeeded. Will Lopez Obrador? Again, the answer is complicated.

First is the fact of human mortality. Lopez Obrador is 70 years old and has a history of heart trouble; rumors persist about his possibly waning health.

Second, whether a Lopez Obrador-inspired attempt to recall Sheinbaum would go smoothly is far from clear. Recalling Sheinbaum would open the presidency to a new election, with possibly unpredictable results. Lopez Obrador governed through his Morena party. Until now, it functioned as a personal movement, wholly obedient to Lopez Obrador's command. But many people have now built political careers thanks to Morena: governors, senators, members of Congress. If an out-of-office Lopez Obrador were to command them to risk their own futures in order to punish President Sheinbaum, would they do it? Maybe not. The price of guessing wrong and backing a disfavored cause in Mexican politics can be violent death at the hands of the cartels: At least 34 candidates were murdered in the 2024 elections. Mexican politicians want protection by the police and army--and that protection can be provided only by the current president, not the past one.

Anne Applebaum: How do you stop lawmakers from destroying the law?

If the party is to decide a future power struggle between the ex-president and the current president, would that make the party itself the inheritor of power? The party, after all--not the president--will be picking Mexico's judges, at least in theory. Judges will have to compete on party lists for their jobs. Because Morena is by far the strongest party, its loyalists will decide who rules on Mexico's law.

Throughout most of the 20th century, Mexico was ruled by a one-party oligarchy, not a dictatorship. Even Calles was eventually toppled and banished by the very party machine that he had created. Every president after Calles understood that his power was granted to him by the party for a limited term. That was the system under which Lopez Obrador, too, grew up, and for which he has expressed so much reverence during his decades-long political career.

In many ways, Mexico seems to have reverted to that past: Morena now resembles the single-party oligarchy of the mid-20th century. Morena holds the majority of state governments and has a big enough majority in Congress to rewrite the constitution at will. Morena wields enormous patronage power over many areas of life in Mexico: notably, energy production, access to higher education, and social security.

Since the turn of the century, however, Mexico has evolved away from the society that supported one-party government. Among other changes, the old system depended on state control of the economy. Mexico today is a much more open economy than it was in the 1950s and '60s. Free-trade agreements with Canada and the United States restrain the power of the Mexican government to use economic favoritism as a tool. The old ruling party held power as a representative of all major social interests. As dominant as Morena is, Lopez Obrador's party faces significant opposition from many sectors--especially Mexico's business community.

David Frum: The failing state next door

President and party are not the only sources of political power in Mexico. Lopez Obrador also created a potential third one: the military.

Modern Mexico successfully excluded the army from politics. Lopez Obrador invited it back in. He entrusted the military with civilian functions--so that, for example, it now manages Mexico's borders and customs. It is also heavily involved in national infrastructure projects: building an environmentally devastating railway line through the Yucatan, operating a new airport for Mexico City, running a civilian airline.

As president, Lopez Obrador curried favor with the military assiduously. When a high-ranking general was arrested by the United States on drug-trafficking charges, Lopez Obrador threatened to end all law-enforcement cooperation with U.S. authorities unless the charges were dropped and the general released. The Trump administration yielded; in 2023, Lopez Obrador personally decorated the accused general.

The Mexican military's long and proud tradition of political abstentionism is under pressure. If the Mexican state continues to lose control of territories to the cartels, the military will very conceivably feel called to win a war that the civilian government apparently cannot.

Lopez Obrador's presidential legacy is the weakening of the state and the subversion of institutions that used to protect Mexicans' freedoms. The symbolic progress of Sheinbaum's ascension to the presidency should not conceal the reality of Mexico's democratic regression. The liberal-democratic ideal in Mexico has not yet been extinguished. Thousands of Mexicans have marched and voted for that ideal against the authoritarianism of Lopez Obrador. But the ideal is flickering--and those Mexicans who still uphold it feel alone and in extreme personal danger in a society where violent death can claim anyone, anytime.
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        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 8, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are some of the images of these amazing structures, and the effort involved in forming them.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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                Members of the Castellers de Vilafranca team form a castell during the 29th Castells Competition in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers watch as a group of people climb onto each other's shoulders to form a tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Colla Moixiganguers d'Igualada work together to build their tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
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                Members of Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls react as they form their castell.
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                Members of the Colla Castellers de Sabadell build a human tower on October 5, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd watches as a team forms a human tower that is at least eight tiers high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Member of Castellers de Vilafranca form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                Assistants react as members of Castellers de Vilafranca try to form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls fall down as they try to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers fill an arena space, looking up at a troupe that is forming a tall human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca build a human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of part of a large team of people crowding together, linking their arms over each other's shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls work together on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated top-down view of a large crowd of people wearing red shirts, smashed tightly together, seen as three other people walk across their shoulders and heads]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls build a human tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Four people climb across the shoulders and heads of a crowd of green-shirted people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca climb across the shoulders of teammates on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A person reacts with joy while climbing down from a human tower, on top of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Sant Cugat react after successfully completing their castell.
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                [image: A close of view of the upper tears of a human tower, with a large crowd of people in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona support one another as a child climbs toward the top of their tower.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Ramos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overhead view of many people wearing red shirts smashed together, all facing a group of organizers in the center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An overhead view of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls, as they work together to form the base for their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An arena is filled with competitors and onlookers, all watching a human tower forming in the center of the arena, at least nine tiers tall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Vilafranca form a human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a large team of people all smashed together, with several distressed-looking people at center, after a fall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Mollet react after falling down as they were building their human tower on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a team of people wearing pink shirts, all smashed together, facing inward, with four others standing on their shoulders at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Xiquets de Tarragona begin to build their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large arena space is filled with about eight or nine teams of people, all watching another team form a human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Other teams look on as members of Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls form their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people lie scattered about on top of a large crowd smashed together after falling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls fall as they attempt to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona, Spain.
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                [image: Two people hug and kiss an emotional girl who is wearing a helmet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl from Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona cries with happiness after her team successfully dismantled its human tower on October 6, 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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AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment

The Nobel Committee officially recognizes artificial intelligence's godfathers in the pantheon of human achievement.

by Matteo Wong




When the Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel wrote his will in 1895, he designated funds to reward those who "have conferred the greatest benefit to humankind." The resulting Nobel Prizes have since been awarded to the discoverers of penicillin, X-rays, and the structure of DNA--and, as of today, to two scientists who, decades ago, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.

Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods that have advanced physics, chemistry, biology, and more. In the announcement, Ellen Moons, the chair of the Nobel Committee for Physics and a physicist at Karlstad University, celebrated the two laureates' work, which used "fundamental concepts from statistical physics to design artificial neural networks" that can "find patterns in large data sets." She mentioned applications of their research in astrophysics and medical diagnosis, as well as in daily technologies such as facial recognition and language translation. She even alluded to the changes and challenges that AI may bring in the future. But she did not mention ChatGPT, widespread automation and the resulting global economic upheaval or prosperity, or the possibility of eliminating all disease with AI, as tech executives are wont to do.



Hopfield's and Hinton's respective research did lay the groundwork for the generative-AI revolution that Google CEO Sundar Pichai has compared to the harnessing of fire. In 1982, Hopfield invented a way for computer programs to store and recall patterns, reminiscent of human memory, and three years later, Hinton devised a way for programs to detect patterns from a set of examples. Those two methods and subsequent advances enabled this century's machine-learning revolution, which is built upon machines that detect, store, and reproduce statistical patterns from huge amounts of data, such as genetic sequences, weather forecasts, and internet text.



The Nobel committee focused its remarks on the foundational aspects of artificial neural networks: the ability to feed unfathomably large and complex amounts of data into an algorithm that will then, more or less undirected, detect previously unseen and consequential patterns in those data. As a result, drug discovery, neuroscience, renewable-energy research, and particle physics are fundamentally changing. Last year, a biomedical researcher at Harvard told me, "We can really make discoveries that would not be possible without the use of AI." All sorts of nonchatbot algorithms across the internet, on social-media and e-commerce and media websites, use neural networks. In a presentation about today's award, the theoretical physicist Anders Irback, another committee member, noted how these neural networks have been applied in astrophysics, materials science, climate modeling, and molecular biology.



Following the announcement, journalists were eager to ask about generative AI and ChatGPT, and Hinton--who has frequently voiced fears of an AI apocalypse--likened its influence to that of the Industrial Revolution. "We have no experience of what it's like to have things smarter than us," Hinton, who called into the ceremony, said. But the two committee members giving answers, Moons and Irback, demurred on questions about "GPT" and danced around Hinton's doomerism.

Today's award, in other words, should not feed the AI-hype cycle. It is a celebration of the ways in which machine-learning research "benefits all of humanity," to borrow OpenAI's phrase, in largely unseen, grounded ways that are no less important for that pragmatism. The prize should not be taken as a prediction of a science-fictional utopia or dystopia to come so much as a recognition of all the ways that AI has already changed the world.
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I Love Secrets Too Much

Whenever a friend tells me something, I blab about it to other people. Why can't I stop?

by James Parker


Illustration by Miguel Porlan



Dear James,
 
 My problem is my big mouth. A friend talks to me about his or her problems, and then I blurt them out to other people. This leads to more problems. I'd like to keep my mouth shut more often, but by nature I find it hard to be controlled and reserved and private. Can you help me?



Dear Reader,

I have this problem too. I'm not a gossip, and I'm not a fink/squealer/stool pigeon, but I do indulge the eros of indiscretion: I'm an oversharer. And sometimes, having limited resources, a finite number of shareables of my own, I might incline toward sharing somebody else's. I might blab a bit. Which is not to say I can't be trusted. Your secret is safe with me. But make sure you tell me it's a secret.

Why do we do this? Why do we blab? It's a shortcut to intimacy, perhaps--to the kind of juicy mutuality that can be achieved only by an exchange of privileged info. Also: We have poor boundaries. Because we hate boundaries, don't we? Those prissy, fussy, relationship-stunting boundaries. We want everything to be flowing and billowing and pouring unchecked from one soul to another, right? Blabbing is libidinal; blabbing is a release.

But this is the real world, baby. Things collide. Things have sharp edges. The impulse to connect, which in this case is more of an impulse to dissolve, can get you in trouble. Other people are real. They have their own existence, even if they're not currently in the room with us, and we need to be careful of their feelings. Like Morrissey says, "Heavy words are so lightly thrown."

You have self-awareness; that's a start. More than a start: It's the beginning of the answer. When you feel that saucy urge to blab rising within you, recognize it, acknowledge it, and then switch gears. Recite a poem instead. (I recommend the first verse of "The Wreck of the Deutschland," by Gerard Manley Hopkins.)

Sincerely,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or ...

      

      
        A Great President, and His Opposite
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        Mark Athitakis
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        Marina Koren

        Updated at 5:59 a.m. on October 10, 2024After several days of whirling across the Gulf of Mexico, blowing at up to 180 miles per hour, Hurricane Milton made landfall on Florida's Gulf Coast last night as the terrible embodiment of a historically destructive season. Milton inflated at a near-record pace, growing from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 behemoth in half a day, to become one of the most intense hurricanes in recorded history. The hurricane had already dispatched plenty of dangers, ...
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        In 1923, as elite American universities began adopting quotas restricting the number of Jews they admitted, an organization was formed to provide a home for Jewish students on campus where they could congregate to pray, socialize, and feel welcome. This organization was called Hillel, and it has been the central address for Jewish life at colleges and universities ever since. That's how I found my way to it when I was a student at UCLA; overwhelmed by the size of the university, I was looking to ...

      

      
        The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion
        Roge Karma

        America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."D...

      

      
        The Trump Believability Gap
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.And ye...

      

      
        I Love Secrets Too Much
        James Parker

        Dear James,

My problem is my big mouth. A friend talks to me about his or her problems, and then I blurt them out to other people. This leads to more problems. I'd like to keep my mouth shut more often, but by nature I find it hard to be controlled and reserved and private. Can you help me?Dear Reader,I have this problem too. I'm not a gossip, and I'm not a fink/squealer/stool pigeon, but I do indulge the eros of indiscretion: I'm an oversharer. And sometimes, having limited resources, a finite ...
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        Fran Hoepfner

        Watching a film in a theater, free of smartphones, sunlight, and other distractions, can be a hypnotic experience. When the lights go down and the smell of popcorn fills your nose; when the sound roars from the back and an imagined universe is literally projected before you; when multiple sensory inputs braid themselves together to create a potent whole, you might lose yourself in the best possible way.But film isn't the only medium by which a story can effortlessly enter your consciousness, shut...

      

      
        Women Can Be Autocrats, Too
        David Frum

        Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Man...

      

      
        Israel and Hamas Are Kidding Themselves
        Hussein Ibish

        One year after Hamas's attack on southern Israel, both sides believe they are winning. The war in Gaza appears poised to continue indefinitely and probably expand, to the apparent delight of both Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar. Each must be surveying the wreckage in the region and anticipating the dark days ahead with determination and confidence. Each must think he is playing a sophisticated long game that the other will lose.This is hardly the first time...

      

      
        The Most Consequential Recent First Lady
        Helen Lewis

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The most consequential first lady of modern times was Melania Trump. I know, I know. We are supposed to believe it was Hillary Clinton, with her unbaked cookies and her pantsuits and her valiant but doomed attempts at health-care reform. But Melania Trump redefined the role of FLOTUS--by rejecting it.Back in 2017, she made a half-hearted effort at holding down what I believe to be the world's most thankless jo...

      

      
        The Cultural Meaning of the Kennedys
        Steven Stark

        WITH all the media coverage occasioned by the thirtieth anniversary of John F. Kennedy's death, Joe McGinniss's biography of Edward Kennedy, The Last Brother, rather got lost. The brief controversy over McGinniss's methods, in turn, obscured a larger milestone: along with the flood of docudramas about the first brother, The Last Brother was yet another step in the transformation of the Kennedys from largely conventional political figures into pop-culture deities from the world of entertainment--th...

      

      
        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced their winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images below. The museum's website has many more images from this year and previous years. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum, London. Captions were provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and ...

      

      
        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath
        Alan Taylor

        Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for...

      

      
        The Atlantic's November Cover Story: Tom Nichols on How Donald Trump Is the Tyrant George Washington Feared
        The Atlantic

        This election is the moment of truth. In The Atlantic's final cover story ahead of the election, staff writer Tom Nichols lays out why "the votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century"--because every essential norm and duty that George Washington established for the U.S. presidency could come to an end if Donald Trump is reelected. Trump is "Washington's Nightmare"--the tyrant the first president feared, and one more capable now...
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The Case for Kamala Harris

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s endorsement




For the third time in eight years, Americans have to decide whether they want Donald Trump to be their president. No voter could be ignorant by now of who he is. Opinions about Trump aren't just hardened--they're dried out and exhausted. The man's character has been in our faces for so long, blatant and unchanging, that it kills the possibility of new thoughts, which explains the strange mix of boredom and dread in our politics. Whenever Trump senses any waning of public attention, he'll call his opponent a disgusting name, or dishonor the memory of fallen soldiers, or threaten to overturn the election if he loses, or vow to rule like a dictator if he wins. He knows that nothing he says is likely to change anyone's views.

Almost half the electorate supported Trump in 2016, and supported him again in 2020. This same split seems likely on November 5. Trump's support is fixed and impervious to argument. This election, like the last two, will be decided by an absurdly small percentage of voters in a handful of states.

Because one of the most personally malignant and politically dangerous candidates in American history was on the ballot, The Atlantic endorsed Trump's previous Democratic opponents--only the third and fourth endorsements since the magazine's founding, in 1857. We endorsed Abraham Lincoln for president in 1860 (though not, for reasons lost to history, in 1864). One hundred and four years later, we endorsed Lyndon B. Johnson for president. In 2016, we endorsed Hillary Clinton for more or less the same reason Johnson won this magazine's endorsement in 1964. Clinton was a credible candidate who would have made a competent president, but we endorsed her because she was running against a manifestly unstable and incompetent Republican nominee. The editors of this magazine in 1964 feared Barry Goldwater less for his positions than for his zealotry and seeming lack of self-restraint.

Of all Trump's insults, cruelties, abuses of power, corrupt dealings, and crimes, the event that proved the essential rightness of the endorsements of Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden took place on January 6, 2021, when Trump became the first American president to try to overturn an election and prevent the peaceful transfer of power.

Harris doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy.

This year, Trump is even more vicious and erratic than in the past, and the ideas of his closest advisers are more extreme. Trump has made clear that he would use a second term to consolidate unprecedented power in his own hands, punishing adversaries and pursuing a far-right agenda that most Americans don't want. "We believe that this election is a turning-point in our history," the magazine prophesied correctly when it endorsed Abraham Lincoln in 1860. This year's election is another.

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

About the candidate we are endorsing: The Atlantic is a heterodox place, staffed by freethinkers, and for some of us, Kamala Harris's policy views are too centrist, while for others they're too liberal. The process that led to her nomination was flawed, and she's been cagey in keeping the public and press from getting to know her as well as they should. But we know a few things for sure. Having devoted her life to public service, Harris respects the law and the Constitution. She believes in the freedom, equality, and dignity of all Americans. She's untainted by corruption, let alone a felony record or a history of sexual assault. She doesn't embarrass her compatriots with her language and behavior, or pit them against one another. She doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy. These, and not any specific policy positions, are the reasons The Atlantic is endorsing her.

This endorsement will not be controversial to Trump's antagonists. Nor will it matter to his supporters. But to the voters who don't much care for either candidate, and who will decide the country's fate, it is not enough to list Harris's strengths or write a bill of obvious particulars against Trump. The main reason for those ambivalent Americans to vote for Harris has little to do with policy or partisanship. It's this: Electing her and defeating him is the only way to release us from the political nightmare in which we're trapped and bring us to the next phase of the American experiment.

Trump isn't solely responsible for this age of poisonous rhetoric, hateful name-calling, conspiracies and lies, divided families and communities, cowardly leaders and deluded followers--but as long as Trump still sits atop the Republican Party, it will not end. His power depends on lowering the country into a feverish state of fear and rage where Americans turn on one another. For the millions of alienated and politically homeless voters who despise what the country has become and believe it can do better, sending Trump into retirement is the necessary first step.

If you're a conservative who can't abide Harris's tax and immigration policies, but who is also offended by the rottenness of the Republican Party, only Trump's final defeat will allow your party to return to health--then you'll be free to oppose President Harris wholeheartedly. Like you, we wish for the return of the Republican Party of Ronald Reagan, Bob Dole, John McCain, and Mitt Romney, a party animated by actual ideas. We believe that American politics are healthiest when vibrant conservative and liberal parties fight it out on matters of policy.

If you're a progressive who thinks the Democratic Party is a tool of corporate America, talk to someone who still can't forgive themselves for voting for Ralph Nader in 2000--then ask yourself which candidate, Harris or Trump, would give you any leverage to push for policies you care about.

And if you're one of the many Americans who can't stand politics and just want to opt out, remember that under democracy, inaction is also an action; that no one ever has clean hands; and that, as our 1860 editorial said, "nothing can absolve us from doing our best to look at all public questions as citizens, and therefore in some sort as administrators and rulers." In other words, voting is a right that makes you responsible.

Trump is the sphinx who stands in the way of America entering a more hopeful future. In Greek mythology, the sphinx killed every traveler who failed to answer her riddle, until Oedipus finally solved it, causing the monster's demise. The answer to Trump lies in every American's hands. Then he needs only to go away.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Kamala Harris for President."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/11/kamala-harris-atlantic-endorsement/679944/?utm_source=feed
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Florida's Risky Bet

Hurricane Milton was a test of the state's coast, which has everything to recommend it, except the growing risk of flooding.

by Zoe Schlanger




In the night hours after Hurricane Milton smashed into Siesta Key, a barrier island near Sarasota, Florida, high winds and a deluge of water pummeled the state's coastal metropolises. In St. Petersburg, a construction crane toppled from its position on a luxury high-rise, meant to soon be the tallest building on the flood-vulnerable peninsula. The crane crashed down into the building across the street that houses the newspaper offices of the Tampa Bay Times. High winds ripped the roof off a Tampa stadium set to house emergency workers. Three million homes and businesses are now without power.

As this morning dawned, Hurricane Milton was exiting Florida on its east coast, still maintaining hurricane-force winds. The storm came nerve-rackingly close to making what experts had feared would be a worst-case entrance into the state. The storm hit some 60 miles south of Tampa, striking a heavily populated area but narrowly avoiding the precarious geography of Tampa's shallow bay. Still, the destruction, once tallied, is likely to be major. Flash flooding inundated cities and left people trapped under rubble and cars in the hurricane's path. Multiple people were killed yesterday at a retirement community in Fort Pierce, on Florida's Atlantic coast, when one of the many tornadoes whipped up by Milton touched down there.



The barrier islands, if they've done their job, may have protected Sarasota from the worst of the storm surge, but those vulnerable strips of sand have their own small civilizations built on them, too. This stretch of southwestern Florida happens to be one of the fastest-growing parts of the state, where people are flocking to new developments, many of them on the waterfront. Milton is the third hurricane to make landfall in Florida this year, in an area that has barely had time to assess the damage from Hurricane Helene two weeks ago. Because it skirted a direct strike of Tampa Bay, the storm may soon be viewed as a near miss, which research has found can amplify risky decision making going forward. But this morning, it is a chilling reminder of the rising hazards of living in hurricane-prone places as climate change makes the most ferocious storms more ferocious.



The threat of catastrophic inundation has for years loomed over that particular cluster of cities--Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Clearwater--and on some level, everyone knew it. About a decade ago, Karen Clark & Company, a Boston-based firm that provides analysis to the insurance industry, calculated that Tampa-St. Petersburg was the U.S. metropolitan area most vulnerable to flooding damage due to storm surge. Even Miami, despite all the talk of its imminent climate-fueled demise, is in a better situation than Tampa, where the ocean is relatively shallow and the bay "can act almost like a funnel," leading to higher peak storm surge, according to Daniel Ward, an atmospheric scientist and the senior director of model development for Karen Clark. The regional planning council has simulated the impacts of a Category 5 storm, including fake weather reports that sound eerily similar to those of Milton; estimates of the losses, should a storm hit directly enough, were on the order of $300 billion.



The region's building spree has only upped the ante, adding to the tally of potential damages. Siesta Key, the barrier island where Milton hit first, had been locked in a battle over proposed high-density hotel projects for years; Sarasota is adding people at one of the fastest rates in the county. Farther south, Fort Myers is expanding even faster (and in recent years has been battered by storms, including this one). Tampa in particular has been a darling of Florida development. Billions of dollars in investment remade its waterfront districts with glassy condo towers, and the traditional retirement city was reborn as a beacon for young people. The population of the Tampa metro area, which includes St. Petersburg and Clearwater, swelled to more than 3.2 million; median home values nearly doubled from 2018 to June of this year, according to Redfin data cited by The Wall Street Journal.

Read: America is lying to itself about the cost of disasters

Like everyone in Florida, people who live on the southwestern coast understand that hurricanes are a risk, perhaps even one that climate change is accentuating. (More than Americans on average, Floridians believe that climate change is happening.) But "every coastal area has a mythology about how they're going to escape climate change," Edward Richards, a professor emeritus at Louisiana State University Law School, told me. "We have a culture of downplaying risk." The last time Tampa Bay was directly affected by a major hurricane was in 1921, when a Category 3 storm hit the metro area, then home to about 120,000 people. It sent an 11-foot storm surge crashing into houses, wiped out citrus fields, and killed eight people. The possibility of another hit was always a real danger, even before the effects of global warming started setting in. "Climate change absolutely makes the storms worse," Richards said. "But we focus so much on how they will get worse, we haven't paid attention to how bad they've already been."



Most days, Tampa has plenty of benefits to beckon people, and a century-old storm is likely not on their minds. "The amenities of jobs and economic opportunities and, quite honestly, just the amenity of being close to the beach oftentimes outweigh the disamenity of climate exposure," Jeremy Porter, the head of climate-implications research at the analytics firm First Street, told me. Getting a mortgage in a FEMA-designated flood zone requires flood insurance, which is mostly supplied by the National Flood Insurance Program, but plenty of people drop it after a year or two, either because they don't feel they need it or because they can't pay the bill, Porter said. If your home is paid off, there's also no requirement to carry flood insurance. Developers pass future risk on to the people who buy their condos; city managers generally welcome developments, which are good for the local economy, as long as they're still standing. If they're destroyed, the federal government helps pay to rebuild. "Any time you disassociate the profit from the risk, you get these catastrophic problems," Richards said. Attempts to undo any of this--by making people face the actual risk of the places they live--can also be a trap: Raise flood-insurance rates to market price, and suddenly plenty of people can't afford it. Continue subsidizing insurance, and you keep people in dangerous places.



Even before Milton's blow, though, the region's great real-estate boom was faltering. Homeowners in the floodplain zone were watching their insurance prices go up dramatically, after FEMA rolled out new adjustments to make its highly subsidized National Flood Insurance Program premiums better reflect the true cost of risk. Thanks to rising insurance costs and repetitive flood incidents in recent years, more homeowners are now looking to sell. But they're finding that difficult: Supply of homes in Tampa is rising, but demand is falling, and roughly half of the homes for sale--the third-highest share of all U.S. major metropolitan areas--had to cut their asking price as of September 9, according to The Wall Street Journal. That was before Hurricane Helene sent six feet of storm surge into the city and Milton crashed through, damaging properties and likely undercutting chances of a good sale. Plus, Florida passed a flood-disclosure law this year, which took effect on October 1. That means homeowners who try to sell their home after this storm will have to tell prospective buyers about any insurance claims or FEMA assistance they received for flood damage, no matter when they sell.



In the short term, both Richards and Porter predict that people will simply rebuild in the same place. No levers currently exist to encourage any other outcome, Richards said. FEMA has a buyout program for homes in frequently damaged areas, but the process takes years. In the meantime, homeowners have little choice but to rebuild. And even knowing the risk of floods might not dissuade people from coming back, or moving in. A report on New Orleans, for instance, found that almost half of homebuyers surveyed did not consult risk-disclosure statements required after Hurricane Katrina: When people can afford to live only in a flood-prone part of a city, knowing the risk doesn't change their options.
 
 In the longer term, "from a geologic point of view, we know what's going to happen," Richards told me. Over the course of the next century, parts of Florida's coast will be suffering from regular floods, if not permanently underwater. Hurricane flooding will reach farther inland. Living in certain places will simply no longer be possible. "Eventually we'll hit a tipping point where people will begin to avoid the area," Porter said. But he doesn't think Milton will be it.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/hurricane-milton-florida-development/680208/?utm_source=feed
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The Moment of Truth

The reelection of Donald Trump would mark the end of George Washington's vision for the presidency--and the United States.

by Tom Nichols


Portrait of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart (Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



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


Last November, during a symposium at Mount Vernon on democracy, John Kelly, the retired Marine Corps general who served as Donald Trump's second chief of staff, spoke about George Washington's historic accomplishments--his leadership and victory in the Revolutionary War, his vision of what an American president should be. And then Kelly offered a simple, three-word summary of Washington's most important contribution to the nation he liberated.

"He went home," Kelly said.

The message was unambiguous. After leaving the White House, Kelly had described Trump as a "person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about." At Mount Vernon, he was making a clear point: People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles--even President--but at heart they are tyrants, and all tyrants share the same trait: They never voluntarily cede power.

The American revolutionaries feared a powerful executive; they had, after all, just survived a war with a king. Yet when the Founders gathered in 1787 to draft the Constitution, they approved a powerful presidential office, because of their faith in one man: Washington.

Washington's life is a story of heroic actions, but also of temptations avoided, of things he would not do. As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization.

Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far. Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people.

All but one, that is.

Donald Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the "spirit of revenge" that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to "seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual," and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment.

People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles, but at heart they are tyrants.

Today, America stands at such a moment. A vengeful and emotionally unstable former president--a convicted felon, an insurrectionist, an admirer of foreign dictators, a racist and a misogynist--desires to return to office as an autocrat. Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets. His deepest motives are to salve his ego, punish his enemies, and place himself above the law. Should he regain the Oval Office, he may well bring with him the experience and the means to complete the authoritarian project that he began in his first term.

Many Americans might think of George Washington as something like an avatar, too distant and majestic to be emulated. American culture has encouraged this distance by elevating him beyond earthly stature: A mural in the Capitol Rotunda depicts him literally as a deity in the clouds. In the capital city that bears Washington's name, other presidents such as Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson are represented with human likenesses; Franklin D. Roosevelt even smiles at us from his wheelchair. Washington is represented by a towering, featureless obelisk. Such faceless abstractions make it easy to forget the difficult personal choices that he made, decisions that helped the United States avoid the many curses that have destroyed other democracies.

For decades, I taught Washington's military campaigns and the lessons of his leadership to military officers when I was a professor at the U.S. Naval War College. And yet I, too, have always felt a distance from the man himself. In recent months, I revisited his life. I read his letters, consulted his biographers, and walked the halls at Mount Vernon. I found a man with weaknesses and shortcomings, but also a leader who possessed qualities that we once expected--and should again demand--from our presidents, especially as the United States confronts the choice between democracy and demagoguery.

The votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century. As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves.

I

A CITIZEN, NOT A CAESAR

Popular military leaders can become a menace to a democratic government if they have the loyalty of their soldiers, the love of the citizenry, and a government too weak to defend itself. Even before his victory in the Revolutionary War, Washington had all of these, and yet he chose to be a citizen rather than a Caesar.

It is difficult, in our modern era of ironic detachment and distrust, to grasp the intensity of the reverence that surrounded the General (as he would be called for the rest of his life) wherever he went. "Had he lived in the days of idolatry," a Pennsylvania newspaper stated breathlessly during the war, Washington would have "been worshiped as a god." He was more than a war hero. In 1780, when Washington passed through a town near Hartford, Connecticut, a French officer traveling with him recorded the scene:

We arrived there at night; the whole of the population had assembled from the suburbs, we were surrounded by a crowd of children carrying torches, reiterating the acclamations of the citizens; all were eager to approach the person of him whom they called their father, and pressed so closely around us that they hindered us from proceeding.

Washington was addressed--by Americans and visiting foreigners alike--as "Your Excellency" almost as often as he was by his rank. In Europe, a French admiral told him, he was celebrated as the "deliverer of America." Alexander Hamilton, his aide-de-camp during the war, later described Washington as a man "to whom the world is offering incense."

At the war's outset, Washington had believed that defeat and death--whether on the battlefield or on a gibbet in London--were more likely than glory. He worried that his wife, Martha, might also face threats from British forces, and was so concerned about her reaction to his appointment as commander of the Continental Army that he waited days before writing to tell her about it. Patrick Henry described a chance encounter with Washington on the street in Philadelphia, shortly after the vote approving Washington's command. Tears welled in the new general's eyes. "Remember, Mr. Henry, what I now tell you," Washington said. "From the day I enter upon the command of the American armies, I date my fall, and the ruin of my reputation."

Instead, Washington's reputation grew. Yet despite his surprising successes as a general and his rise as the symbol of American liberty, he never allowed the world's incense to intoxicate him. Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause. "When we assumed the soldier," he said to a group of New York representatives shortly before he took command, "we did not lay aside the citizen," a sentiment that he repeated throughout the war.

In the 18th century, Washington's deference to the people's representatives and the rule of law would have seemed almost nonsensical to his European counterparts. Most military officers of the time served for life, after swearing allegiance to royal sovereigns whose authority was said to be ordained by God. Often drawn from the ranks of the nobility, they saw themselves as a superior caste and found little reason to assure civilians of their good intentions.

Washington, however, insisted that his men conduct themselves like soldiers who tomorrow would have to live with the people they were defending today. Despite continual supply shortages, he forbade his troops from plundering goods from the population--including from his Tory adversaries. Washington's orders were prudent in the short term; his army needed both supplies and the goodwill of the people. But they also represented his careful investment in America's future: Once the war was over, the new nation would depend on comity and grace among all citizens, regardless of what side they'd supported.


The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783 (World History Archive / Alamy)



Most American presidents have had some sort of military experience. A few, like Washington, were genuine war heroes. All of them understood that military obedience to the rule of law and to responsible civilian authority is fundamental to the survival of democracy. Again, all of them but one.

During his term as president, Trump expected the military to be loyal--but only to him. He did not understand (or care) that members of the military swear an oath to the Constitution, and that they are servants of the nation, not of one man in one office. Trump viewed the military like a small child surveying a shelf of toy soldiers, referring to "my generals" and ordering up parades for his own enjoyment and to emphasize his personal control.

Trump was more than willing to turn the American military against its own people. In 2020, for instance, he wanted the military to attack protesters near the White House. "Beat the fuck out of them," the president told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Mark Milley. "Just shoot them." Both Milley and Defense Secretary Mark Esper (a former military officer himself) talked their boss out of opening fire on American citizens.

From the November 2023 issue: How Mark Milley held the line

Senior officers during Trump's term chose loyalty to the Constitution over loyalty to Donald Trump and remained true to Washington's legacy. Such principles baffle Trump--all principles seem to baffle Trump, and he especially does not understand patriotism or self-sacrifice. He is, after all, the commander in chief who stood in Arlington National Cemetery, looked around at the honored dead in one of the country's most sacred places, and said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?"

A year ago, Trump suggested that Milley should be executed for actions he'd taken in uniform, including reassuring China of America's political stability both before and after January 6, 2021. Esper has said that he thinks he and Milley, along with other senior defense officials and military officers, could be arrested and imprisoned if Trump returns to office. In a second term, Trump would appoint senior military leaders willing to subvert the military and the Constitution to serve his impulses. He already tried, in his first term, to bring such people to the White House, naming Lieutenant General Michael Flynn, for example, as his national security adviser. Flynn was fired after only 23 days for misleading White House officials about lying to the FBI and now travels the country promoting outlandish conspiracy theories. Trump has praised Flynn and promised to bring him back in a second term.

Trump is desperate to reclaim power, and he is making threats about what could happen if the American people refuse to give it to him. Washington, even before he became president, was offered an almost certain chance to take ultimate power, and he refused.

In 1783, Washington was camped with most of the Continental Army in Newburgh, New York. Congress, as usual, was behind on its financial obligations to American soldiers, and rumbles were spreading that it was time to take matters into military hands. Some men talked of deserting and leaving the nation defenseless. Others wanted to head to Philadelphia, disband Congress, and install Washington as something like a constitutional monarch.

Washington allowed the soldiers to meet so they could discuss their grievances. Then he unexpectedly showed up at the gathering and unloaded on his men. Calling the meeting itself "subversive of all order and discipline," he reminded them of the years of loyalty and personal commitment to them. He blasted the dark motives of a letter circulating among the troops, written by an anonymous soldier, that suggested that the army should refuse to disarm if Congress failed to meet their needs. "Can he be," Washington asked, "a friend to the army? Can he be a friend to this country?"

Then, in a moment of calculated theater meant to emphasize the toll that eight years of war had taken on him, he reached into his pocket for a pair of eyeglasses, ostensibly to read a communication from a member of Congress. "Gentlemen," he said, "you must pardon me, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in the service of my country." Some of the men, already chastened by Washington's reproaches, broke into tears. The Newburgh conspiracy, from that moment, was dead.

The presidential historian Stephen Knott told me that Washington could have walked into that same meeting and, with a nod of his head, gained a throne. "A lesser man might have been tempted to lead the army to Philadelphia and pave the way for despotism," Knott said. Instead, Washington crushed the idea and shamed the conspirators.

Nine months later, Washington stood in the Maryland statehouse, where Congress was temporarily meeting, and returned control of the army to the elected representatives of the United States of America. He asked to be granted "the indulgence of retiring from the service of my country" and handed over the document containing his military commission. Washington, in the words of the historian Joseph Ellis, had completed "the greatest exit in American history."


Jean-Antoine Houdon's sculpture of George Washington makes explicit reference to the Roman military leader Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, who relinquished power and returned to his farm after delivering victory on the battlefield. (iStock / Getty)



Decades ago, the scholar S. E. Finer asked a question that shadows every civilian government: "Instead of asking why the military engage in politics, we ought surely ask why they ever do otherwise." The answer, at least in the United States, lies in the traditions instituted by Washington. Because of his choices during and after the Revolution, the United States has had the luxury of regarding military interference in its politics as almost unthinkable. If Trump returns to office with even a handful of praetorians around him, Americans may realize only too late what a rare privilege they have enjoyed.

II

A MAN IN COMMAND OF HIMSELF

Washington's steadfast refusal to grasp for power was rooted not only in his civic beliefs, but also in a strength of character that Americans should demand in any president.

When he returned to Mount Vernon after the war, Washington thought he was returning permanently to the life of a Virginia planter. His mansion is small by modern standards, and his rooms have a kind of placidity to them, a sense of home. If you visited without knowing who once lived there, you could believe that you were wandering the property of any moderately successful older gentleman of the colonial era, at least until you noticed little details, such as the key to the Bastille--a gift from Washington's friend the Marquis de Lafayette--hanging in the hall.

The estate is lovingly cared for today, but in 1783, after nearly a decade of Washington's absence, it was a mess, physically and financially. Its fields and structures were in disrepair. Washington, who had refused a salary for his military service, faced significant debts. (When Lafayette invited him in 1784 to visit France and bask in its adulation, Washington declined because he couldn't afford the trip.)

Barton Gellman: What happened to Michael Flynn?

But Washington's stretched finances did not matter much to the people who showed up regularly at his door to seek a moment with the great man--and a night or two at his home. Customs of the time demanded that proper visitors, usually those with an introduction from someone known to the householder, were to be entertained and fed. Washington observed these courtesies as a matter of social duty, even when callers lacked the traditional referral. More than a year would pass after his return to Mount Vernon before he and Martha finally enjoyed a dinner alone.

Like many of the other Founders, Washington embraced the virtues of the ancient Stoic thinkers, including self-control, careful introspection, equanimity, and dispassionate judgment. He tried to overcome petty emotions, and to view life's difficulties and triumphs as merely temporary conditions.

In the words of his vice president, John Adams, Washington had "great self-command"--the essential quality that distinguished him even among the giants of the Revolution and made him a model for future generations of American political and military leaders. Like anyone else, of course, he was beset by ordinary human failings. As his letters and the accounts of friends and family reveal, he was at times seized by vanity, anxiety, and private grievances. He was moody. His occasional bursts of temper could be fearsome. He never forgot, and rarely forgave, personal attacks.

But Washington was "keenly aware" of his own shortcomings, Lindsay Chervinsky, the director of the George Washington Presidential Library at Mount Vernon, told me, and this self-knowledge, bolstered by his sense of personal honor, governed nearly all of Washington's actions. He rarely allowed his pride to congeal into arrogance, nor his insecurities to curdle into self-pity. He refused to carry on public feuds--or to tilt the power he held against those who had slighted him.

No American president was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing duty and accepting consequences for their decisions.

Washington's embrace of Stoicism helped him to step outside himself and confront the snares of his own ego and appetites, and especially to resist many of the temptations of power. His favorite play, Cato, was about Cato the Younger, a noted Stoic thinker and Roman senator who opposed the rise of Julius Caesar. Washington studied the examples of the great Roman republicans, particularly the story of Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, the Roman military leader who saved his nation on the battlefield and then returned to his farm. (Washington would later serve as the first president of the Society of the Cincinnati, an organization of Revolutionary War veterans.) As the president and CEO of Mount Vernon, Douglas Bradburn, told me during a visit to the estate, Washington genuinely regarded the Roman general as an example to be followed.

The Stoic insistence on merciless honesty, both with oneself and with others, is what allowed Washington to act with vigor but without venom, to make decisions without drama--another of the many grim differences between the character of the first president and that of the 45th. The Washington biographer Ron Chernow writes that "there was cunning in Washington's nature but no low scheming. He never reneged on promises and was seldom duplicitous or underhanded. He respected the public" and "did not provoke people needlessly." He desired recognition of his service, but hated boasting.

Americans have long prized these qualities in their best presidents. Trump has none of them.

Washington's personal code had one severe omission. I had to take only a short walk from the mansion at Mount Vernon to see the reconstructed living quarters of some of the 300 enslaved people who worked his fields. Like other southern Founders, Washington did not let his commitment to freedom interfere with his ownership of other human beings. His views on slavery changed over time, especially after he commanded Black troops in battle, and he arranged in his will to free his slaves. But to the end of his life, Washington mostly left his thoughts on the institution out of public debates: His goal was to build a republic, not to destroy slavery. He did not right all the wrongs around him, nor all of his own.

But Washington did set the standard of patriotic character for his successors. Some failed this test, and long before Trump's arrival, other presidents endured harsh criticism for their belligerence and imperious ego. Andrew Jackson, for example, was a coarse and rabid partisan who infuriated his opponents; the New York jurist James Kent in 1834 excoriated him as "a detestable, ignorant, reckless, vain and malignant tyrant," the product of a foolish experiment in "American elective monarchy."

Many presidents, however, have emulated Washington in various ways. We rightly venerate the wartime leadership of men such as Lincoln and FDR, but others also undertook great burdens and made hard decisions selflessly and without complaint.

When a 1980 mission to liberate American hostages held in Iran ended in flames and the death of eight Americans in the desert, President Jimmy Carter addressed the nation. "It was my decision," he said, both to attempt a rescue and to cancel the operation when it became impossible to continue. "The responsibility is fully my own." Almost 20 years earlier, John F. Kennedy had taken the heat for the disastrous effort to land an anti-Communist invasion at Cuba's Bay of Pigs, when he could have shifted blame to his predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower, from whom he'd inherited the plan. The day after JFK was assassinated, Lyndon B. Johnson began his tenure as president not by affirming his new power, but by convening Kennedy's Cabinet and affirming instead the slain president's greatness. He asked them all to stay on. "I rely on you," he said. "I need you."

Gerald Ford ended up in the Oval Office due to the failures of Richard Nixon, unelected and with no popular mandate to govern. And yet, at a time of great political and economic stress, he led the nation steadily and honorably. He pardoned Nixon because he thought it was in the nation's best interest to end America's "long national nightmare," despite knowing that he would likely pay a decisive price at the polls.

President Joe Biden displayed a common sentiment with these leaders when he declined to run for reelection in July. Biden, reportedly hurt that he was being pushed to step aside, nonetheless put defeating Trump above his own feelings and refused to exhibit any bitterness. "I revere this office," he told the nation, "but I love my country more."

None of these men was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing their duty and accepting consequences for their decisions. (Even Nixon chose to resign rather than mobilize his base against his impeachment, a decision that now seems noble compared with Trump's entirely remorseless reaction to his two impeachments, his inability to accept his 2020 loss, and his warnings of chaos should he lose again.) They refused to present themselves as victims of circumstance. They reassured Americans that someone was in charge and willing to take responsibility.

Trump is unlike all of the men who came before him. Among his many other ignoble acts, he will be remembered for uttering a sentence, as thousands of Americans fell sick and died during a pandemic, that would have disgusted Washington and that no other American president has ever said, nor should ever say again: "I don't take responsibility at all."

III

A PRESIDENT, NOT A KING

One of the defining characteristics of Washington's approach to the presidency was that he was always trying to leave it. He had been drawn back into public life reluctantly, attending and presiding over the 1787 Constitutional Convention only after a violent tax revolt in Massachusetts, known as Shays's Rebellion, convinced him that the republic was still fragile and in need of a more capable system of government. Washington returned to Mount Vernon after the meeting in Philadelphia, but he already knew from discussions at the convention that he would be asked to stand for election to the new presidency as America's only truly unifying figure. His 1789 victory in the Electoral College was unanimous.

Washington had no intention of remaining president for the rest of his life, even if some of his contemporaries had other ideas. "You are now a king under a different name," Washington's aide James McHenry happily wrote to him after that first election, but Washington was determined to serve one term at most and then go back to Mount Vernon. In the end, he would be persuaded to remain for a second term by Hamilton, Jefferson, and others who said that the new nation needed more time to solidify under his aegis. ("North and south," Jefferson told him, "will hang together if they have you to hang on.")


An 1895 engraving of Shays's Rebellion. The violent tax revolt convinced Washington that the United States was still fragile and drew him back into public life. (M&N / Alamy)



As he assumed the presidency, Washington was concerned that even a whiff of kingly presumption could sink America's new institutions. Lindsay Chervinsky told me that Washington doubted the judgment and prudence of Vice President Adams not only because the vocal and temperamental Bostonian generally irritated him--Adams irritated many of his colleagues--but also because he had proposed bloated and pretentious titles for the chief executive, such as "His Highness, the President of the United States of America, and Protector of their Liberties." Washington preferred the simpler title adopted by the House of Representatives: "President of the United States."

The American people trusted Washington, but they didn't trust an embryonic government created in a matter of months by a small group of men in Philadelphia. (When Washington took office, Rhode Island and North Carolina hadn't even ratified the Constitution yet.) The first president sought to allay these suspicions by almost immediately undertaking a kind of reassurance tour, traveling throughout the states--the Virginian shrewdly chose to start in New England--to show Americans that the Constitution and the nation's commander in chief were not threats to their liberties.

Donald Trump also traveled America once he was elected. After one of the most divisive presidential contests in modern American history, Trump embarked on a kind of victory tour through the states that had voted for him, and only those states. His campaign called it a "thank you" tour, but Trump's speeches--praising his supporters, bashing his enemies--left no doubt about his intentions. "We are really the people who love this country," he told a crowd in Mobile, Alabama. He was assuring his followers that although he now had to govern the entire nation, he was their president, an insidious theme that would lead directly to the tragic events of January 6.

In his first years in office, Washington could have shaped the new presidency to his liking. His fellow Founders left much in Article II of the Constitution vague; they disagreed among themselves about the powers that the executive branch should hold, and they were willing to let Washington fill in at least some of the blanks regarding the scope of presidential authority. This choice has bedeviled American governance, allowing successive chief executives to widen their own powers, especially in foreign policy. Recently, the Supreme Court further loosened the constraints of the office, holding in Trump v. United States that presidents have immunity for anything that could be construed as an "official act." This decision, publicly celebrated by Trump, opens frightening opportunities for presidents to rule corruptly and with impunity.

Washington fought for the office rather than its occupant. Sharply cognizant that his every action could constitute a precedent, he tried through his conduct to imbue the presidency with the strength of his own character. He took pains not to favor his relatives and friends as he made political appointments, and he shunned gifts, fearing that they might be seen as bribes. He mostly succeeded: Those who came after him were constrained by his example, even if at times unwillingly, at least until the election of 2016.

Washington believed that the American people had the right to change their Constitution, but he had absolutely no tolerance for insurrectionists who would violently defy its authority. During his first term, Congress passed a new tax on distilled spirits, a law that sparked revolts among farmers in western Pennsylvania. What began as sporadic clashes grew into a more cohesive armed challenge to the authority of the United States government--the largest, as Ron Chernow noted, until the Civil War. In September 1794, Washington issued an official proclamation that this "Whiskey Rebellion" was an act of "treasonable opposition." The issue, he declared, was "whether a small portion of the United States shall dictate to the whole Union." He warned other Americans "not to abet, aid, or comfort the insurgents."

In a show of force, Washington took personal command of a militia of more than 12,000 men and began a march to Carlisle, Pennsylvania--the only time a sitting president has ever led troops in the field. He had no wish to shed American blood, but he was ready to fight, and the rebellion dissipated quickly in the face of this military response. Later, in the first use of the pardon power, Washington spared two of the insurgents from the death penalty, but only after the legal system had run its course and they had been convicted of treason.

As the president's second term neared its end, his advisers again implored him to remain in office, and again argued that the republic might not survive without him. Washington, his health fading and his disillusionment with politics growing, held firm this time. He was going back to Virginia. As with his retirement from military life, his voluntary relinquishment of power as head of state was an almost inconceivable act at the time.

In his farewell to the American people, the retiring president acknowledged that he had likely made errors in office, but hoped that his faults would "be consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions of rest." In March 1797, the man who had sacrificed so much for his country that he had to borrow money to get to his first inauguration left Philadelphia as a private citizen. Less than three years later, he was dead.

IV

WASHINGTON BETRAYED

In a 2020 book about the first president, the historian Peter Henriques wrote that Washington "proved that his truest allegiance was to the republic by voluntarily surrendering power. It was the first of many peaceful transfers of power in the unprecedented American experiment." Less than a year after the book's publication, however, Trump would subvert this centuries-long tradition by summoning a mob against the elected representatives of the United States, after refusing to accept the result of the vote.

Trump stood by as insurrectionists swarmed the House offices and even the Senate chamber itself on January 6, in an attempt to stop the certification of the election by Congress. Hours later, after one of the worst single days of casualties for law-enforcement officers since 9/11, Trump finally asked his supporters to go home. "I know your pain," he said, his words only emphasizing the delusional beliefs of the rioters. "I know you're hurt. We had an election that was stolen from us." He has since referred to the people convicted in American courts for their actions on January 6 as "patriots" and to those held in prison as "hostages." He has promised to pardon them.

From the January/February 2022 issue: Trump's next coup has already begun

Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump.

Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, "the gift of silence"; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are "losers" and "suckers."

Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one.

Some Americans seem unable to accept how much peril they face should Trump return, perhaps because many of them have never lived in an autocracy. They may yet get their chance: The former president is campaigning on an authoritarian platform. He has claimed that "massive" electoral fraud--defined as the vote in any election he loses--"allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." He refers to other American citizens as "vermin" and "human scum," and to journalists as "enemies of the people." He has described freedom of the press as "frankly disgusting." He routinely attacks the American legal system, especially when it tries to hold him accountable for his actions. He has said that he will govern as a dictator--but only for a day.

Trump is the man the Founders feared might arise from a mire of populism and ignorance, a selfish demagogue who would stop at nothing to gain and keep power. Washington foresaw the threat to American democracy from someone like Trump: In his farewell address, he worried that "sooner or later the chief of some prevailing faction" would manipulate the public's emotions and their partisan loyalties "to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty."

Many Americans in 2016 ignored this warning, and Trump engaged in the greatest betrayal of Washington's legacy in American history. If given the opportunity, he would betray that legacy again--and the damage to the republic may this time be irreparable.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Washington's Nightmare." 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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Get Off the Family Plan

For true satisfaction in life, you should feel you've fully earned your success.

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.

Universal basic income has been a hot topic for several years. The idea is that everyone should get a guaranteed minimum salary sufficient to live on, regardless of what work they do--or even whether they work at all. Naturally enough, the policy has been much debated, even before evidence on its behavioral effects started to come in--as it now has.

The most high-profile recent evidence comes from an experiment funded by Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, and undertaken by a team of economists at several top universities. In this case, 1,000 low-income people received $1,000 a month with no strings attached for three years. The results were mixed. Compared with a control group, the people who got this amount of money reduced their working hours a bit (as did their spouse or partner), which lowered their household earned income. On average, this monthly subsidy did not encourage its recipients to invest in education or find better employment; what it enabled was some additional leisure time.

Is that a worthy goal that justifies UBI as good policy? You decide--but for myself, I won't know the answer until I find out whether the unearned income made anyone happier, a question that this study did not address.

For that matter, though, does any unearned income raise well-being and life satisfaction? Life offers dozens of ways you can chase resources you didn't earn through regular work: gambling, fishing for a bequest, living on an inheritance, applying for a government grant, finding a wealthy patron. And why not? Cash is fungible, as economists say, and all money is good money when it comes to happiness, right?

Maybe not. I have written about the fact that not all dollars are created equal where well-being is concerned--neither dollars earned nor dollars spent. And unearned ones might be the least helpful of all to improve your life satisfaction.

Read: Switzerland's 'money for nothing' proposal

Some scholars, in fact, believe that ecosystems have evolved a need to be productive for survival. This makes sense for humans as well: If your ancient ancestor was too leisurely or too much of a taker, they would likely not have survived long in troglodyte times.

The theory that we are indeed wired for achievement lines up with research that demonstrates how earning our success through hard work and merit leads to greater well-being. For example, scholars have found evidence for parents' belief that when teenagers work for a paycheck, the employment generally has a beneficial effect--promoting responsibility, time-management skills, and self-esteem. Similarly, college students grow in confidence when they earn their good marks. And in a 2010 study of customer-loyalty schemes, researchers found that when people believed they were earning points (as opposed to merely being given points at high levels), they felt entitled to buy more of the product.

Getting free stuff typically doesn't sit right with us. If your boss gave you a bonus and said, "You didn't earn this, but you look like you need it," that would probably rub you the wrong way. Likewise, if you tell a group of senior citizens that most of them are taking more out of the Social Security system than they ever paid in--which, on average, will be true--you will not get a friendly response.

Unearned money is a type of "windfall," a term used by economists to mean unexpected or sudden gains. Research shows that when people feel they got something for nothing, they are more likely to use that money for leisurely purposes (as "fun money") and in risky ways. To economists, this seems irrational: You should make the same spending decisions no matter what the income source is; after all, it's not as if unearned dollar bills are stamped Use at Disney World or Waste on lottery tickets. But that's not how humans think. And this lines up with the basic-income experiment that found people using their monthly windfall more on leisure than, say, education.

Windfall income also brings us less well-being than earned income, and can even lead to psychological problems. A number of studies showing this have looked at state lotteries: Research from 2018 on a large sample of lottery winners found that although people often report higher happiness right when they win, their measured mental health declines immediately afterward, especially for those with low education levels. The researchers found that these problems persisted for up to two years after a win.

The lottery might seem like a special case, especially when it involves people who are struggling with poverty and other issues. Let's look at the other end of the wealth spectrum instead, at inheritances. Benefiting from a family member's will would be pretty sweet, right? Not according to popular culture. In an episode of the drama series Succession, about a media mogul's dysfunctional family, for example, the character Greg is ruminating to his relatives about his future, and mentions that he thinks he will be fine because his grandfather will leave him $5 million. "You can't do anything with five, Greg. Five's a nightmare," his (already-wealthy) relative Connor informs him. Why? "Can't retire. Not worth it to work. Oh, yes, five will drive you un poco loco, my fine-feathered friend."

Inheriting wealth is not that bad, according to the data--but not that good, either: In a 2018 study of the happiness of millionaires, my colleague Michael I. Norton and his co-authors found that those who earned their fortune were moderately happier than those who were heir to one. This may be one reason that well-off Americans so enjoy telling the stories of how they strove to get to where they are. You could be forgiven for thinking that every rich person starts out in a tar-paper shack without running water, even though research shows that entrepreneurs tend to come from high-earning families.

Read: The particular ways that being rich screws you up

Altogether, the research suggests that unearned income is at best inferior as a happiness multiplier and at worst a Faustian bargain. This conclusion leads me to three ideas you might consider.

First, if possible, given your living situation, avoid spending any time, effort, or resources seeking out unearned income. So don't gamble for any purpose other than your own entertainment, and don't kiss up to rich old Uncle Joe in the hope that he leaves you a nice nest egg.

Second, keep an inventory of the unearned benefits you currently receive but don't truly need. (For example, are you still on the family cellphone plan?) Try getting rid of an unearned income stream and see how it makes you feel about yourself and your relationships. A little poorer in financial terms but richer in self-esteem? There you go.

Third, remember that just as earned success is good for you, it can also be good for the people you love. But this all depends on how you model your example for them.

People constantly ask me what they should help their adult kids pay for, if they themselves have been lucky enough to do well in life. The dilemma they have is that they're proud of having earned their way and feel that their self-reliance, not a handout, is the gift they want to pass on; yet they also feel that it's stingy to hold out on their nearest and dearest, rather than share their good fortune.

Here's a rule of thumb to help resolve that dilemma: If you can afford to help your adult kids, pay for investment, not consumption. In practice, that means: Education? Absolutely. Vacation? No way. Staking a business? Yes, if it seems a viable proposition (as opposed to mere whim or lifestyle choice). Wine cellar? Don't be ridiculous. A down payment on a house? Judgment call. In this way, you are giving generously--to help them earn their own success.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't wish for happiness. Work for it.

The UBI study I began with did not produce results definitive enough to sway the economic-policy debate much in one direction or another. If the idea of providing an economic baseline is to give everyone a fair start, create opportunity, and avoid welfare dependency, the jury is still out. My hope is that the next round of research will take into consideration what matters most: well-being.

In the meantime, I do have one concrete proposal for raising the happiness of those most in need: The government could stop using lotteries to take the money that people do earn in exchange for the pipe dream of a fortune that they did not earn. State lotteries are just about the most regressive form of taxation imaginable: The Economist recently reported that America's poorest households spend 33 times more than the richest households, as a share of their income, on lottery tickets. This is no surprise, because lotteries are specifically targeted at these households--and with an expected return of about 65 cents on the dollar, they are a truly terrible investment.

Until UBI is proved the panacea its advocates believe it to be, for governments that want to improve the well-being of their most vulnerable citizens, giving up their own unearned lottery income would be a good place to start.
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It Could All Come Down to North Carolina

The state has voted for a Democratic president once since the 1970s. Is it finally the year?

by Hanna Rosin




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

North Carolina has voted for a Democratic president only once since the 1970s. But the party's dream to flip the state never dies--and in fact, could be realized this year. Polls show that the presidential race in North Carolina is dead even, and Democrats are making a massive effort to reach more rural voters. "Doug Emhoff should just get a pied-a-terre here, at this point," says David Graham, an Atlantic political writer who lives in Durham, North Carolina. Donald Trump can't win without the state. And if Vice President Kamala Harris loses Wisconsin, Michigan, or Pennsylvania, she'll need North Carolina's 16 electoral votes.

In this week's Radio Atlantic, we do a deep dive into North Carolina politics, culture, and scandals with Graham and the Atlantic senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, who grew up in Rocky Mount. If the state goes for Harris, will it feel more solidly new South? And could our national election really turn on a local scandal and a tragic flood?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There's a direction to American presidential elections. We spend months thinking about the big topics: democracy, the economy, immigration, wars abroad, culture wars at home. But as the election gets closer, our focus starts to narrow. We wonder less about what Americans are thinking and more about what Pennsylvanians and Arizonans are thinking.

And then we start to wonder about what people in Allegheny County or Maricopa County are thinking. And the tighter the polls are, the further down we go. And it is tight right now. It's close over about half a dozen swing states. But the closest of all of them and one that has a very good chance of being what pollsters call the tipping point--meaning, the state that could decide the election--is North Carolina.

CNN: And this will give you an understanding of just how close the presidential race is in the great state of North Carolina, in the Tar Heel State. Look at this. It's Trump but by less than a point. We're talking, like, 0.2 percentage points. It's basically a tie.


Rosin: Donald Trump almost certainly can't win the White House without North Carolina. And if Vice President Harris loses Wisconsin, Michigan, or Pennsylvania, she'll almost certainly need this state.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, we're talking about North Carolina.

We're not used to this state deciding presidential elections. With the exception of Obama's 2008 run, Democratic candidates haven't won there since the 1970s.

David Graham: The idea that North Carolina could be the tipping point is a new feeling. And I think that may be a little bit of an omen for the future.


Rosin: That's staff writer David Graham. He writes about politics, and he lives in Durham, North Carolina. And he means an omen because, like a lot of southern states, the demographics of North Carolina are changing.

Vann Newkirk: There's always been a really almost mythological focus on North Carolina being the center of the new South Democrat. Since the Clinton days, there was a whole lot of hope that North Carolina would become a Democratic stronghold.


Rosin: And that's senior editor Vann Newkirk, who is a native of Rocky Mount, North Carolina.

I started our conversation by asking David why Democrats think they have a shot in a place they've rarely won in the past half century.

Graham: You know, Democrats look at the demographics, and they keep thinking they can win, and they keep coming really close but not close enough. So they came really close in 2020. Trump won by 1.3 percent. They came really close in some Senate elections, but they just can't quite seal the deal.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And, Vann, what are the shifting demographics? Like, as someone who's watched the state for a long time, we hear a lot about Democratic shifts in southern states like Georgia. On the ground, what's shifting in North Carolina?

Newkirk: So I'd say the thing that's changed is you've had a whole lot of transplants. North Carolina's always had a lot of folks who've come from out of state, and a lot of those people are coming from northern cities, especially. They're moving to places like Durham, like Charlotte, like Cary (the "Containment Area for Relocated Yankees").

Graham: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Is that an inside North Carolinian joke?

Graham: I was wondering who was going to say it.

Newkirk: Yeah. They're a constant part of the population growth of the state. And also, the state is getting a little bit younger. There's always been a strong contingent of Latino immigrants, as well, who are moving into the state. And so what you see is, over time, an electorate that is becoming sort of less similar to some of the other southern states. So you've got a younger population. You've got a really strong contingent of Black voters in the East. And you have a lot more liberal, suburban white voters.

Rosin: The thing that I keep reading about, in addition to everything you just said, is that it has a higher percentage of Black voters and a huge rural population. How do you read that? Because the way people talk about that, it's as if those things are opposites. Like, one favors the Democrats--you know, the higher percentage of Black voters--and one favors the Republicans, the big rural population. Is that a correct reading of the demographics?

Newkirk: Not quite. So when a lot of people say rural voters, they tend to mean "white voters." And when people think Black voters, they like to think about the quote-unquote "inner city."

That's not exactly how North Carolina works. So yes--there are really strong concentrations of Black voters in the big cities in North Carolina. So Charlotte, Durham, Raleigh, Greensboro--these are places that have lots of Black voters. But also, there are several counties where Black voters are close to the majority in the eastern part of the state.

These are rural counties. So traditionally, when Democrats have come to North Carolina, the places they've campaigned for Black votes have been this really bifurcated approach. They go through the center, where the big cities are, and then they campaign out in the East.

Rosin: So, David, we've been talking about demographics and population shifts and how Democrats have come close many years but not quite. When you look at 2024, what do you see? Is anything different from years past?

Graham: Yeah. I mean, I think there's a few things to watch. Democrats have to continue to win the places they've won. They're trying to drive up their margins in rural areas. So you've seen, you know, national figures going to these rural counties. There's also a new chair of the state Democratic Party who's 26 years old. She is from a rural county, and she's really made her whole thing: She's going to go to those counties. The party is going to compete in those places.

And, you know, you get these suburban areas. There's a guy who I've quoted before, Mac McCorkle, who's a Democratic strategist and teaches at Duke. He calls them "country-politan"--

Newkirk: (Laughs.)

Graham: --that are sort of suburbs but have a sort of rural heritage. And these places are--they're kind of the outer rings around Charlotte and around Raleigh. And those are places where Democrats have been really trying to sort of cut down the margins, to lose by less, basically--like, to get to 40 percent, maybe.

And then the last thing is Charlotte's county, Mecklenburg County, is huge. And people keep talking about Mecklenburg turnout being broken. So Democrats need to get voters out there. And if they get voters out there, they have a decent chance of winning. And if they don't, they're cooked.

Rosin: Whenever we have conversations like this, I'm always reminded and amazed, like, how local--like, we think about these giant, national issues, and the thing that's going to decide the election is democracy or abortion, when the thing that could decide the election is a 26-year-old who decides to get Democrats to do a different plea in Meckle...burg County. I don't even know--Mecklen?

Graham: Mecklenburg.

Newkirk: Mecklenburg.

Rosin: Mecklenburg County. Sorry about that. Right. So it's, like, the smallest, smallest thing, you know? That's why I love talking about specific states. It's like, the smallest thing can turn the big thing.

Newkirk: Yeah. Well, especially in a place where the margins are so thin. You know, you're talking 2008--what was that? Ten thousand or 14,000 votes, David?

Graham: 14,000.

Newkirk: 14,000. Okay. Yeah. That is a good-sized high-school football game.

Rosin: (Laughs.)
 
 Newkirk: Like, that's the margin.

Graham: Seventy-five thousand in 2020. In 2016, the governor's race just decided by, like, 10,030 or something ridiculous like that. I mean, these are tiny margins. Cheri Beasley was the chief justice of the state supreme court, ran for reelection and lost by 401 votes.

Newkirk: Lost by 400. Yeah. Yeah.

Rosin: Right Right. Right. What's the analogy there? It's like an Atlantic holiday party. No. Not quite. We don't have 400 people.

Graham: With plus-ones. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. With plus-ones, maybe. Amazing. But we should talk about what the Democrats are actually doing. Like, what do the Harris campaign's efforts look like on the ground?

Graham: I mean, they are here all the time. Part of that is that they have a lot of surrogates coming in. You know, Harris has visited. Doug Emhoff should just get a pied-a-terre here, at this point. Tim Walz has been here. Gwen Walz, I believe, has been here. Josh Shapiro has been here. Wes Moore has been here. Jaime Harrison has been here, the chair of the DNC.

And just a lot of grassroots events. You know, they're out canvassing. They're training people. They're doing all the sort of ground-game things that you expect from a well-funded and organized campaign. And I think what's different is they're doing more of that in rural areas instead of concentrating it just in the big cities.

Rosin: Vann, as a person who knows North Carolina--and rural North Carolina--what do you think of that effort? Like, how does that strike you as someone who knows the place well? Democrats actually making that effort and going in and knocking on the doors or whatever it is they're doing. Giving speeches, going places where, apparently, people don't usually bother to go.

Newkirk: Well, you know, I think people actually do tend to like and appreciate a little pandering. So when people come in and get a nice photo op of them with a Cook Out cup, that actually makes its way to the group chats and sort of seeds the idea of voting for Harris. And that, actually--that's sort of part of the strategy.

Graham: Vann, can you explain Cook Out for the unenlightened?

Newkirk: So, Cook Out--it is a strikingly inflation-resistant restaurant where you buy trays. You can get a chicken sandwich, a corn dog, chicken nuggets, and fries for, like, $10.

Rosin: And how many times have you done that exact thing?

Newkirk: I cannot count how many Cook Out trays I've eaten in my life. I just know that they used to know me at the window.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Newkirk: But I think it does matter. I think, especially now, given that there's a disaster response and recovery going on, people are going to appreciate the candidates, their surrogates, people in the party making themselves known.

And we're talking about two different profiles of rural. We're talking about the rural voter in the East, where they are used to surrogates coming out, especially Black surrogates coming out, going to Souls to the Polls events, going to Black churches and making their speeches.

We're also talking about mostly white voters in the West who aren't so used to having Democratic politicians come through and be seen and heard. And I do think banking on at least some of them to be moved by people showing up--that's probably a good strategy.

Rosin: So just because the outreach to rural North Carolina could become a critical thing in this election, just broadly characterize for us the differences between rural West North Carolina and rural East North Carolina so that when we're obsessively watching the polls on election night, we understand.

Newkirk: Okay. Well, if you want to make a very rough comparison: Western North Carolina is where the majority of the rural white population lives. Eastern North Carolina is where the majority of the rural Black population lives.

And in eastern North Carolina, there is a very strong, sort of religiously themed and tinged attachment to the Democratic Party among those Black voters. And in western North Carolina, there's the remnants and the legacy of what we call the Blue Dogs, so the old new South, the very last stronghold, for a long time, of conservative Democratic voters.

Graham: There's a real belief among Democrats, still, that people are going to keep moving here, and it's going to become like northern Virginia. Like, the Research Triangle in Charlotte will be like northern Virginia, where they are just such a big sink of votes that Republicans can't win the state--at least they can't win the state at a statewide level, even if they can continue to dominate the legislature. And I think that's an open question, but they've been saying that for a long time, and it hasn't happened yet. So I'll believe it when I see it.

Newkirk: I do think if Harris were to win North Carolina, that would be, to me, something of a watershed. And number one, it would mean that North Carolina went Democratic for the candidacies of the first two Black people to be president.

And, you know, I think one thing that people will tell you about the South: The biggest constant in voting in the South is what's called racially polarized voting, which [means] the number-one indicator of who a white voter in the South will vote for is whether Black people like the candidate or not. And this is proven by years and years of elections, of studies.

So if North Carolina becomes the only southern state to go twice for Black candidates in their first time out, I think that is a strong signal that this kind of voting behavior, which, you know, has been the norm in North Carolina, it is fading enough for North Carolina to become a regular part of the Democratic strategy.

Graham: You know, when Vann talks about racial polarization, I think there's a couple other places we see that showing up in the state. The state is heavily gerrymandered, both at the U.S. House level and at the legislative level. Democrats are going to lose several seats here because of a new map in the U.S. House. And that goes to the question of control of the House.

The legislature is, for the foreseeable future, permanently Republican because of that. And this election--it's the first general election that we're going to have a new voter-ID law in place, which is something Republicans in the state have been trying to do since the Supreme Court's Shelby decision--tied up in litigation for a long time, but it's now in place. So that may have some effect on the election, as well.

Newkirk: It's been 11 years since that law first came into play. Eleven.

Graham: I know. (Laughs.) Yeah.

Rosin: You know, we've been talking about what's changing and isn't changing politically in the state. Hearing you guys talk, I'm also wondering about the possibility of something shifting culturally in North Carolina--like, in a real way, like how it sees itself, how it teaches its own history, you know, what the monuments are like. I mean, maybe this is too much, but I'm just thinking, like, does it go further than just, like, a Democratic strategy?

Graham: I think a lot of that has already happened. You know, a lot of people in the Triangle think of this as being a little bit like Austin, I think in ways that are good and bad.

Rosin: But Austin doesn't change Texas. Like, Austin is Austin. You know what I mean?

Graham: No, but it's a change. I mean, Austin sees itself in a very distinctive way, and I think that's true here. And I mean, you see the people coming in. You see changes in the culture. I think a lot of that stuff has already happened. But what's interesting, I mean, to your point about monuments, we had several notable cases of sort of vigilante tearing down Confederate monuments and then a real backlash from the conservative General Assembly.

And so I think what defines the state right now is this conflict between this kind of new new-South vision that a lot of people have and a really entrenched conservative power. And no matter what happens in the election, the most powerful person in the state will be the Republican leader of the senate.

Republicans will control the legislature. They'll control the supreme court. And so there's going to be this weird push-pull. Both of those things are really present, and they're both really powerful, and they're pretty evenly matched.

Newkirk: I think the push-pull is the exact way to describe it. So my hometown, Rocky Mount, I wrote about years ago the Confederate statue that was in the middle of town in Battle Park. And the one where we used to run under when we had track practice--they got rid of it in North Carolina's own racial reckoning in 2020.

And yet, in the same place, in the same county, there are new restrictions on teaching, say, critical race theory and Black history. The situation is dynamic. It goes back and forth. I don't think you can say there's a victor yet.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Right.

Graham: Yeah. You see some states where it seems like, you know, just the state sort of gradually shifts as a whole, and I don't think that's true here. I think both of these things are both really present and really strong.

An argument that I've sometimes made is that North Carolina was kind of the testing ground for a lot of conservative things. You know, after 2010, the legislature started doing a lot of things that then kind of went national: voter ID, rolling back various laws. Like, we have a racial-justice law. They rolled that back. They started targeting the public universities.

And it was the testing ground for the claims of election fraud. So in the 2016 gubernatorial race, Pat McCrory, the incumbent governor, loses the race by some 10,000 votes and cries fraud. They file all these lawsuits. They keep insisting that there's massive fraud, and they're just going to turn up the evidence anytime now. And they don't. And what eventually happens is: They get tossed out of court. But also, they get defeated, in part, by Republican county board of election chairs who say, This is nonsense. There's nothing behind this. A Democrat wins the governor's race.

But you know, once you uncork the lamp and let the genie of doubt out, I think it's a real problem. And I think, you know, just as we saw that here in 2016, just as we saw in 2020, there are going to be questions about that. Huge portions of the Republican electorate here, as everywhere else, say they don't believe the 2020 election was fair.

And if Trump loses this election--even if he wins North Carolina and loses his election--you're going to get people saying they think that it was rigged, and it's all an inside game.

[Music]

Rosin: All right. So it's going to be close and possibly contested. And then on top of that, there are two election wildcards we haven't talked about that are specific to North Carolina: a Republican gubernatorial candidate who's had so many scandals and a hurricane that's upended life in the state. Both of those after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: So okay--wildcards, now the biggest wildcard, the huge wild card that's thrown into this race. Do I even have to say his name?

News clip: The Trump-backed candidate for governor in North Carolina, Mark Robinson, has made dozens of disturbing and damning comments on a porn website. They include Robinson writing, quote: "I am a Black Nazi," and, "I wish they would bring it (slavery) back."


Rosin: And even before the story broke about the Black Nazi comment, Robinson was getting in trouble. For example, his opponent made an ad about some Facebook comments that Robinson made about abortion.

Mark Robinson: Abortion in this country is not about protecting the lives of mothers. It's about killing a child because you aren't responsible enough to keep your skirt down.


Rosin: Before we talk about his impact on the race, I want to talk about him. David, what are his political roots in the state?

Graham: He's such a fascinating figure in this way. You know, 10 years ago, this guy was working on a factory floor, which is just unheard of at this kind of level of politics. Blue-collar people don't run for office, for a lot of reasons--not, you know, any abdication of theirs, but they're not in the kind of networks. They don't get recruited. They don't have the money.

And here's somebody who's doing it. So he's working in a factory, and then in 2018, he goes to speak to the Greensboro City Council because he's upset about the possible cancellation of a gun show. This is after the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School.

Robinson: I'm a law-abiding citizen who's never shot anybody, never committed a serious crime, never committed a felony. I've never done anything like that. But it seems like every time we have one of these shootings, nobody wants to blame--put the blame where it goes, which is at the shooter's feet.


Graham: And the speech gets clipped, posted on Facebook by Mark Walker, who's a U.S. rep from North Carolina. And, like, within days, Robinson is on Fox News. And pretty soon he's getting recruited to run maybe for Senate, maybe for lieutenant governor. And so he runs the first race he's ever run--for lieutenant governor in 2020--wins that race, and then plows through a couple of establishment Republican candidates in the primary for governor this year and is the nominee.

Rosin: Is it fair to say his chances are very, very slim?

Graham: I mean, he's down 15, 17 points in the polls. It's hard to imagine what would change that. Most of his campaign staff has quit. Most of the staff of his office as lieutenant governor has quit. As you can imagine, it's hard to recruit quality new staffers when you're in that kind of situation, especially when your fundraising is drying up, as it is for him. He's promising to sue CNN for "making things up." So never say never, but it's hard to imagine how he bounces back now.

Rosin: Okay. So let's say Mark Robinson is probably--we can safely say, probably--not going to be the governor of North Carolina. Is there still potential residual effect on the outcome of the election? Like, is there a world where you can say that this outrageous candidate is the reason Kamala Harris is elected president?

Newkirk: Well, I think Democrats hope that it will. But actually, the fact that Robinson is trailing so far actually kind of works against that hope. There is not going to be a tight governor's race. There are plenty of people who are just fine voting against Mark Robinson, voting for Josh Stein, and voting for Donald Trump.

And I think that is kind of already baked into a lot of people's calculus about the election. I can't think of the voters now who are gonna go and, because of Mark Robinson, say, I don't know about that Trump guy. It's kind of just hard to game out who those voters are.

Graham: I think the rosy Democratic case is that this drives down Republican enthusiasm, and Republicans stay home because they're so turned off by this race. And also, you see Democrats really trying to tie Robinson and Trump together.

So Harris has ads up here. You know, they have footage of Trump saying that Robinson is like "Martin Luther King on steroids" and so on and so forth. So she's trying to really explicitly tie them together.

Rosin: Vann, do you find any cultural roots for him? Like, do you have any way of reading him that's different than "he comes out of nowhere and pops into the political scene"?

Newkirk: Well, I think he does. Up to a point, he fits in a tradition of Black conservatism in the state. There are quite a few Black conservative voters, especially those who come out of a similar background.

He is from Greensboro, which is one of these nodes on the Black Belt in North Carolina. He spent time in the military. I know quite a few Black conservatives who are rooted in the church, who also have military backgrounds, and who may have spent time in Greensboro. But I think that is kind of where the similarities end.

You know, he gets so much of his language from the online right. And he kind of marries it with that story of being from a tough situation, a very legible story of overcoming. He marries that with this trollish language from online.

Graham: I think that's exactly right. He sounds like that because he was that for so long. Like, he was just a dude posting views on Facebook. And when you read them, it reads like it's provocation. Like, part of it is things believes, but he's also trying to get a rise out of people, including getting a rise out of the people who are friends with him on Facebook.

And related to that, he's a huge pro-wrestling fan. There's a whole chapter-length digression in his memoir about pro wrestling. He cites it. He posts about it. And I think that kind of theater and drama is very much a piece of how he approaches oratory and how he approaches politics.

Rosin: Well, that's the thing that I thought was maybe not dismissible. He's obviously anomalous. He's out there. I was thinking, A candidate like him 10 years ago would have gotten nowhere the way he talks. But now, largely because of Trump, there's a sort of deeply online, provocative way of being as a politician.

Graham: Well, I think it's an interesting question how somebody like this plays if he's running for, like, House or even Senate. I mean, we have, you know--look at Matt Gaetz. Look at Marjorie Taylor Greene. There are people like this. I think part of the problem is that your governor has to actually do things, and I think that's a little bit scary to voters.

Like, they'll take some provocation from a random House member, but it's a different thing when you're relying on this guy to, I don't know, deal with a massive natural disaster, like a hurricane.

Rosin: Right. So since you mention it, we should discuss Hurricane Helene. Vann, I know you have some experience with how a place shifts in the aftermath of a disaster like that. How does it shift?

Newkirk: So Hurricane Helene--it did, it is doing a number on the western part of the state right now. As soon as I got the alerts that it was heading towards the mountains, I had flashbacks to 2016.

So 2016, around the exact same time of an election year, Hurricane Matthew hit the eastern part of the state, and it really threw a wrench in, obviously, basic everyday life, but also in efforts to set a place up to vote.

So many things go into establishing a ground game, a get-out-the-vote program for a campaign. You've got to have your offices set up. You've got to have infrastructure. You've got to have people--the water-bottle people got to be there. And people have to know where their polling places are. Things like that. You've got to be able to have your vans, take your people from community centers, from churches to the polls. You have to have people ready and out there for early voting and for voting by mail.

What Matthew did was: It completely disrupted those things in an area Democrats had to win in order to get the election. And now--

Rosin: So it's no joke. It's like real basic stuff, but it actually has a real effect.

Newkirk: Oh, yeah. Certainly. And you saw people. There were plenty of folks--in polls and poll workers--who were saying that this is absolutely disrupting normal election-year stuff that we need to do to get out the vote.

Rosin: David, you are there right now. So do you see some of what Vann saw? Like, do you see this already happening?

Graham: Yeah. I mean, all of that sort of preparation is going. Absentee ballots were delayed by a lot of legal wrangling over whether RFK Jr. would be on the ballot, but they're going out, and people are getting ready for early voting.

But the question is: How will voting even work in western North Carolina? You know, are the elections offices fine? Are the early-voting sites fine? Are there people who can run the elections? I mean, all these questions, apart from the turnout questions for the campaigns, even the basic administration of elections is, you know--it may be fine, but no one really has any idea. So there's a lot of questions.

Newkirk: And I'll say it's, honestly, at this point, not the biggest priority.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah.

Newkirk: The biggest priority: We don't know if the utility companies are going to be able to restore power before the end of the year. That is a problem. We have a serious humanitarian problem that is going to only--I think, over the next few weeks, we're going to see exactly how that takes shape.

When you lose power, there are a lot of things that can go wrong downstream of that, that you aren't really thinking about when the floodwaters are there. But we're talking dialysis. We're talking: How did hospitals run? How do people go to school? Those are the primary concerns.

Rosin: You said last time, it affected areas the Democrats had to win. And this time?

Newkirk: Well, they have to win the whole state, so it will affect them, although the West is--those are 26 counties that Trump won. One of those counties, Buncombe County--Asheville's there, and Asheville is absolutely part of the Democratic strategy.

Rosin: So this time, it also affects areas that Democrats need to win.

Newkirk: Both parties.

Rosin: Yeah.

Graham: Yeah. I mean, I think it is a bigger challenge for Republicans. I mean, the counties that are in the disaster area accounted for, like, a quarter of Trump's vote in North Carolina in 2020. That's a lot.

And, you know, I think Vann is totally right about Asheville. I also think that Buncombe County is probably likely to be, you know--the bigger cities are going to recover faster, and it's these smaller towns that it's going to take longer to bounce back.

So that's going to be a challenge, especially when it doesn't appear that the Trump operation has a whole lot of ground game, but I guess we'll see.

Rosin: I will just acknowledge now, because I feel the need to that we already know over 100 people have died and hundreds of people are missing. It is weird to be talking about it in horse-race terms. It just happens to be the nature of our conversation. But, you know, there are so many stories in the news that are just--I mean, you can't believe what it's like to move through a sudden flood like that.

So I just want to say that. And like you said, Vann--I mean, we talk about it in this way because we're thinking about the national election, but one of the effects it has on the election is, like: Nobody cares.

Graham: Right. It's not the focus for those people. They're not thinking about how they're going to vote. They're thinking about how they're going to eat. Exactly.

Rosin: Right. Exactly. And, like, where they're going to live and how all the stuff is gone.

Newkirk: Where their loved ones are right now.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Not to mention, by the way, Hurricane Milton, which is happening just as this episode comes out. So we're thinking about people facing Milton and also people recovering from Hurricane Helene.

Vann, David, thank you so much for coming on and talking about North Carolina.

Newkirk: Thank you.

Graham: Thank you.
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Melania Really Doesn't Care

Her new memoir is a master class in how selective attention and empathy can insulate someone from the pains that trouble the rest of us.

by Sophie Gilbert




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


A little over 12 years ago, Melania Trump logged on to Twitter, uploaded a picture of a cheery-looking beluga whale, and added the caption, "What is she thinking?" The tweet was classic Melania, which is to say that it was cryptic, minimalist, and only lightly in focus. Unlike her husband, Melania Trump undershares on social media--if she isn't there to hawk baffling NFT collectibles or patriotic Christmas ornaments, she doesn't typically have much to say. But over the past few weeks, as she's soft-launched her new memoir, Melania has been posting a series of short videos, each one its own inscrutable puzzle. Mistily obscured through what seems to be a Vaseline-smeared camera lens, she gives brief statements on subjects including cancel culture, her immediate attraction to "Donald," and her apparent belief in a woman's right to choose. Her head is stiffly tilted, her gaze steadfast. As she talks, a string section in the background pulses with momentum, as though these clips are actually trailers for the climactic final season of a show called America!

What is she thinking? First ladies, by the cursed nature of the role, are supposed to humanize and soften the jagged, ugly edge of power. The job is to be maternal, quietly decorative, fascinating but not frivolous, busy but not bold. In some ways, Melania Trump--elegant, enigmatic, and apparently unambitious--arrived in Washington better suited to the office than any other presidential spouse in recent memory. In reality, she ended up feeling like a void--a literal absence from the White House for the first months of Donald Trump's presidency--that left so much room for projection. When she seemed to glower at her husband's back on Inauguration Day, some decided that she was desperate for an exit, prompting the #FreeMelania hashtag. When she wore a vibrant-pink pussy-bow blouse to a presidential debate mere days after the Access Hollywood tape leaked, the garment was interpreted by some as a statement of solidarity with women, and by others as a defiant middle finger to his critics. Most notoriously, during the months in 2018 when the Trump administration removed more than 5,000 babies and children from their parents at the U.S. border, Melania wore a jacket emblazoned with the words I really don't care, do u? on the plane to visit some of those children, the discourse over which rivaled the scrutiny of one of the cruelest American policies of the modern era.

Read: On pitying Melania

Would-be Melaniaologists have had mere scraps to work with over the years, which is why the announcement of her memoir in July was a surprise. Like the British Royal Family, the former first lady prefers to never complain, never explain, and instead glide imposingly through crisis, a swan in a swamp. Does she care? Having read the roughly 200 pages of Melania that aren't given over to photos, I think I can say that she does not. In fact, she appears to have turned not caring into its own superpower, focusing rigidly on who or what pleases her (beauty; her son, Barron; blockchain ventures) and filtering out virtually everything else. The book contains no mention of Stormy Daniels, Karen McDougal, the Access Hollywood tape, E. Jean Carroll, the felony conviction of her husband for falsifying business records. Trump's first impeachment gets about one page, compared with about four devoted to Melania's failed caviar-based skin-care brand from 2013. Her stepchildren merit just one direct mention. If the book contains any insight into Melania, it's in how meticulously she seems to have curated a reality for herself that's free from trouble, anxiety, or introspection. She's untouchable, insulated from care and responsibility by her extremely selective focus and distractingly ornamental prose.

So why write a book at all? My guess would be: As someone who seems to so dislike other people profiting from her name that--according to the former CNN journalist Kate Bennett's book, Free, Melania--souvenirs sold in her hometown are reportedly branded only with M or first lady to deter lawsuits, she wanted her own monetized effort on shelves next to the unauthorized biographies and torrid tell-alls. "As a private person who has often been the subject of public scrutiny and misrepresentation," she writes in the brief introduction, "I feel a responsibility to set the record straight and to provide the actual account of my experiences." What follows is--with the exception of her writing on abortion rights--highly predictable, and as airbrushed as a Vogue cover. Her memories of Election Night 2016 are of her husband emerging as "a unifying leader ... [who] recognized the need for healing and unity in America." Her childhood in Slovenia is idyllic, with two loving parents, a private nanny who bakes cakes frosted with "handmade sugar flowers," and "cherished" family holidays on the Dalmatian coast. The prose is lavish by way of LinkedIn: Melania's grandfather, a shoemaker and an onion farmer, "wasted no time in pursuing his passion for agriculture"; her mother, a patternmaker in a children's-clothing factory, "was the artisan behind the scenes ... thriving in the world of fashion."

The Trumpian embellishment of Melania's life prior to her husband's election can feel deadening to read; if everything is unique and remarkable and thrilling, nothing is. Her time as a model, a fairly uneventful career whose highlight before she met Trump was a single Camel ad, is reinvented as a plucky girl's triumph, a "testament to my firm determination, courage, and resilience." In her first meeting with Trump, she's struck by his "polished business look, witty banter, and obvious determination." She feels immediately "as if our souls had known each other for a very long time"; pragmatically, she ignores the reality of his messy second divorce, "choosing instead to enjoy his company." Their early commitment to each other is based on their shared preference for "a healthy life, evident in our abstinence from alcohol and tobacco." (Big Macs and Coca-Cola would like a word.) When the tabloids label her a "gold digger," she insists that she'd already "earned my fortune" but decides that "to engage in such matters--to dignify each and every untruth--would be squandering my time and energy."

What is fascinating about the book--if you can bear being beaten over the head with adjectives--is how early on Melania learns that the art of selective attention will set her free. She opts to not concern herself with Trump's chaotic romantic history, to not trouble herself with what people say about her. "While I may not agree with every decision or choice expressed by Donald's grown children, nor do I align with all of Donald's decisions, I acknowledge that differing viewpoints are a natural aspect of human relationships," she writes. "Rather than imposing my views or critiquing others, I have aimed to be a steady presence--someone they can rely on." Over time, as the stakes rise, this aversion to conflict starts to feel pathological. When the crisis at the border becomes global news, with shocking reports of hysterical children being snatched from their families, Melania describes being "blindsided" and "completely unaware of the policy." On January 6, 2021, as protestors storm the Capitol, Melania is busy "taking archival photographs" for a record of White House renovations. She's perplexed, then, when her press secretary at the time, Stephanie Grisham, asks her by text message if she wants to "denounce the violence." (As Grisham reminded us at the Democratic National Convention this year, Melania's reply was just one word: "No.") When, Melania thinks, "had I ever condoned violence?"

The only thing that really seems to aggravate Melania is when her willful ignorance is disrupted in ways she can't dismiss--which is perhaps why almost all of her enmity here is directed at the media. When it's revealed that sections of her speech supporting her husband at the 2016 Republican National Convention were near-identical to sections from a speech by Michelle Obama, she's furious that "my words, which articulated a hopeful vision for the nation, were overshadowed by a barrage of personal attacks." As her I really don't care jacket--a dig at the media, she writes--becomes a scandal, she's enraged at how "the media's distorted reporting on the jacket overshadowed the importance of the children," as though the jacket had simply fallen on her shoulders by accident, its message inscribed by invisible fairies.

This adamant refusal to engage with anything she doesn't want to think about does become harder and harder to maintain. When Melania writes of her steadfast, lifelong belief that women should "have autonomy in deciding their preference of having children, based on their own convictions, free from any intervention or pressure from the government," the flashing neon elephant in the room is her own husband, his three Supreme Court appointments, and his successful pitch to evangelicals that he would be America's most pro-life president. After Melania's home at Mar-a-Lago is raided during the FBI's investigation over Trump's alleged misuse of classified documents, she's appalled that the FBI goes through her and Barron's bedrooms, even though, she insists, "I had no confidential documents in my possession, no involvement with the West Wing." Americans, she emphasizes, "need to understand the dangers posed by a federal government that feels entitled to invade our homes and our lives." What's missing is any acknowledgement of the approximately 13,000 documents the government found at Mar-a-Lago, more than 100 of which were classified and some of which related to information about national defense. (It's much easier to call something a "witch hunt" if you mulishly ignore the cauldron, spellbook, and broomstick in your own basement.)

But fact-checking her memoir is, in some ways, beside the point, given how impervious Melania and her husband seem to be to the concept of "truth." Both understand how crucial attention can be, whether you're drawing it to yourself or focusing so intently on some things that you can't be criticized for all the other things you've missed. As I read other books about Melania Trump over the past week, I thought it seems likely that she is, in private, a gracious and fun woman who genuinely loves children, finds great pleasure in her own self-presentation, and cares not one single degree about what people think of her. In that sense, she is truly free, liberated from the pains of empathy and anxiety that plague the rest of us. She really doesn't care, and if we do, that's our problem.
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November Will Be Worse

Hurricane disinformation was just the start.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."

Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or liberal elites, or Democrats. All of the above? Whoever they are, Greene appeared to be saying, they sent a hurricane roaring toward Trump country.

The claim may be laughable, but Greene wasn't trying to be funny. Donald Trump and his allies, including Greene, are working hard to politicize the weather--to harness Helene and soon-to-make-landfall Milton as a kind of October surprise against the Democrats before next month's election. Such false claims have real-world implications, not least impeding recovery efforts. But they also offer a foretaste of the grievance-fueled disinformation mayhem that we'll see on and after Election Day. In what will almost certainly be another nail-biter of an election--decided once again by tens of thousands of votes in a few states--conspiracy-mongering about the validity of the results could lead to very real political unrest.

Over the next few weeks, "we're going to see this disinformation get worse," Graham Brookie, a disinformation expert at the Atlantic Council, an international-affairs think tank, told me. "We're going to be coming back to this again and again and again."

While Greene was making her strange foray into cloud-seeding and weather modification last week, Trump was spreading his own set of more terrestrial lies. At a rally in Georgia, the GOP nominee claimed that the state's governor, Brian Kemp, couldn't reach Joe Biden, even though Kemp had spoken with the president about relief efforts the day before. On Truth Social, Trump falsely alleged that government officials in hurricane-battered North Carolina were "going out of their way to not help people in Republican areas." Later, Trump repeatedly accused Vice President Kamala Harris of spending FEMA money on "illegal migrants." (She didn't; FEMA administers a program that helps state and local governments house migrants, but those resources are separate from disaster-relief funds.) Over the weekend, Trump argued that Americans who lost their homes in Helene were receiving only $750 from FEMA--in fact, that amount is just emergency aid for essentials; survivors can apply for up to $42,500 in additional assistance.

Online, rumors swirled. Right-wing activists shared texts from unnamed acquaintances in unidentified places complaining about the government response. Elon Musk, a recent convert to the Church of Trump, told his 200 million followers on X that FEMA had been "ferrying illegals" into the country instead of "saving American lives." Later, when he accused the Federal Aviation Administration of blocking aid to parts of North Carolina, Musk was talked down by Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, who apparently assured him in a phone call that this was not happening.

The practical effect of these falsehoods is that local officials have to spend precious time and energy combatting misinformation, rather than recovery efforts. FEMA's response has, inevitably, aroused frustrations about delays and bureaucracy, but the intensity of this hurricane season is creating unprecedented challenges. And the propagation of lies could demoralize people in affected areas, "reducing the likelihood that survivors will come to FEMA" for help, one agency official said earlier this week. Government officials have spent the past week engaged in the crisis-comms operation of a lifetime: FEMA has a dedicated webpage for debunking rumors being spread by the leader of the Republican Party and his allies; the state of North Carolina does, too. And at least one GOP member of Congress has broken ranks to send out a press release clarifying that, in fact, "Hurricane Helene was NOT geoengineered by the government to seize and access lithium deposits in Chimney Rock."

The problem is that their efforts aren't making much of an impact, Nina Jankowicz, the author of How to Lose the Information War, told me. "That is in part because we have seen the complete kind of buy-in from the Republican Party establishment into these falsehoods." Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, will hit Florida's west coast tonight, and already the same Helene-style conspiracy theories have begun to circulate. "WEATHER MODIFICATION WEAPONIZED AGAINST POLITICAL OPPONENTS," one Trump-aligned account with 155,000 followers wrote on X: "It's being done to protect pedophiles and child traffickers from prosecution and so much more." A self-described "decentralized tech maverick" is telling Floridians that FEMA won't let them return to their homes if they evacuate. (The post, which received 1.1 million views, is a lie.)

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

Rumor and distortion typically abound during and after storms, mass shootings, and other "crisis-information environments," as the academic parlance labels them. And elections, especially ones with narrow margins, have very similar dynamics, Brookie, from the Atlantic Council, told me. "There's a lot of new information, high levels of engagement, and a lot of really sustained focus on every single update."

The 2024 election may not be called on November 5 and could easily remain unresolved for a few days afterward. In that fuzzy interregnum, a very familiar series of events could unfold. Just replace Trump's hurricane-related conspiracy theories with some wild allegation about Sharpies at polling sites or secret bins full of uncounted ballots. Instead of being blamed for hogging FEMA resources, undocumented immigrants will be accused of voting en masse. It's easy to imagine, because we already saw it play out in 2020: the suitcases of ballots and a burst pipe, the tainted Dominion voting machines, the hordes of zombie voters. The MAGA loyalists in Congress and the pro-Trump media ecosystem will amplify these claims. Musk, never one to stay calm on the sidelines, will leap into the fray with his proprietary algorithm-boosted commentary.

Local election officials will try to clear things up, but it could be too late. Millions of Americans across the country, primed to distrust government and institutions, will be sure that something sinister has taken place.

The hurricanes' aftermath will already have created new opportunities for conspiracy-mongers, even before the election. After Helene, the North Carolina Elections Board passed emergency measures that will allow some voters to request and receive absentee ballots up until the day before the election. Depending on the damage caused by Milton, Florida may make some of its own election changes. "That will clearly come under attack," Elaine Kamarck, a co-author of Lies That Kill: A Citizen's Guide to Disinformation, told me. As we saw with procedural changes made to accommodate voters during the coronavirus pandemic, "change in the voting process can always be used to make people paranoid."

Right now, Americans in the Southeast are preparing to weather a very dangerous storm. This time next month, all of us will be facing a storm of a different kind.
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A Great President, and His Opposite

Even those who believe they understand George Washington's legacy will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


(World History Archive / Alamy) (The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783)



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.


Recently, I was rereading Livy's History of Rome (I am obligated, contractually, to write sentences like this), in order to better understand the story of Cincinnatus, the soldier and statesman who desired only to look after his farm. "Put on thy robe and hear the words of the people," a delegation of messengers said as they approached him. Cincinnatus, plowing his land, was a bit startled. "Is all well?" he asked.

Obviously not. "The people of Rome make thee dictator, and bid thee come forthwith to the city," the messengers said, explaining that the city was under siege by an enemy tribe, the Aequi.

Quite an offer. We are all familiar with the tendency of great men to be tempted by the matchless possibilities of dictatorship. Cincinnatus put on his robes and went to Rome, where, over a 16-day period, he organized the defeat of the Aequi. But then he went home.

America's first president did many great things, but as Tom Nichols notes in his new Atlantic cover story, the greatest thing George Washington ever did was return to Mount Vernon. Like Cincinnatus, he was called upon by the people to defend his nation. Like Cincinnatus, he won the affection and esteem of soldier and citizen alike. And like Cincinnatus, he could have made himself a leader for life, a despot, a king. If he'd been of different character or temperament, the American experiment--a great, noble, flawed, self-correcting, indispensable gift to humankind --would not have lasted to this day.

Washington was imperfect. He was a beneficiary of the sin of chattel slavery. But as a leader of a newly born democracy, he was also an avatar of self-restraint and self-mastery. As Tom writes in his cover story, Washington's life and leadership were a guide for his successors. Through his example, he taught presidents how to rule, and how to return power to the people when it was time to go home.

"Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far," Tom writes. "Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people."

All but one, of course: the ex-president trying to regain the office he lost in a free and fair election four years ago, and signaling that he will refuse to concede should he lose again.

The story of George Washington and Donald Trump is the sad tale of a country once led by a Cincinnatus but now being duped by a grifter. Yet Washington's example is alive to us, if we choose to pay attention. Several months ago, I told Tom of my preoccupation with Washington. Tom, who writes this newsletter for us, served for many years with distinction on the faculty of the Naval War College, and he has the correct sort of reverence for the nation's founders (which is to say, a critical sort of reverence). Tom did not initially react with fervent enthusiasm. Later--long after I had hectored him into writing this story--he explained why. "Like many Americans, I found Washington intimidating. He didn't seem quite human. In every picture of Washington, he's giving you this disapproving side-eye. Now I know that that was the look he was giving Gilbert Stuart, whom he didn't like. But in any case, other presidents always seemed real to me--I grew up in Massachusetts, and we called Kennedy 'Jack.' Even Lincoln was real to me, but Washington just seemed unapproachable, like the obelisk built in his honor."

Tom's subsequent exploration of Washington's record and character is what I suggest you read tonight, or as soon as possible. Even those who believe they understand Washington's greatness will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite--Trump, who seeks to be a dictator, who believes he is smarter than any general or statesman, who evinces no ability to learn, who possesses no humility, who divides Americans rather than unites them.

Tom writes of Washington, "Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause."

We are a month away from an election that will decide America's future. My suggestion, particularly for those of you who are still undecided about the path forward, is to read about the past, and understand what a great president can be.

Read the cover story here.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Hurricane disinformation is a precursor to November.
 	The Trump believability gap
 	Bill Adair: What I didn't understand about political lying
 	The most dramatic shift in U.S. public opinion




Today's News

	Hurricane Milton, a Category 3 storm, is expected to make landfall tonight near Florida's Tampa Bay coastline.
 	President Joe Biden and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu spoke on the phone for the first time in two months. They were expected to discuss Israel's plans to strike back against Iran.
 	Brazil lifted its ban on X yesterday after the company complied with the Brazilian supreme court's orders.




More From The Atlantic

	Hillels are under attack, Mayim Bialik argues.
 	Michael Oren: The mistakes Israel can't afford to repeat
 	Hurricane Milton made a terrible prediction come true.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment

By Jason Schreier

Over the past three years, as I worked on a book about the history of the video-game company Blizzard Entertainment, a disconcerting question kept popping into my head: Why does success seem so awful? Even typing that out feels almost anti-American, anathema to the ethos of hard work and ambition that has propelled so many of the great minds and ideas that have changed the world.
 But Blizzard makes a good case for the modest achievement over the astronomical.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Miguel Porlan



Read. These six books are for people who love watching movies.

Phone a friend. "Whenever a friend tells me something, I blab about it to other people. Why can't I stop?" a reader asks James Parker in his new advice column, "Dear James."

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Woman Who Would Be Steinbeck

John Steinbeck beat Sanora Babb to the great American Dust Bowl novel--using her field notes. What do we owe her today?

by Mark Athitakis




It is likely, but by no means certain, that in May 1938, the writers John Steinbeck and Sanora Babb met in a cafe near Arvin, California. Both were in town to chronicle the plight of migrants who were flooding the state to escape the decimation of the Dust Bowl. Both were writing fiction about it--Steinbeck had abandoned two novels on the subject earlier that year, while Babb had received an enthusiastic response from Random House for the opening chapters of her novel in progress, Whose Names Are Unknown. And both were connected to Tom Collins, a staffer at the Farm Security Administration (FSA), a federal agency providing aid to the migrants. To Steinbeck, Collins was a friend and a passkey to the migrant experience. To Babb, he was a mentor and supervisor; she had volunteered to document living conditions in the camps.

What happened next is in some ways clear as day, in others frustratingly fuzzy. The clear part is a tale of profound literary unfairness: Steinbeck received FSA field notes, compiled largely (but not entirely) from Babb's observations and interviews, after which he began a punishing 100-day writing sprint to produce The Grapes of Wrath, the foundational American novel about the Great Depression. Babb's book, delivered later, would be scotched. The Random House co-founder Bennett Cerf alerted Babb that she was late to the finish line in August 1939. "What rotten luck for you that 'The Grapes of Wrath' should not only have come out before your book was submitted but should have so swept the country!" Cerf wrote. "Obviously, another book at this time about exactly the same subject would be a sad anticlimax!"

Here's the fuzzy part: Over time, an understandably frustrated Babb would insist that she, not Collins, had personally handed over the reports to Steinbeck--an act that would make his appropriation look more brazen and personal. "Tom asked me to give him my notes," Babb would write 40 years after that alleged cafe meeting. "I did. Naive me." It doesn't appear that Steinbeck ever wrote about meeting Babb, or even mentioned her by name, though it's plausible that two diligent reporters on the same beat would want to compare notes.

Fuzzier still is the question of how much of Grapes was written on the back of the FSA notes, how much of that research was Babb's--and how much it matters. Her observations almost certainly helped Steinbeck shape his rendering of the migrants. Babb's entries were rich and thorough--having grown up on a failing farm in the Oklahoma panhandle, she was particularly trusted by Collins to connect with the migrants. When Babb shared her jottings, directly or indirectly, she was likely motivated by the urge to get their experience across through whatever medium might help them.

So what would you call the ensuing fame of one novel and the preemptive burial of another? Appropriation? Theft? Bad timing? Sexism? Perhaps, in the end, it was simply evidence of a cruel flaw of publishing: Sometimes its decision makers conclude--not always for good reasons--that there isn't room for many stories about one major event. That a short-term judgment about what the market will bear can choke off a literary legacy and, to some extent, impoverish a culture.


Sanora Babb (seated in the center) at an FSA migrant camp in 1938. (Courtesy of Sanora Babb Papers / Harry Ransom Center / University of Texas at Austin. (c) Joanne Dearcopp.)



One virtue of Iris Jamahl Dunkle's new biography, Riding Like the Wind: The Life of Sanora Babb, is that it keeps Steinbeck off the stage for as long as possible. Despite Babb's rotten luck, as Cerf put it, the editor's snub wasn't the defining element of her life and career. A dedicated leftist, she'd published fiction and reportage in little magazines and journals such as New Masses, befriending working-class writers including William Saroyan and Nelson Algren. She had a long marriage to the Oscar-winning cinematographer James Wong Howe that sometimes bent but didn't break under the pressure of his work. And though Grapes derailed her career, Babb never stopped mining her childhood for material. In Oklahoma, Colorado, and Kansas, she'd experienced poverty, crop failures, and an absent dad; her mother struggled to keep a bakery running while her father chased illusory dreams as a gambler and semipro baseball player. Wind highlights Babb's determination to chronicle such deprivation while writing her way out of it.

This personal history, according to Dunkle, goes some way toward explaining why Babb might have made the career-crippling decision to open-source her notes. "You have to understand that Sanora Babb came from a communist, liberal background--she was a community-based writer," Dunkle told me over Zoom from UC Davis, where she is a lecturer in the English department. "She was part of a writers' group for 40 years with Ray Bradbury," and professional collaboration was baked into her ethos. "I don't think she thought that Steinbeck would appropriate things from her notes and that it would make it impossible for her to publish her book."

Read: Plagiarism is the next "fake news"

Riding Like the Wind doesn't argue that Steinbeck plagiarized Babb, but rather asserts that he appropriated her writing without credit; it also suggests that the scope and perspective of The Grapes of Wrath didn't become clear to Steinbeck until he had those notes in hand. Dunkle quotes Steinbeck himself to show that the field reports commissioned by Collins (one of the people to whom Grapes was dedicated) were essential to an authentic portrayal of his milieu: "Letter from Tom with vital information to be used later. He is good," the author wrote in his diary while toiling over his novel. "I need this stuff. It is exact and just the thing that will be used against me if I am wrong."

Although Dunkle's framing is backed by fresh evidence, some fuzziness persists. In his 2020 biography of Steinbeck, Mad at the World, William Souder expresses skepticism about whether Babb actually met Steinbeck--or would have willingly handed over notes she was using for her own novel. Speaking to me on the phone from his home in Minnesota, he deferred to Dunkle's research (and Babb's statements) on that point, but said it is difficult to discern what material of Babb's was used, and how.

Souder and other scholars have detected echoes of Babb's notes in Grapes. Her observations about the migrants' "mortgage-lost farms, bank-claimed machinery and animals, dust-ruined acres" have the same biblical cadence that Steinbeck mastered in his novel. Their descriptions of stillborn babies are similar; both use creatures like insects and turtles as metaphors for the migrants' plight.

Without direct evidence, however, a definitive link can't be proved; both authors were, after all, in the same place at the same time. "It's really hard to disentangle things and say, 'Well, this idea comes from Steinbeck; this idea comes from Babb,'" Souder said. "I think that's borderline impossible."

And Steinbeck had at least as much right to the subject. He had been writing about Dust Bowl migrants well before meeting Babb; in 1936, he wrote dispatches on them for the San Francisco News; that same year, he published In Dubious Battle, about a California fruit-worker strike. "He's a native of California," Peter Van Coutren, an archivist at the Martha Heasley Cox Center for Steinbeck Studies at San Jose State University, told me. "He is a keen observer of what's ... happening here in California, and he's looking for a way to promote his ideals of fairness, human rights, and human equality."


Babb in front of a window display featuring her first published book, The Lost Traveler, at Pickwick Books in Los Angeles in 1958. (Courtesy of Sanora Babb Papers / Harry Ransom Center / University of Texas at Austin. (c) Joanne Dearcopp.)



For all the parallels, a reader would be unlikely to mistake one novel for the other. Their plots rhyme, especially in the latter chapters, which concern migrant families trapped and exploited by low-paying conglomerate farms. But where Grapes is relentlessly symphonic and often melodramatic, Unknown--which was finally edited and released 20 years ago--is intimate and restrained, focusing acutely on the slow-motion erosion of the agrarian American dream in a pattern of exploitation that the Dust Bowl only intensified. Its portrait of an Oklahoma-panhandle community undone by dust storms, depicting miscarriage and suicide along with economic devastation, is visceral and honed, more in line with Algren than Steinbeck.

Babb had a gift for weaving together individual desperation and systemic failure. In a fine section in the first half of Unknown, a family patriarch, Milt, contemplates the coming weather and practically wills it to save his family:

He looked at the edges of the sky, hoping for clouds or the steely haze that might mean early snow. Off to the northwest a bank of clouds lay just darker than the sky, still like a great animal waiting to spring, showing the sleepy fire of its eyes when the faint autumn lightning winked. It was far away and would spend its strength on other land. His wheat and that of every other prairie farm was waiting in the ground for rain.
 In his "rotten luck" letter, Cerf wrote to Babb that "the last third of your book is so completely like 'The Grapes of Wrath' that the families and characters might basically be interchanged in the two." This is exactly right but also completely misses the point: Collective experiences are, by their nature, shared, but Babb's characterization of them was wholly her own. And while Grapes chronicles the injustices that migrants faced in California, Unknown shows how farmers struggled with them in Oklahoma, bringing their dread and suspicions of authority westward.


Two writers with divergent styles, both capturing a cataclysmic American event: It's difficult to believe the marketplace didn't have room for them both. "The excuse given by Cerf that the field was too crowded to hold another novel of the same seems flimsy at best," Van Coutren, of the Steinbeck Center, told me. "So I imagine there was some other push for him to come up with a reason to dismiss her, and I see that dismissal ... as, most likely, because she was a young woman writer who was just getting started."

Read: The hazards of writing while female

This is Dunkle's conclusion as well, and it's a reasonable one. The publishing industry could accommodate contemporaneous World War II novels about the Pacific Theater, including From Here to Eternity and The Caine Mutiny; Henry Roth's Call It Sleep opened the door for Jewish American immigrant literature, rather than slamming it shut.

The closest parallels to Babb's predicament might be the fate of innovators such as Alfred Russel Wallace, who came up with the concept of natural selection around the same time as Charles Darwin, or Gottfried Liebniz, who developed a variant of calculus just as Isaac Newton did. But fiction isn't science. It's a study in emotion and perspective, and Grapes and Unknown are distinct books. Dunkle said that Grapes of Wrath makes her think of her grandmother, who grew up in Oklahoma. When Dunkle told her that she was reading Grapes in class, her grandmother snapped: Don't ever talk to me about Steinbeck again. "She hated the book," Dunkle recalled, "and I couldn't understand why." But the more closely she read the influential novel, the more she noticed Steinbeck's tendency to depict his characters as victims with little agency of their own.

Dunkle's book may help elevate Babb's status, not simply because it so thoroughly explores the Steinbeck affair but because it succeeds at doing what all good literary biographies do: It makes a case for reading old writing in new ways. Steinbeck thrived in an era when sweep and melodrama and heft--not to mention manliness--signified quality literature. Babb, arguably, speaks more directly to this moment, which rewards clear portraits of marginalization and a grasp of how sociopolitical forces shape everyday relationships. Babb didn't get the chance she deserved, but she knew as well as anyone how much the world was suffused with unfairness alongside hope and ambition. It's right there in the final line of Unknown: "They would rise and fall and, in their falling, rise again."
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What I Learned Serving on a January 6 Jury

He's guilty. So why do I feel so bad after voting to convict?

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

About 1,500 people have been charged for their actions on January 6. Some brought weapons to the Capitol. Some committed acts of violence that were caught on camera. Some belonged to militias. And then there is a different category of defendant: someone with no criminal record who showed up on that day and went overboard and committed a crime.

The families of January 6 defendants have long argued that the punishments their loved ones received were too severe. (The Supreme Court took up one of their arguments and agreed.) In this episode, we contemplate that enduring complaint in an uncomfortably personal way. Soon after we discovered that our new neighbor was Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, Lauren served as a juror on a January 6 case and emerged queasy about the outcome. We visit the defendant's wife and talk to the judge in the case.

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean you feel bad for him?

Lauren Ober: Oh, I feel so bad. I feel so bad because he believed so many lies to get him to this point. Like, he was suckered in. So he's going to go to jail for believing Donald Trump and for believing all of the rhetoric. And all of those people who spewed that--all the official people who spewed that--there's nobody official who's losing.

Rosin: Now that hundreds of people have been through the courts for crimes related to January 6, we know a lot more details about who they were. Some were Oath Keepers who showed up prepared for battle. Some carried guns or knives and beat up cops with flagpoles.

But there was also another group of just guys--young, curious normies. Or dads who maybe got a little too deep in the MAGA universe and then got a little too wild in the moment--criminal for the day.

We know about them, too, because a lot of them had their own YouTube channels or podcasts or whatever. Like this guy, who made this podcast recording with his friend on January 8, right after he flew home. He's the guy Lauren feels bad for, the guy at the center of this episode. His name is Taylor Johnatakis.

Taylor Johnatakis: So this is the girl who was murdered. This is Ashli.

Ashli Babbitt: --walking to the Capitol in a mob. There's an estimated 3 million people--

Johnatakis: We're walking. I was here in this--I was here in this crowd.

Babbitt: Despite what the media tells you, boots on ground definitely say something different. There is a sea of nothing but red, white, and blue.

Rosin: The podcast host then shows his friend the video that Ashli Babbitt recorded on her phone and posted on Facebook of her walking towards the Capitol with a Trump flag wrapped around her waist.

Johnatakis: That was Ashli. That's Ashli who got killed.

Guest: Wow. I had no--I had never seen the face to the name.

Johnatakis: Okay. That's--what?!

Guest: I'm serious.

Johnatakis: You don't know her?

Guest: No. I'm serious. There's so much that you just can't see from the outside.

Johnatakis: Oh my gosh.

Guest: It may have been played on the news, but I have not seen it. There's a lot of stuff I haven't seen.

Johnatakis: (Gasps.) I can't believe it.

Guest: Do we need to take a break?

Johnatakis: I can't believe you don't know her name. Dude. She died for us, man. (Voice breaks.)

Guest: Yeah. I don't--that's the first time I've seen her.

Johnatakis: I didn't realize you didn't know her name. (Cries.) I'm sorry.

Rosin: The podcast host, the guy who is losing it, is not a right-wing media star or an influencer. He'd be lucky if a hundred people listened to his podcast. But someone important did listen: the FBI.

So now we are going to take a detour into the more surreal parts of the January 6 aftermath, where a goofy dad of five who had never been accused of a crime in his life gets caught up in an FBI roundup. And we're doing that because D.C. citizen Lauren Ober was one of the people who had to decide his fate.

[Music]

Ober: I'm D.C. citizen Lauren Ober.

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

 Ober: A couple months before I met Micki, I got a notice in the mail. It was a summons for jury duty for the U.S. District Court of the District of Columbia, Criminal Division. And because I am No. 1 Best Citizen, I didn't throw the summons in the garbage. I opened it.

Rosin: On the day she was supposed to show up, which happened to be right after we learned who our neighbors were, Lauren said something offhand to me.

Ober: "I bet it's a January 6 case."

Rosin: We both laughed at this idea. Like, how wild would it be--just weeks after learning that some of your neighbors were very prominent Justice for J6ers--to get onto a January 6 jury? It would just be too weird.

Ober: Now, of course you know where this is going. I walked into Courtroom 15 and sat down with other potential jurors, and then the judge told us the trial we were being considered for was a January 6 case, which maybe shouldn't have been surprising.

[Music]

Ober: January 6 is the largest criminal investigation in U.S. history. And most of these cases have been adjudicated in D.C. So I guess I had a pretty high chance of ending up on a January 6 jury. Fun fact: You can see a lovely tableau of the U.S. Capitol from the building. I mean, how many courthouses have a view of the crime scene?

The defendant, Taylor Johnatakis, was charged with three felonies: obstruction of an official proceeding; civil disorder' and assaulting, resisting, or impeding certain officers--also, a handful of misdemeanors. In my jury notebook, I wrote: "Looks like a regular guy. Short brown hair, a brown beard, and rectangular glasses." One thing that stood out was how much Johnatakis smiled and made eye contact with the jury. It seemed like he was--I don't know--happy to be there or something. It was creepy.

Johnatakis: Trump speech is over. It was awesome.

Ober: The prosecutor told us in her opening statement that we'd be seeing a lot of video evidence from January 6 because a lot of these guys made videos and recordings of themselves, like the video podcast that you heard earlier, where the host cries about Ashli. That was Johnatakis. He made and posted a lot of videos the prosecution played us at trial, like this:

Johnatakis: We're walking over to the Capitol right now, and--I don't know--maybe we'll break down the doors.

Ober: And this--

Johnatakis: I was on the front line. I was on the gate. I organized a push up to the Capitol because I felt like that is exactly what we needed.

Ober: And also this--

Johnatakis: We had a right to be there. We were supposed to be there. I was there, okay?

Ober: As the case continued, over about three days, there was more and more video evidence. Even in the horde of people swarming the Capitol, Johnatakis was easy to pick out. He was wearing a red MAGA hat and had a megaphone strapped to his back, so the jury could follow his movements as he made his way closer and closer to the doors of the Capitol.

As Johnatakis climbed the many sets of stairs that led to the various entrances of the Capitol, he shouted into his megaphone to no one in particular for, like, a solid 10 minutes about oligarchs and censorship and how Mike Pence apparently abused children.

Johnatakis: I never, never, never considered the fact that our vice president is a child molester!

I never considered the fact that our vice president is in business with the Chinese Communist Party.

Ober: When Johnatakis reached the top of the stairs, he was blocked from going any further by a bunch of metal barricades and lines of cops. This is the moment where the prosecution offered evidence that the defendant was not just one of the guys milling around but actually a riot leader, because he was yelling into his megaphone, directing people what to do.

Johnatakis: Don't throw any shit up here. Don't throw any shit up here. They don't need that. They don't need that. And I don't need to push it back when we come to that. Push it out of here. We're just using our bodies--

Ober: Although no one seemed to be listening to a word he was saying, until he said this.

Johnatakis: One, two, three--go! One foot!

[Cheers and clanging]

Ober: This is where the action started. Johnatakis motions to the people around him to put their hands on the barricade. When they do, he shouts, One, two, three, and starts pushing the barricade into the cops. The cops on the barricade push back, while another line of cops behind them shoots pepper spray at the rioters and tries to hit them with nightsticks. The defendant retreats, and the cops restore their line. The whole thing lasts about a minute.

When the jury catches up with Johnatakis again, it's in a video he made as he's walking away from the Capitol.

Johnatakis: They're that afraid of us. They're that afraid of us. They had to usher the congressmen and senators out of the House in shame with black bags. I got gassed. I got hit pretty dang hard a couple times with a nightstick. It's not funny. It hurt. We're done. I'm walking away from the Capitol. I've shed some tears. I'm very sad about what I have watched firsthand unfold.

Ober: Now, the prosecution was selling a pretty good story here. In tape after tape, Johnatakis declares, It's me. I'm here. I'm ready to go. He sounds pretty unhinged, and he uses his megaphone to get a bunch of people to go after the cops.

Then it was the defense's turn, which in this case meant the defendant himself. Despite the judge's warning against it, Johnatakis decided to represent himself, and the result was bizarre.

After the witnesses testified, Johnatakis apologized to them and asked them questions like, Is there anything I can do to make amends for my actions on that day? At some point, he told the jury, I'm sorry for my sins, and I repent. He did argue that a lot of what he'd said was, quote, "hyperbolic rhetoric"--that he had a podcast, and he sometimes used overblown language. That was, at least, a relevant argument. But the videos had shown Johnatakis doing more than just talking.

Then both sides made their closing statements. One sounded like a professional court argument, and the other lectured the judge about a legal term and then recited scripture. Then the judge sent us, the members of the jury, off to deliberate.

While we deliberated, this is the thing I kept coming back to: Compared to other J6ers I'd read about, this guy wasn't a member of a militia. He didn't carry a weapon or beat up a cop. On the other hand, it was pretty clear that Johnatakis had done what he was accused of. We weren't judging his actions in comparison to others; we were judging based on what we saw on video and witness testimony.

Everyone on the jury took it seriously, and the verdict was unanimous: guilty. The clerk read the verdict out loud, and I kept my head down so I wouldn't accidentally make eye contact with the defendant.

A couple of days after the trial, Hanna and I left for a Thanksgiving vacation. I should have been having fun, but I couldn't stop thinking about Taylor Johnatakis. While we were enjoying our trip, he was sitting in a cell at the D.C. jail, where he would spend the next five months before learning his fate.

It didn't feel like some miscarriage of justice, but I didn't feel great about it. Almost a year later, I still don't.

Rosin: We explore why that is, after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In the days after Lauren's jury duty, I noticed she had an uncharacteristic heaviness about her, so we sat down and talked about it.

Rosin: So did anybody else feel sorry for him?

Ober: I mean, I would say that, like, half the people in the room felt bad for him.

Rosin: Why? The feeling bad is--I mean, I almost get it. I don't 100 percent get it, because it sounds like, you know, the thing you described him doing at the top of the steps with those barriers is edging on a kind of violence. There are victims, who are those cops--

Ober: It's not edging on a kind of violence. It actually is an act of physical violence, technically, according to the law. That is what we were asked to determine, and the government proved that.

Rosin: And there were people there--police officers, you know, they're people. Some of them were traumatized. So the violence didn't just happen against property. You guys fulfilled your duty. He is guilty. And yet something feels not right to you about the outcome.

Ober: Because he seems like a guy who was lost. His whole argument was hyperbolic rhetoric. And he was suggesting that he got caught up in the spirit of, like--for the Trump people, they felt like they were part of something: They're a part of a thing that is so much bigger than themselves. They are a part of a movement. They're a part of history. They matter, right? They matter. And--

Rosin: But all crimes and genocides are caused by people who have a hole in their life, and then they want to be part of a thing, and so they get swept up in a thing and then--

Ober: No. That's not true. That's not true at all, because most crimes--most violent crimes--are crimes of passion or crimes of opportunity.

Rosin: All mass crimes--all mass, cultural crimes are generally someone in power preying on people who want to matter and belong.

Ober: Yes, and I feel bad about that. That is sad to me. That is sad that all of these people who--they did that to themselves. I understand that. I was on a jury, and I found him guilty. I didn't say he didn't do this.

But this guy is just getting used. He has a nice family, beautiful children. He has a nice wife. He goes to, you know, his church. Like, he has a nice, respectable job. He made his own business. Like, that's a fine life. That's a fine life, but in some way, he was led to believe that's not good enough. You have to fight for this thing. You have to save America because America's going down the tubes, even though he had probably a really nice life. I don't know what his life was like, but from all that I can tell, it was, like, nice people.

Rosin: Okay, a last thing: Is there anything else that you feel you really want to know? Anything you still have a kind of burning flame of curiosity about?

Ober: Yeah. I mean, I would love to understand: What is your family gonna do now? And, you know, Now you're forever, like, a January 6er. And you're branded with that now. Maybe that's a proud brand to have. I don't know. I am really curious about where you go from here.

[Music]

Rosin: Lauren, of course, is not trying to say that he shouldn't be punished at all. She voted to convict, after all. So what is her queasy feeling? Is it a "zoom in, zoom out" thing, like a lot of us would feel bad for a defendant if we were on their jury and got to know them better? Or are the January 6 prosecutions just a really unusual set of circumstances that we don't have a box for yet?

What I took away was: There is something about the ratio of crime to punishment that wasn't sitting well with Lauren. Of course, we now know she wasn't the only one. The Supreme Court justices ruled seven months later that some of the January 6 defendants had been improperly charged with a felony of "obstructing an official proceeding." Both Johnatakis and Nicole Reffitt's husband, Guy, were charged with that felony. The government is reviewing their cases, along with the cases of the hundreds of defendants who were impacted by the ruling.

At the vigil, by the way, Micki and company celebrated that Supreme Court ruling with champagne and cake.

The defendant in Lauren's case, Taylor Johnatakis, went straight to the D.C. jail. And then five months later, he appeared at his sentencing hearing. It seemed weird for Lauren Ober, Juror No. 3, to go, so I went instead.

The defendant's wife, Marie, sat in the row in front of me, surrounded by three of her five children. She looked tiny. People can get dwarfed by official proceedings. Plus, it had been raining hard that morning, so everyone seemed extra wilted. Micki sat a few rows behind, barely taking her eyes off Marie and the kids.

After the prosecution and the defense made their cases, it was the judge's turn to announce the sentence. But before doing that, he made an unusually long speech. His name is Judge Royce Lamberth. He's a Reagan appointee who's handled dozens of J6 cases. He described this defendant as always courteous and respectful. He said the defendant was not an "inherently bad person."

He mentioned that he'd gotten 20 letters from family members about Johnatakis's good character and that he'd read all of them. Some sample compliments from those letters, quote: "He is faithful to his wife and children. He's faithful to God. He loves his brothers and sisters. We love him more than words can express." And: "Never had a legal issue, outside a speeding ticket."

The judge said he'd even called one of the family members who'd written an especially good letter, which is wild. Can you imagine getting a phone call from a judge in D.C., out of the blue, who says, Hey, I'm about to send your relative to prison. I just wanted to talk to you about it? It was like this judge had a bit of that same queasy feeling that Lauren had had, because he went to such great lengths to explain his reasoning.

And then the sentence. Counts one and two: 60 months. The defendant's wife put her arm over her youngest son's shoulder. Count three: 12 months. The son, who was just old enough to do math, started to cry. Plus 15 more months. Now Marie started to cry. 87 months total--more than seven years. That little son of theirs might be taller than his dad the next time they were home together.

Okay, remember Lauren's questions to me?

Ober: What is your family gonna do now? And, you know, Now you're forever, like, a January 6er. And you're branded with that now. Maybe that's a proud brand to have. I don't know.

Rosin: Seeing Marie and her family in court made me want to know too.

[Music]

Rosin: Hi. Should I take my shoes off?

Marie Johnatakis: Come in.

Rosin: A couple of months after the sentencing, I visited Marie Johnatakis, the defendant's wife--the one who'd cried in the courtroom--at their family home in Washington State. When I was planning the trip, my editor reminded me of the usual travel-danger precautions: Be careful. Make sure someone always knows where you are, which, when I got there, was pretty funny.

The vibe in this house was so powerfully "mom's in charge." Like, the thing of note was how all the toys and kid things were so neatly put away and organized in baskets.

Rosin: Why is it so neat? You have five children.

Marie Johnatakis: Yes. So these are our things, but there's a lot--

Rosin: This house, an oversized actual log cabin set back on a woodsy road, where they had raised and homeschooled those five children, felt so far away from January 6 and jail and D.C. courtrooms that it made me want to know what her reality was on the day that her husband was standing in front of the Capitol with that bullhorn.

Rosin: Did you guys watch it on TV? Like, did the kids know what was going on?

Marie Johnatakis: We did not watch it on TV. We were doing other stuff. I'm trying to even remember the weather for that day, but probably would have been kids playing Legos, big kids probably hanging out with other big kids.

Rosin: And what are you doing?

Marie Johnatakis: I'm just taking care of all the kids, cooking dinner, cooking lunch. (Laughs.)

Rosin: The feminist thought did occur to me at this moment that one way to see some of these J6 cases is that the men were out enacting their 1776 fantasy while the women were home putting away the Legos. And there was plenty of evidence of that in this case. Remember how Lauren and I went away for Thanksgiving right after the trial?

Well, that meant that Taylor, the husband and father, was in D.C. at his trial just before Thanksgiving. And his wife, Marie, was home with their five kids, planning the holiday dinner, which she just assumed her husband would be home for--because she somehow thought that even if he did get convicted, he would be able to wait for his sentencing at home.

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. [Cries.]

But anyways, so when he didn't fly back home, it was one of those things that it's like, Okay. It's me.

Rosin: And then to cap it off, on the morning of Christmas Eve, the family walked downstairs to discover that their dog had died. He'd stopped eating when dad left.

Rosin: Oh, come on. I mean, My dog died on Christmas Eve is, like--

Marie Johnatakis: It's the worst country song you've ever heard. The worst one. [Laughs.] My husband's in jail, and my dog is dead.

Rosin: And it's Christmas Eve--

Marie Johnatakis: And it's Christmas Eve.

Rosin: Yeah.

Marie Johnatakis: Oh. [Sighs.] So yeah--it is pretty pitiful. [Laughs.]

Rosin: Yeah. That's almost so bad that you have to laugh.

Marie Johnatakis: You have to laugh. You have to laugh.

Rosin: Yeah. Exactly.

Rosin: So here she was: no husband, no dog, no steady paycheck, and not enough savings, which likely meant they would have to sell this beautiful house. That's why the toys were extra neatly arranged when we came over--they were staging the house for potential buyers.

Taylor didn't explicitly choose his ideals over his family, but that was kind of the end result. Like, he could have pled guilty, which would have probably cut his sentence in half. Or he could have gotten a lawyer, instead of representing himself. But he took none of those roads, and now she had seven years of: Okay. It's just me.

Rosin: Was there a moment where you were ever mad at him?

Marie Johnatakis: I don't think so. I think that, you know, I've known Taylor for a really long time, because we've been married 19 years. And he has a really, really good heart. And he's motivated by things that I think are noble.

And so I know this is going to be kind of hard to understand, but if you can imagine, like, a place where, let's say, you were really convinced that, you know, the election was--like, there were problems with it, and maybe it was enough to stand up for it. And I don't know if this is skewed as far as, like, my idea on this, but there's a lot of times that people stood up for things, and it cost them dearly. And while it almost sounds bombastic to think that this could be something like that--like, he said enough times, I wish I hadn't have gone.

But some of me thinks, like--I mean, who does stand up for it? Who does say, Hey. There's a problem here? And at some point, there are casualties. I don't know, all the woulda, shoulda, couldas. I'm like, I wish they would have--because he had a bullhorn, I'm like, Tell the guy in the bullhorn to shut up. [Laughs.] He would have listened.

[Music]

Rosin: And this was the beautiful, terrible exchange that brought me to human empathy and then deposited me at a dead end--because the couple had doubled down on their doubts about the election watching Dinesh D'Souza's movie 2000 Mules, a garbage film full of conspiracies and lies. And that had prompted them to think everything involving the government was rigged, including his trial, which is why he went about it in the weird, self-defeating way he did.

And yet she had explained her position to me with such gentleness and humility--with humor, for God's sake--even leaving room for my doubts, that I had nowhere left to go. I totally understood her position. And also, I totally didn't.

I did have one more thing to say, though.

Rosin: Okay. Here is my moment to tell you a difficult thing.

Marie Johnatakis: Okay.

Rosin: Okay. The reason I know about Taylor's case is because my partner, also my partner on this project, was on the jury.

Marie Johnatakis: Okay.

Rosin: Questions?

Marie Johnatakis: Question? I don't think so. No. I don't think so.

Rosin: You sure?

Marie Johnatakis: Yeah. What questions should I ask, Hanna?

Rosin: I wouldn't want to--I don't know. I wouldn't want to meet someone who was close, even if it's a step removed, to someone who helped put my husband in the position or who participated in that in every way. I think that could be a hard thing to hear.

Marie Johnatakis: Yeah. No. You know, we went to the sentencing, and I watched the judge up there, you know, playing his role and the prosecution doing their role. And it just--I don't know. I just felt a lot of compassion toward them all, because everybody is playing the part that they have been asked to play, including your partner. And I think that we all just do our best.

Rosin: Before I left, she told me if I had any guilt about it, I should let it go. A couple of weeks after our visit, she wrote about our conversation on her blog: "I remember praying during the trial that someone on the jury would not convict ... just one person. I prayed so hard for that. She," and she means Lauren here, "could have been that one. And yet--I still can't find it in my heart to be angry--it's just not there."

[Music]

Rosin: The J6 judges have found themselves in a tough spot. Lamberth, the judge in Johnatakis's case, is a Republican appointee, remember. Still, he and his colleagues have taken heat from Republicans.

Since the J6 cases have been going through the courts, New York Congresswoman Elise Stefanik, the House Republican Conference chair, and Republican Congressman Jim Jordan from Ohio have repeatedly filed complaints against the D.C. circuit for "corruption" and "bias."

[Music]

Rosin: And then, just before Johnatakis's sentencing hearing, Stefanik took it a little further. She, too, started referring to the January 6 prisoners, many of whom had been sentenced by Lamberth and his colleagues, as "hostages." Here's what she said.

Elise Stefanik: I have concerns about the treatment of January 6 hostages. I have concerns. We have a role in Congress of oversight over our treatments of prisoners. And I believe that we're seeing the weaponization of the federal government against not just President Trump. But we're seeing it against conservatives. We're seeing it against Catholics."

Rosin: I have no proof of this, but maybe that's what Lamberth had in mind when he was writing that letter he read at the sentencing hearing that he sent to Johnatakis's family.

He wrote, "Political violence rots republics. Therefore, January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions. This is not normal."

Ober: In our next episode: what happened inside the D.C. jail's "Patriot Pod." And our tour guide: a young troll or maybe a true radical.

Brandon Fellows: He said, Hey. I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick. I'm like, No way!

Ober: We Live Here Now is a production of The Atlantic. The show was reported, written, and executive produced by me, Lauren Ober, and Hanna Rosin. Our managing producer is Rider Alsop. Our senior 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.

The Atlantic's executive editor is Adrienne LaFrance. Jeffrey Goldberg is The Atlantic's editor in chief.
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Hurricane Milton Made a Terrible Prediction Come True

This monster storm has matched early forecasts for a season of major hurricanes.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 5:59 a.m. on October 10, 2024

After several days of whirling across the Gulf of Mexico, blowing at up to 180 miles per hour, Hurricane Milton made landfall on Florida's Gulf Coast last night as the terrible embodiment of a historically destructive season. Milton inflated at a near-record pace, growing from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 behemoth in half a day, to become one of the most intense hurricanes in recorded history. The hurricane had already dispatched plenty of dangers, including a string of deadly tornadoes, before coming ashore as a Category 3 storm south of Tampa. Since then, it has torn across the state, knocking out power for more than 3 million people and destroying the roof of Tampa Bay Rays stadium, which was housing emergency workers. It will be hours before the extent of Milton's damage in Florida becomes clear.

The 2024 Atlantic hurricane season was forecast to be monstrous, but what has actually happened is something more nuanced--and stranger. July began with Hurricane Beryl, a Category 5 storm that emerged much earlier than any other in history. Then, what should have been the busiest part of the season was instead eerily quiet. It was "fairly surprising," Emily Bercos-Hickey, a research scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, told me. Then, beginning late last month, came a tremendous burst of activity: Hurricane Helene, which broke storm-surge records in Florida and dropped devastating rains far inland; a flurry of named storms that spun up in quick succession; and now Milton.

Hurricane experts are still trying to understand why the current season is so scrambled. The extreme storm in July, the sudden lull during the traditional hurricane peak in late August and early September, and the explosion of cyclones in October together suggest that "the climatological rules of the past no longer apply," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Florida who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me. For Truchelut, who has been in the business for 20 years, "there is a dreamlike unreality to living through this time," as if he's no longer living on the same planet he grew up on. During that summer lull, this hurricane season seemed like it might be a welcome bust. Instead, it is an indication that our collective sense of how hurricane season should proceed is fast becoming unreliable.

Read: An alarming new trend in hurricane deaths

The dire forecasts for the 2024 hurricane season were based on variables that are familiar to experts. This summer, Earth entered La Nina, which weakens the winds that can prevent hurricanes from growing too strong or forming at all. Meteorologists warned that record-high ocean temperatures across the tropical Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, along with the moisture stockpiled in our warming atmosphere, would fuel intense storms: four to seven major hurricanes compared with the usual three. Already, the 2024 season has conjured four major hurricanes. And it won't end until November.

The mid-season lull, by contrast, was unexpected. Meteorologists also seem to have overpredicted the overall number of named storms--17 to 25 were forecast, and so far only 13 have arrived--though, again, there's still time. "All the ingredients can be in place for an active or inactive season, but it's the week-to-week variability that we can't predict but which often controls what happens," Jeff Masters, a hurricane expert in Michigan who previously worked for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, told me. Many Atlantic hurricanes are fueled by atmospheric conditions along the coast of western Africa. But this summer, the region stifled hurricane formation instead, thanks to an unprecedentedly heavy monsoon season. Scientists understand the basic mechanics of the quiet period. What experts can't say, right now, is whether this scenario occurred because of natural happenstance. "We don't know for sure if that's going to continue to happen with a warmer climate," Bercos-Hickey said.

The summer hiatus isn't the only way that this hurricane season has surprised meteorologists: More hurricanes than usual are making landfall in the mainland United States. With Milton, the season is one landfall away from tying the existing record of six. Hurricane experts have chalked this up to simple bad luck, just one more variable of hurricane activity that we can't do anything about. But humans bear some responsibility for the fact that the hurricanes that arrive are, on average, worse. Preliminary studies suggest that climate change made Helene 10 percent rainier and 11 percent windier. "Eleven percent may not seem like much, but the destructive power of a hurricane increases by 50 percent for every 5 percent increase in the winds," Masters said. Scientists believe that global warming is making hurricanes intensify more rapidly too. Milton, Helene, and Beryl all underwent rapid intensification this year.

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

This hurricane season may be charting slightly behind predictions, but "if we look at actual impacts instead of general metrics, it has been a catastrophic year," Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me. In Florida, residents had just begun cleaning up from Helene's wrath when Milton emerged. Two weeks is not nearly enough time between two major storms, each one dialed up to unleash more water, whether from the skies or the seas, than they likely would have several decades ago. Meteorologists cannot perfectly predict the trajectory of any given hurricane season--too much is up to chance. Now, in Florida, as the storm once again races toward open ocean, millions of people are about to find out what the odds have yielded for them.
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Hillels Are Under Attack

I have been heartbroken and horrified in recent months as the organization has become a regular target.

by Mayim Bialik


A Hillel Foundation gathering in 1949 (University of Illinois Archives / Hillel Foundation Records RS 41/69/6)



In 1923, as elite American universities began adopting quotas restricting the number of Jews they admitted, an organization was formed to provide a home for Jewish students on campus where they could congregate to pray, socialize, and feel welcome. This organization was called Hillel, and it has been the central address for Jewish life at colleges and universities ever since. That's how I found my way to it when I was a student at UCLA; overwhelmed by the size of the university, I was looking to connect with a smaller group of individuals with whom I likely shared values, history, and a sense of cultural belonging.

I found this at Hillel, where I discovered so much about who I am in this world, and formed relationships that have lasted my entire adult life. That is why I have been heartbroken and horrified in recent months as the broader Hillel organization has become the target of regular threats and attacks.

Hillel is where I was taught how to pray, how to learn, and how to participate in charity and social-justice work. Hillel is where I learned to define my Judaism not by my immigrant grandparents' experience and the Holocaust, but by the joy and beauty of Jewish culture as it is unfolding to this day.

Hillel has been foundational to so many Jewish stories over the past century. In the 1930s, it established a student refugee program, saving the lives of nearly 150 young European Jews. In 1947, it helped Hungarian-born Tom Lantos come to the U.S., where he became the only Holocaust survivor to ever be elected to Congress. In the 1950s and '60s, Hillels across the country organized robust support for the civil-rights movement. In 1960, at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, the Hillel director Max Ticktin addressed 500 students in a march on Library Mall and called for an end to both local and national discrimination, and encouraged students to fight against racist Jim Crow laws. I have raised my children at Hillel, continuing to participate in many capacities even after I received my doctorate; many Hillels are also community centers of a sort, providing religious and spiritual services, meals, and a sense of belonging for those who find themselves at a transition point in their life. When I travel the country and the world, I often visit a local Hillel, and find myself feeling perfectly at home.

Read: The wrong way to fight campus anti-Semitism on campus

And this organization is being attacked all over the country, a dynamic that emerged after October 7 and that appears to have grown only more frequent and intense in recent months, as students have returned to campus. At the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee, a message on social media posted by the UW-Milwaukee Popular University for Palestine stated that "ANY organization or entity that supports Israel is not welcome at UWM," specifically mentioning Hillel. The post went on to say that these organizations "will be treated accordingly as extremist criminals. Stay tuned," and that Zionist groups will not be normalized or welcomed on campus. At Hunter College, in Manhattan, students at Hillel found a sign depicting an assault rifle, calling on students to Bring the war home next to a sign reading Hillel go to hell with an upside-down triangle, indicating that this Hillel is a target. At a recent Baruch College Hillel event held at a Midtown restaurant in New York City designed for incoming freshmen to learn about campus life, Jewish students were met with protesters shouting references to the hostages recently executed by Hamas; a video posted on Instagram featured a protester shouting to a female student, "Where's Hersh, you ugly-ass bitch?" (The reference was to Hersh Goldberg-Polin, an American citizen recently murdered by Hamas.)

In my time as an undergraduate and graduate student at UCLA, I thrived as a student leader at Hillel under the guidance of a boldly liberal Zionist rabbi. He said then what I still believe now: The Palestinian people have a right to self-determination and dignity, and deserve better from their own leadership as well as from Israel. As students, we sought to have peaceful, respectful conversations with students on campus who advocated for the establishment of a Palestinian state. We were met with accusations of racism, swastikas chalked on the bricks of Bruin Walk, and protesters who donned Hamas armbands and stared at us in stony silence. We watched in bewilderment as the "Zionism is racism" campaigns began to take hold on campuses across the country. It was astounding that students would not engage with even those of us who were trying to find common ground and believed in coexistence.

In the 1990s, many of us felt that we had little choice but to accept that a few student organizations were comfortable branding Zionism as a form of racism, or wearing regalia of terrorist organizations whose charters included the explicit elimination of the Jewish state. The refusal of some students to engage in dialogue was once an unspoken policy; now it is an explicit one. Anti-normalization is the name for this trend. It is rooted in the idea that merely talking with people who hold a different point of view from you is tantamount to recognition or acceptance of that view and should be avoided at all costs. The refusal to engage shuts down any dialogue and any sincere attempt to bridge our pain and find ways to communicate with empathy and compassion. This tactic reveals an intellectual weakness, an inability to respond reasonably to a point of view that is not your own. And it is fundamentally contrary to the basic values of the university and academia at large: exposure to and a free exchange of ideas, as well as the ability to find creative and positive outlets for differences of opinion.

Read: How resilient are Jewish American traditions?

It is, to put it plainly, undemocratic to support the tactics of drowning out and protesting Israeli or Jewish speakers simply because they are Jewish. It needs to be called out for what it is: anti-Semitism. It is anti-Semitic to seek to deny Jewish students the ability to access the most important organization for Jewish life on campus. We cannot allow this to be normalized.

As for me, I have been uninvited from venues since October 7 simply because I am Jewish. I have been shouted down, asked to leave, accused of a hatred I know not how to summon. And my response is one that I and generations of students have learned at Hillel. Hillel teaches that we should not be afraid to be Jewish. We can be proud to be American. And we deserve the rights and privileges awarded to every minority on campus: a safe place to gather, to pray, to learn, and to fight for what is right.
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The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion

The size and speed of the immigration backlash over the past four years are nearly unheard-of.

by Roge Karma




America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."

Democrats have shifted too. In 2020, Joe Biden ran on the promise to reverse Trump's border policies and expand legal immigration. "If I'm elected president, we're going to immediately end Trump's assault on the dignity of immigrant communities," he said during his speech accepting the Democratic nomination. "We're going to restore our moral standing in the world and our historic role as a safe haven for refugees and asylum seekers." That kind of humanitarian language is gone from Democrats' 2024 messaging. So is any defense of immigration on the merits. When asked about immigration, Vice President Kamala Harris touts her background prosecuting transnational criminal organizations and promises to pass legislation that would "fortify" the southern border.

Roge Karma: The truth about immigration and the American worker

The change in rhetoric did not come out of nowhere. Politicians are responding to one of the most dramatic swings in the history of U.S. public opinion. In 2020, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration should decrease. Just four years later, that number had risen to 55 percent--the highest level since 2001. (Other surveys find similar results.) Republican attitudes have shifted the most, but Democrats and independents have also soured on immigration.

Although public opinion is known to ebb and flow, a reversal this big, and this fast, is nearly unheard-of. It is the result of a confluence of two powerful factors: a partisan backlash to a Democratic president and a bipartisan reaction to the genuine chaos generated by a historic surge at the border.

Political scientists have long observed that public opinion tends to move in the opposite direction of a sitting president's rhetoric, priorities, and policies, especially when that president is an especially polarizing figure--a phenomenon known as "thermostatic public opinion." No president has kicked the thermostat into action quite like Trump. In response to his incendiary anti-immigrant rhetoric and harsh policies, including the Muslim ban and family separation, being pro-immigrant became central to Democratic identity. In 2016, only 30 percent of Democrats told Gallup they wanted to increase immigration; by 2020, that number had grown to 50 percent. In just four years under Trump, Democratic attitudes toward immigration levels warmed more than they had in the previous 15.

But the thermostat works the other way too. When Biden took office, he immediately rescinded many of Trump's border policies and proposed legislation to "restore humanity and American values to our immigration system." This triggered a backlash. Right-wing media and Republican politicians sought to turn Biden's policies into a liability. By mid-2022, the percentage of Republican voters who said immigration should decrease had risen by 21 points. And with Trump no longer in the White House to mobilize the opposition, Democratic immigration attitudes began by some measures to creep closer to their pre-2016 levels as well. "The paradox of Trump was that he inspired an unprecedented positive shift in immigration attitudes," Alexander Kustov, a political scientist at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte, told me. "But because it was a reaction to Trump himself, that positivity was always extremely fragile."

Trump is not the entire story, however. Public opinion continued to drift rightward long after Biden took office. From June 2023 to June 2024 alone, the percentage of Democrats who favored decreased immigration jumped by 10 points, and the percentage of Republicans by 15 points. That's the single largest year-over-year shift in overall immigration attitudes since Gallup began asking the question back in 1965.

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

Voters may have been responding to the sharp rise in so-called border encounters--a euphemism for the apprehension of undocumented immigrants entering the country from Mexico. These reached a record 300,000 in December 2023, up from 160,000 in January of that year and from just 74,000 in December 2020. The surge overwhelmed Customs and Border Patrol, and scenes of overcrowded immigrant-processing centers and sprawling tent encampments became fixtures on conservative media outlets. Texas Governor Greg Abbott began sending busloads of asylum seekers (about 120,000 at this point) to cities such as New York, Chicago, and Denver, which were caught off guard by the influx. Suddenly blue-state cities across the country got a taste of border chaos in the form of stressed social services, migrants sleeping on streets, frantic city officials, and community backlash. "I don't think the shift in attitudes is surprising, given what's been happening at the border," Jeffrey Jones, a senior editor at Gallup, told me. "People are sensitive to what's going on, and they respond to it."

Some experts call this the "locus of control theory," or, more colloquially, the "chaos theory" of immigration sentiment. The basic idea, grounded in both survey data and political-science research, is that when the immigration process is perceived as fair and orderly, voters are more likely to tolerate it. When it is perceived as out of control and unfair--perhaps due to an uncommonly large surge of migrants--then the public quickly turns against it. Perhaps the best evidence for this theory is that even as Americans have embraced much tighter immigration restrictions, their answers to survey questions such as "Do you believe undocumented immigrants make a contribution to society?" and "Do you support a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants?" and even "Should it be easier to immigrate to the U.S?" haven't changed nearly as much, and remain more pro-immigrant than they were as recently as 2016. "I don't think these views are contradictory," Natalia Banulescu-Bogdan, a deputy director at the Migration Policy Institute, told me. "People can simultaneously have compassion for immigrants while also feeling anxious and upset about the process for coming into the country."

One implication of chaos theory is that leaders can mitigate opposition to immigration by introducing reforms that make the process less chaotic. That's what the Biden administration tried to do in June of this year, when it issued a series of executive orders that would, among other things, bar migrants who cross illegally from claiming asylum and give the Department of Homeland Security the ability to halt the processing of asylum claims altogether if the volume of requests gets too high. Border encounters have fallen steadily throughout 2024, reaching about 100,000 in July and August--still a high number, but the lowest level since February 2021. Perhaps not coincidentally, the salience of immigration for voters has also been falling. This past February, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration was the most important problem facing the country; by August, that number had dropped to 19 percent. (It crept back up to 22 percent in September, for reasons that likely have more to do with the wave of disinformation about Haitian migrants than with crossings at the border, which continued to fall.)

The very fact that Biden had to rely on unilateral executive orders, which are being challenged in court, illustrates a deeper issue. Even though most Americans want a more orderly and fair immigration system, the nature of thermostatic public opinion gives the opposition party strong incentives to thwart any action that might deliver it. Earlier this year, congressional Republicans killed a border-security bill--which had previously had bipartisan support--after Trump came out against it, lest the Biden administration be given credit for solving the issue that Trump has staked his campaign on. And if Trump is reelected, the pendulum of public opinion could very well swing back the other way, putting pressure on Democrats to oppose his entire immigration agenda.

What's clear is that the current hawkish national mood is not the fixed end point of American popular sentiment. Attitudes toward immigration will continue to fluctuate in the years to come. Whether public policy changes meaningfully in response is anyone's guess.
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The Trump Believability Gap

Voters detest the things that Trump wants to do. But they just don't believe he'll follow through.

by David A. Graham




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


The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.

On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.

And yet, on the other hand, Trump is not bluffing when it comes to his plans to radically shift the federal government and change the fabric of American life. These include a huge expansion in political-patronage jobs, campaigns of retribution against political adversaries, and mass deportation of undocumented immigrants--all things that Trump has placed at the center of his campaign and that he tried to do in his first term. Trump's critics talk about these plans not just because of an abstract commitment to democracy--it's also good politics. Many of these ideas are deeply unpopular, and will motivate voters to oppose Trump.

David A. Graham: Trump isn't bluffing

That's the theory, at least. But Trump exists in a strange zone where voters hear what he's saying and then largely discount it, perhaps as a result of his past dissembling, or perhaps because the ideas just seem too extreme to be real. Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer turned Trump critic who now works for the nonprofit Protect Democracy, has dubbed this the "believability gap."

"[These ideas] are out in public. They're on video. They're very easy to see and understand," she told me. "What a lot of people are failing to comprehend is how he would turn that rhetoric into a reality."

One way to think about the believability gap is to consider Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-coordinated blueprint for a second Trump term. Such external planning documents are not unusual, I noted in August, and even given that many of the details in this one are far out of the mainstream, Democrats' success in turning Project 2025 into a campaign liability is surprising. An NBC News poll late last month found that 57 percent of voters viewed Project 2025 negatively; almost all of this group viewed it very negatively. Even a third of Republicans dislike it. A recent survey from the progressive pollster Navigator found 50 percent disapproval and just 9 percent approval for Project 2025.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

But the trick is that even though Project 2025 is deeply unpopular, Trump is somewhat immune to the effects if people think he won't really do the things in it. Lake Research Partners (LRP), a Democratic firm, recently polled swing-state voters about Project 2025. When respondents were asked about specific policies within the document, an important split emerged between how they felt about each idea versus how likely they thought it was to happen. For example, 57 percent were very concerned about cutting programs such as Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security, but only 33 percent thought that was very likely. Similarly, 46 percent would be very concerned about Trump deploying troops against American citizens, yet only a quarter thought Trump would ever do such a thing--even though Trump showed enthusiasm for doing just that in 2020, including in public statements.

But the believability gap nearly disappears when it comes to two of the most traditional GOP policy priorities. Even though Trump in 2024 is the most aberrant major-party nominee in American history--outdoing even earlier Trump iterations--the LRP polling finds that voters are very concerned about tax cuts for the wealthy and restrictions on abortion, contraception, and infertility treatments and also think Trump would be very likely to implement those policies.

David Frum: The danger ahead

Voters' dismissal of the likelihood of Trump pursuing his most extreme ideas, Carpenter told me, represents "a failure of imagination and inability to think about how his words could really become operable with the right people around him. It's sort of unfathomable to a lot of Americans that that's not exaggerated rhetoric."

For the Kamala Harris campaign, the believability gap is a challenge: Get people to believe that Trump will pursue the ideas that the public hates. The evidence available to them is substantial. Some of the most extreme ideas in Project 2025, such as liquidating much of the civil service and politicizing the federal government, are things that Trump has already tried to do. As president, he attempted to use the Justice Department to punish political adversaries, closed down investigations into allies, and sought to punish Amazon for negative coverage in The Washington Post, owned by Amazon Executive Chairman Jeff Bezos. (Carpenter has also pointed to actions taken by Republican state governments as proof of what Trump could achieve.)

That helps explain a major shift in Democratic campaign strategy that has become apparent in recent months. When President Joe Biden was the party's nominee, he frequently spoke about the election as an existential threat to democracy, using high-flown rhetoric. Since replacing him atop the ticket, Vice President Kamala Harris has not stopped talking about democracy, but she's made it much less of a focus, instead emphasizing issues such as abortion and tax cuts--and, yes, Project 2025. People already hate it. The Harris campaign needs them to believe it.
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I Love Secrets Too Much

Whenever a friend tells me something, I blab about it to other people. Why can't I stop?

by James Parker


Illustration by Miguel Porlan



Dear James,
 
 My problem is my big mouth. A friend talks to me about his or her problems, and then I blurt them out to other people. This leads to more problems. I'd like to keep my mouth shut more often, but by nature I find it hard to be controlled and reserved and private. Can you help me?



Dear Reader,

I have this problem too. I'm not a gossip, and I'm not a fink/squealer/stool pigeon, but I do indulge the eros of indiscretion: I'm an oversharer. And sometimes, having limited resources, a finite number of shareables of my own, I might incline toward sharing somebody else's. I might blab a bit. Which is not to say I can't be trusted. Your secret is safe with me. But make sure you tell me it's a secret.

Why do we do this? Why do we blab? It's a shortcut to intimacy, perhaps--to the kind of juicy mutuality that can be achieved only by an exchange of privileged info. Also: We have poor boundaries. Because we hate boundaries, don't we? Those prissy, fussy, relationship-stunting boundaries. We want everything to be flowing and billowing and pouring unchecked from one soul to another, right? Blabbing is libidinal; blabbing is a release.

But this is the real world, baby. Things collide. Things have sharp edges. The impulse to connect, which in this case is more of an impulse to dissolve, can get you in trouble. Other people are real. They have their own existence, even if they're not currently in the room with us, and we need to be careful of their feelings. Like Morrissey says, "Heavy words are so lightly thrown."

You have self-awareness; that's a start. More than a start: It's the beginning of the answer. When you feel that saucy urge to blab rising within you, recognize it, acknowledge it, and then switch gears. Recite a poem instead. (I recommend the first verse of "The Wreck of the Deutschland," by Gerard Manley Hopkins.)

Sincerely,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Six Books for People Who Love Movies

Writing can share the thrill of movies by dissolving the physical limitations of the page.

by Fran Hoepfner




Watching a film in a theater, free of smartphones, sunlight, and other distractions, can be a hypnotic experience. When the lights go down and the smell of popcorn fills your nose; when the sound roars from the back and an imagined universe is literally projected before you; when multiple sensory inputs braid themselves together to create a potent whole, you might lose yourself in the best possible way.

But film isn't the only medium by which a story can effortlessly enter your consciousness, shutting out reality for precious hours. A great work of literature can feel equally enthralling, be it through vivid characterization, an auteur-like control of the scene, or a particularly vibrant setting. Books that achieve this transcendent state are not necessarily those that make for enthralling film or television; nor do they tend to focus on Hollywood or the filmmaking process. Instead, they produce a parallel kind of phenomenon; they share the thrill of movies by dissolving the physical limitations of the page. Here are six books that can--like a good movie--make the rest of the world fall away.






Pulphead, by John Jeremiah Sullivan

The subjects of Sullivan's journalism tend to be both profoundly human and slightly surreal, like the type of person you'd hear a story about at a party, or believe existed only on-screen. Yet all the people in Sullivan's 2011 essay collection, Pulphead, which features his work across magazines and literary journals, are genuine. Some--such as Michael Jackson and Axl Rose--are already familiar to readers; in these cases, Sullivan's deep dives uncover both the bizarre nature of public-facing celebrity and the real person beneath. The stars of his profiles, though, are lesser-known figures. An essay titled "La * Hwi * Ne * Ski: Career of an Eccentric Naturalist," focuses on Constantine Rafinesque, a 19th-century French polymath, botanist, philologist, and writer whose time in Kentucky put him in contact with the birder John James Audubon. Rafinesque's erratic and eccentric behavior, as part heretic and part adventurer, cements him as a figure of forgotten legend. Even more memorable is Marc Livengood, the academic at the center of Sullivan's "Violence of the Lambs," whose theory that climate change may force mankind into a war against animals takes truly unfathomable turns that'll have you questioning everything you know--and what Sullivan tells you.






Interior Chinatown, by Charles Yu

Yu's second novel, Interior Chinatown, borrows the format of a screenplay, perhaps benefiting from Yu's previous gig as a story editor on HBO's Westworld. But the book is neither a full script nor a conventional novel, existing instead as an exciting hybrid-prose experiment. Its protagonist, Willis Wu, is frustrated with his status as a "Generic Asian Man" in the film industry, as Yu writes, and is stuck playing various background roles on a television police procedural. From there, Yu allows the reader to become something of the director of Willis's life: You're asked to envision the settings, the props, and the cadence of the dialogue. Interior Chinatown accomplishes two major feats: It tells a lively tale that feels like inside baseball for those curious about how TV and movies come to life, and it also upends how we think of the procedural as a genre. A television adaptation, on which Yu is one of the writers, is set for this fall; this recursion--a TV show inside a book inside a TV show--adds yet another meta element that the episodes may play with.

Read: How my first novel became a movie






Sabrina, by Nick Drnaso

Almost no one is writing like Drnaso, whose second book, Sabrina, became the first graphic novel to be nominated for the Booker Prize, in 2018. The story, which explores the exploitative nature of both true crime and the 24-hour news cycle, focuses on a woman named Sabrina who goes missing, leaving her loved ones to hope, pray, and worry. When a video of her murder goes viral on social media, those close to her get sucked into supporting roles in strangers' conspiracy theories. Drnaso's style across all of his works--but especially in Sabrina--is stark and minimal: His illustrations are deceptively simple, yet entrancing. He doesn't overload the book with dialogue. He knows and trusts his readers to put the pieces together; part of the audience's job is to conjure how his characters feel as they approach the mystery of Sabrina's disappearance and death. Drnaso wants to show the reader how, in a society full of misinformation and wild suppositions, the most trustworthy resource might just be your own two eyes.






Jazz, by Toni Morrison

The dreamlike, ephemeral language of Jazz mirrors the styles of its title, and feature some of Morrison's most lyrical sentences. It tells the story of a violent love triangle in Harlem in the 1920s, but Jazz resembles, to some degree, the work of Terrence Malick, a filmmaker who investigates the musical and heavenly quality of being alive on Earth. Like his movies, it feels less like a propulsive plot than an immersive textural experience: think of walking through a field, or along a city street rich and humming with people. The novel follows Joe and Violet Trace, whose marriage is upended when Joe murders a much younger woman named Dorcas with whom he was having an affair. Then, at Dorcas's funeral, Violet attacks the young woman's dead body. What could descend into relationship melodrama instead explodes into a riveting and melancholy exploration of race and history.

Read: Seven books that explain how Hollywood actually works






No One Is Talking About This, by Patricia Lockwood

Consider the author as a director in the tradition of the auteur: Someone who molds the outlook and vision of their story with almost godlike control. In Lockwood's novel, No One Is Talking About This, she first introduces the reader to what she calls "the portal," a metaphor for the smartphone that takes her narrator to an ever-glowing internet realm. There, the narrator achieves a modicum of fame for a nonsensical post: "Can a dog be twins?" Lockwood manages to spin up a genuine universe loosely based on a niche subculture known as "weird Twitter," where the jokes are all abstract phrases and images six steps removed from their original context. The narrator thrives in this environment--until an unexpected family tragedy wrests her away from her fake life and thrusts her into her real one. This sharp turn grants the novel a depth and scope beyond that of a more straightforward book about illness and grief. In mashing these two realities together, Lockwood shows the reader how robust, strange, and beautiful both her narrator's online and offline worlds can be--worlds that only this particular writer could conjure.






Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, by Annie Dillard

"Of all known forms of life, only about ten percent are still living today," Dillard writes in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. "All other forms--fantastic plants, ordinary plants, living animals with unimaginably various wings, tails, teeth, brains--are utterly and forever gone." In the early 1970s, Dillard took to the forests of Virginia near the Blue Ridge Mountains for daily walks and excursions. Her wildlife diaries, set across the seasons, make up the memoir, which won a 1975 Pulitzer Prize. Dillard's prose is colorful and unafraid of the gooey realities of flora and fauna. She tracks the seasons and their incremental shifts in gorgeous detail, and the words feel as though they're coming to life. There's a gory, almost horror-like nature to her descriptions of gnats that reproduce asexually, predator cats that eat their young, or a moth that shrinks in the stages of "molting frenzy," conjuring an alien planet out of a landscape that might be an hour's drive away. Like some inventive documentaries, Dillard's nonfiction dispenses with the hallmarks of its genre in order to focus on conveying truth, and her writing gives sticky reality a grandeur all its own.
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Women Can Be Autocrats, Too

Mexico's new president follows her predecessor's authoritarian path.

by David Frum




Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.

But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.

President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, systematically smashed the checks and balances of Mexican democracy, subjecting once-independent government institutions to the personal power of the president.

Independence of the judiciary? Gone, abolished by the last major legislation of his presidency. Judges will now be elected by partisan ballots. Independent election administration? Crippled. Nonpartisan enforcement of government-transparency rules, nonpartisan antitrust enforcement, nonpartisan telecommunications regulation, nonpartisan energy regulation? Abolished, abolished, abolished, and abolished. Only the central bank, after a long struggle, will retain its autonomy from direct presidential control.

The biggest question for the future of Mexico: Who will wield the power that Lopez Obrador consolidated?

The obvious answer would seem to be that the new president will inherit the power of the old. Sheinbaum is now the legal head of state, the legal head of government. She can hire and fire government employees. She signs bills into law or vetoes them. She commands the security services and the armed forces. Presumably, she will be the new boss of the Mexican state.

But things may prove more complicated than that.

David Frum: The autocrat next door

Lopez Obrador built a strong presidency atop a weak Mexican state. Control of large parts of Mexican territory is contested between the government and criminal gangs, the so-called cartels. Mexico's political system is gravely penetrated by organized crime. About a quarter of the economy--and more than half of all employment--is informal, laboring outside the law, untaxed and unpoliced.

Lopez Obrador's power was based not only on his legal authority as president but also on his personal charisma and his complex and mysterious arrangements with the cartels. Lopez Obrador could not bequeath that other dimension of his power to a successor even if he wanted to--and there is no evidence that he did. He favored Sheinbaum over other potential successors because she was the candidate who most lavishly praised Lopez Obrador and his "fourth transformation" of Mexican society. Lopez Obrador may also have gambled that by choosing the least magnetic successor with the smallest personal following, he might best extend his own hold on popularity beyond the end of his term.

Lopez Obrador has hemmed Sheinbaum in with new restrictions that he might use to threaten her power. Mexican presidents are now subject to recall, a Lopez Obrador innovation. He easily survived his own recall election in 2022; but if he, the most popular of recent Mexican presidents, were to campaign for a recall of his less popular successor, the result might be very different.

In short, Lopez Obrador has orchestrated his succession in such a way that he may continue as the real power in the land even after leaving office. This device has a precedent in Mexico. In the mid-1920s, a former general named Plutarco Elias Calles held the presidency for four years. Although he left office at the end of his term, he still controlled the government for another five years, naming and replacing successors at will. Mexicans call this period the "Maximato" because Calles remained the "maximum leader" in effect, if not in form.

Many presidents since Calles have aspired to control their successors in this way. None has succeeded. Will Lopez Obrador? Again, the answer is complicated.

First is the fact of human mortality. Lopez Obrador is 70 years old and has a history of heart trouble; rumors persist about his possibly waning health.

Second, whether a Lopez Obrador-inspired attempt to recall Sheinbaum would go smoothly is far from clear. Recalling Sheinbaum would open the presidency to a new election, with possibly unpredictable results. Lopez Obrador governed through his Morena party. Until now, it functioned as a personal movement, wholly obedient to Lopez Obrador's command. But many people have now built political careers thanks to Morena: governors, senators, members of Congress. If an out-of-office Lopez Obrador were to command them to risk their own futures in order to punish President Sheinbaum, would they do it? Maybe not. The price of guessing wrong and backing a disfavored cause in Mexican politics can be violent death at the hands of the cartels: At least 34 candidates were murdered in the 2024 elections. Mexican politicians want protection by the police and army--and that protection can be provided only by the current president, not the past one.

Anne Applebaum: How do you stop lawmakers from destroying the law?

If the party is to decide a future power struggle between the ex-president and the current president, would that make the party itself the inheritor of power? The party, after all--not the president--will be picking Mexico's judges, at least in theory. Judges will have to compete on party lists for their jobs. Because Morena is by far the strongest party, its loyalists will decide who rules on Mexico's law.

Throughout most of the 20th century, Mexico was ruled by a one-party oligarchy, not a dictatorship. Even Calles was eventually toppled and banished by the very party machine that he had created. Every president after Calles understood that his power was granted to him by the party for a limited term. That was the system under which Lopez Obrador, too, grew up, and for which he has expressed so much reverence during his decades-long political career.

In many ways, Mexico seems to have reverted to that past: Morena now resembles the single-party oligarchy of the mid-20th century. Morena holds the majority of state governments and has a big enough majority in Congress to rewrite the constitution at will. Morena wields enormous patronage power over many areas of life in Mexico: notably, energy production, access to higher education, and social security.

Since the turn of the century, however, Mexico has evolved away from the society that supported one-party government. Among other changes, the old system depended on state control of the economy. Mexico today is a much more open economy than it was in the 1950s and '60s. Free-trade agreements with Canada and the United States restrain the power of the Mexican government to use economic favoritism as a tool. The old ruling party held power as a representative of all major social interests. As dominant as Morena is, Lopez Obrador's party faces significant opposition from many sectors--especially Mexico's business community.

David Frum: The failing state next door

President and party are not the only sources of political power in Mexico. Lopez Obrador also created a potential third one: the military.

Modern Mexico successfully excluded the army from politics. Lopez Obrador invited it back in. He entrusted the military with civilian functions--so that, for example, it now manages Mexico's borders and customs. It is also heavily involved in national infrastructure projects: building an environmentally devastating railway line through the Yucatan, operating a new airport for Mexico City, running a civilian airline.

As president, Lopez Obrador curried favor with the military assiduously. When a high-ranking general was arrested by the United States on drug-trafficking charges, Lopez Obrador threatened to end all law-enforcement cooperation with U.S. authorities unless the charges were dropped and the general released. The Trump administration yielded; in 2023, Lopez Obrador personally decorated the accused general.

The Mexican military's long and proud tradition of political abstentionism is under pressure. If the Mexican state continues to lose control of territories to the cartels, the military will very conceivably feel called to win a war that the civilian government apparently cannot.

Lopez Obrador's presidential legacy is the weakening of the state and the subversion of institutions that used to protect Mexicans' freedoms. The symbolic progress of Sheinbaum's ascension to the presidency should not conceal the reality of Mexico's democratic regression. The liberal-democratic ideal in Mexico has not yet been extinguished. Thousands of Mexicans have marched and voted for that ideal against the authoritarianism of Lopez Obrador. But the ideal is flickering--and those Mexicans who still uphold it feel alone and in extreme personal danger in a society where violent death can claim anyone, anytime.
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Israel and Hamas Are Kidding Themselves

Both think they're winning, but they're in for a rude awakening.

by Hussein Ibish




One year after Hamas's attack on southern Israel, both sides believe they are winning. The war in Gaza appears poised to continue indefinitely and probably expand, to the apparent delight of both Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar. Each must be surveying the wreckage in the region and anticipating the dark days ahead with determination and confidence. Each must think he is playing a sophisticated long game that the other will lose.

This is hardly the first time that the designs of right-wing Israeli leaders have coincided with those of Hamas. Netanyahu has long seen Hamas as a useful tool for weakening Fatah, the secular nationalist party that dominates the Palestinian Authority and rules parts of the West Bank. As he allegedly explained at a Likud strategy meeting in 2019: "Anyone who wants to thwart the establishment of a Palestinian state has to support bolstering Hamas and transferring money to Hamas. This is part of our strategy--to isolate the Palestinians in Gaza from the Palestinians in the West Bank." (Netanyahu denies having said this, but it certainly reflects his actions.)

As an exercise in divide and rule, Netanyahu's policy succeeded admirably. The Palestinian national movement was crippled by the disunion that Israel fostered like a hothouse orchid. But by foreclosing the possibility of Palestinian statehood or citizenship, the policy created the conditions for a violent backlash, as many Palestinians concluded that the only way to achieve their national aspirations was through armed struggle. In the months leading up to the October 7 attack, Hamas decided to prove that it, and not its rival on the West Bank, was worthy of leading such a movement.

On the evening of October 7, Netanyahu vowed a "mighty vengeance" for Hamas's killing of 1,139 Israelis and kidnapping of about 250 more. That much Israel has achieved: Israel has now killed more than 41,000 Palestinians, according to Gaza's Hamas-controlled ministry of health, which has published evidence suggesting that most of the dead were civilians, including thousands of children. Yet the war has failed to achieve much else. Netanyahu has vowed that Hamas would be "destroyed." But this is quixotic; Hamas is more an idea among Palestinians than a collection of individuals or equipment. And Netanyahu's call for the group's destruction has allowed Hamas to declare victory simply by surviving.

Read: The choice America now faces in Iran

Israel has ravaged Gaza from north to south and wiped out almost everything of value to Hamas--nearly all of its known facilities, agents, associates, and aboveground assets. But the war is not over. In fact, Hamas has only just begun to get the war it really wants.

Hamas is far from being destroyed; its fighters are popping up in areas across the Gaza Strip that months ago the Israeli military had declared pacified and abandoned. Israel is now playing whack-a-mole with militants who emerge for quick attacks before disappearing. When Israel strikes back, it usually leaves a pile of dead civilians behind. Hamas can likely keep this dynamic going for a decade or two--and in doing so, stake its claim to Palestinian leadership by waving the bloodied shirt of martyrdom and preaching the virtues of armed struggle against occupation.

Netanyahu is doing his best to ensure that this happens. He has so far refused to discuss the next phase in Gaza, in which the Israeli military might withdraw and leave someone in charge other than Hamas. In the absence of any such plan, the Israeli military has been left to administer Gaza for the foreseeable future--a role it has begun to acknowledge by appointing one of its own to oversee humanitarian relief efforts. Through inaction, silence, and calculated inattention, Netanyahu has ensured the existence of only two possible candidates to run Gaza: Israel and Hamas.

Everything Netanyahu has done since October 7 has guaranteed Israel's continuing presence in Gaza, which is exactly what Hamas was counting on. Israel could have declared victory and left after battling the last organized Hamas battalions in Rafah--but it missed that opportunity. Now it is fighting an amorphous and pointless counterinsurgency campaign, from which it can't withdraw without appearing to throw away a hard-fought victory and hand power back to the enemy.

Hamas hoped for exactly this outcome when it attacked on October 7. It also wished to spark a region-wide, multifront war with Israel, in which other members of the Tehran-led "Axis of Resistance," especially Hezbollah, would leap into action. The late Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah essentially rejected Hamas's plea, committing only to liberate two small towns still held by the Israelis, and to moderately step up rocket attacks over the border.

But Netanyahu decided to call Nasrallah's bluff with continuous escalations, which culminated in recent weeks with the killing of numerous Hezbollah leaders, including Nasrallah himself. Israel has killed or maimed nearly 3,000 Hezbollah operatives with booby traps; destroyed much of the group's heavy equipment, including missiles and rocket launchers; and launched its third major invasion of Lebanon, where a potential Israeli occupation would surely face another open-ended insurgency.

Iran responded to Nasrallah's killing by sending a barrage of missiles into Israel on October 1. Most failed to cause damage, but the attack has buoyed Hamas's hopes for a regional war nonetheless. Even the Biden administration, which has sought to restrain escalation in Lebanon, recognizes that Israel will retaliate against Iran. Washington is trying to persuade Israel not to strike Iran's oil-production facilities or nuclear installations, but these warnings may be in vain, as Israel feels flush with victory and may imagine that it can reshape the region through force.

And so both Israel and Hamas seem to believe that they are on the brink of unparalleled success. Hamas endured the battering in Gaza, and appears confident that it will ultimately assume the Palestinian national leadership. Looking at the same set of facts, the Israeli government apparently believes that it has struck back decisively against the architects of the October 7 attack and reduced Hamas to virtual irrelevancy, beyond being a ragtag nuisance in Gaza. Now Israel is fighting the war it wanted to fight--against Hezbollah in Lebanon--with dramatic early success.

Read: Lebanon is not a solution for Gaza

Some in Israel have begun talking about subduing not just Hamas but the whole Axis of Resistance, including Iran itself. Even if Israel doesn't strike Iran's nuclear facilities, it may seek to compel the United States to attack those installations in Israel's defense, or to finish a job that Israel will have started. Netanyahu has long argued that an American military strike is necessary to thwart Iran's nuclear ambitions. If he can't bring that about today, additional opportunities will surely arise to steer the U.S. into an armed confrontation with Iran, no matter who is in the White House when the time comes.

The Israeli leadership imagines a new Middle East--one where Iran's nuclear program is eliminated and its regional influence greatly reduced; where Israel becomes part of an alliance of pro-American Arab states, including Saudi Arabia; and where, fantasy of fantasies, the Iranian regime is overthrown. Americans should find something familiar both in this vision of a pacified region and in Israel's post-October 7 doctrine of "peace through strength" and "escalation to de-escalate." Washington embraced similar ideas after 9/11, and they met a bitter end in Iraq.

Both Israel and Hamas are probably kidding themselves. Sooner rather than later, Palestinians will come to resent Hamas's brutal recklessness, which has led to more Palestinian bloodshed even than the catastrophe of 1948. The attack on October 7 did incalculable damage to the Palestinian national movement and prospects for statehood. And if Hamas dreams that it can ever take over the Palestine Liberation Organization and speak for its people at the United Nations and other multilateral institutions, the group has not comprehended how radioactive it has become internationally. Playing the long game of insurgency may win the sympathies of many Palestinians, but overcoming the stigma of October 7 will require renouncing terrorism--something that Hamas can't do without completely transforming its ideology and leadership.

Israel, too, may be facing a rude awakening. Its degradation of Hezbollah, which Iran sees as its forward defense force, may persuade Tehran to sprint toward nuclear weaponization. Attacks on Iran's nuclear facilities could set this process back a year or two, but Iran will surely succeed if that becomes the regime's single-minded goal. Neither Israel, the United States, nor Arab countries can do much to force regime change in Iran if domestic conditions are not ripe for it--and there's no sign that they are. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has made clear that it will not normalize relations with Israel, let alone enter into a partnership, unless the Palestinian issue is resolved. No amount of Israeli military success will change that.

Netanyahu's war of vengeance in Gaza has ensured that yet another generation of Arabs regards the Palestinian cause as a collective responsibility--one that may give rise to or strengthen extremist groups. Yet Israel appears more hostile to Palestinian statehood than ever, as it steadily annexes much of the West Bank with no plan for what to do with the Palestinians there.

Read: 'It's an earthquake'

After October 7, Israel unleashed its military in search of greater security, and many Israelis appear to feel that the project could hardly be going better. But Israel now finds itself fighting one insurgency to its south, in Gaza, and marching briskly toward another such quagmire to its north, if it occupies Lebanon. Its hostility toward the Palestinian Authority and violent clashes with armed youth in Palestinian cities suggest a third insurgency developing to its east. If that's a formula for security, it's hard to imagine what insecurity would look like.

One year on from October 7, Hamas and Israel both think events are moving in their direction. Any appreciation of the old adage about being careful what you wish for was, perhaps, one of the most significant victims of October 7.
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The Most Consequential Recent First Lady

Which president's wife abandoned the script entirely?

by Helen Lewis




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


The most consequential first lady of modern times was Melania Trump. I know, I know. We are supposed to believe it was Hillary Clinton, with her unbaked cookies and her pantsuits and her valiant but doomed attempts at health-care reform. But Melania Trump redefined the role of FLOTUS--by rejecting it.

Back in 2017, she made a half-hearted effort at holding down what I believe to be the world's most thankless job, and then she decided, like Bartleby the Scrivener, that she would prefer not to. Even more surprisingly, it turned out that no one could force her. For decades, we have been assured that American voters want an unblemished nuclear family--a supportive spouse and smiling children--in the White House. The Trumps smashed that norm, along with many others. In this year's primary season, as her husband cruises toward renomination, Melania has largely remained out of the public eye: On her to-do list over the past few months, according to reports, has been to renegotiate her prenup. This is not how it is supposed to be.

Perhaps, though, every first lady in modern times has been a pathbreaker. Because the status of women in America is still in flux, each has defied expectations in one way or another. Even in the 2020s, the "firsts" keep coming: Jill Biden is the first FLOTUS ever to keep her day job, as a teacher in a community college.

In American Woman, a survey of first ladies from Hillary Clinton onward, the White House reporter Katie Rogers shows how groundbreaking Biden's decision initially seemed to those around her. Surely a first lady holding down a job would present impossible security challenges, or grave ethical concerns, or would simply be repulsive to the electorate? Not at all. Secret Service agents patrol the halls of Northern Virginia Community College, and Biden is paid via a trust to avoid violating the emoluments clause. The voters don't seem to have noticed, let alone revolted. And why should they? In America, roughly seven of out 10 mothers now participate in the labor force; Jill Biden is following, rather than setting, a trend. "Each First Lady's decisions have inevitably made it easier on whoever comes next," Rogers writes.

The continued existence of Biden's teaching career illustrates how inviolable assumptions about first ladies can seem--until they are smashed by the obstinacy of an individual woman. If Jill Biden has undermined the idea that presidential spouses can't work, then Melania Trump disproved the idea that a wholesome family life, complete with a beaming, compliant spouse by your side, was a prerequisite for electoral success in America. (In the Republican primaries, Ron DeSantis had a political family straight out of central casting--photogenic wife, three adorable kids--and he didn't even make it to New Hampshire.)

Throughout Trump's presidency, Rogers records, "observers had questions about whether Melania was willfully sabotaging her husband with her contrary comments and body language in public." That theory seems like a stretch, but I can see how it arose: Anything less than devoted, self-sacrificing support in a first lady is unusual. And after several years of seemingly phoning it in, Melania gratefully exited the stage entirely. When she left the White House in January 2021, she got on Air Force One in a black suit, carrying a Birkin bag, and got off the plane in sunglasses, a kaftan, and flats. "It was the fashion equivalent of an out-of-office reply," Rogers writes.

This was not always Melania's attitude. "I would be very traditional," she told The New York Times in 1999 when asked what she would do as first lady. "Like Betty Ford or Jackie Kennedy. I would support him." As with many Melania pronouncements, her choice of examples is odd, even inscrutable. Jackie Kennedy, sure: She is known for looking stylish and turning a blind eye to JFK's many affairs. But Betty Ford, a passionate supporter of abortion rights and the women's movement, who was candid about her mastectomy and her substance-abuse issues? That one is harder to parse.

The essential enigma of Melania is one of the many challenges Rogers faces in American Woman. Another is that Hillary Clinton threatens to swamp the narrative, because her story has become such a common entry point to debates about feminism and frustrated female ambition. Some of these arguments have, by now, been raging for decades; hers is the life that launched a thousand op-eds. When Clinton posted on social media in January about the lack of nominations for Barbie's female director and lead female actor, the overwhelming response from the internet was neither anger nor cheers, but weariness. Finally, after more than three decades of Clinton being in the public eye, America was tired of arguing about whether rich, white women succeeding is a feminist triumph or not.

What makes Clinton such an irresistible subject is her own political ambition. Although the other first ladies covered in American Woman--Michelle Obama, Laura Bush, and Biden--have all wrestled with preserving their identity in the shadow of their husbands' careers, none of them have wanted to run for president themselves. (And all three took their husband's name without apparent angst, unlike Hillary Rodham.) Bush and Biden seem to have always been happiest in a supporting role, and the more driven Obama is at last living her best life--hanging out with Oprah, writing best sellers, no longer always needing to relax her hair. Perhaps her story once read as a tragedy of spousal sacrifice; today, the pact between the Obamas seems more balanced.

Read: The invisible Melania Trump

Rogers is clear about one thing: No one ever wants to be first lady. She quotes Martha Washington complaining in 1789 that "I live a very dull life hear [sic] and know nothing that passes in the town--I never goe to the publick place--indeed I think I am more like a state prisoner than anything else." She records that Louisa, the British-born wife of the sixth president, John Quincy Adams, "spent much of her time in the White House eating chocolate, playing the harp, and writing plays about a repressed woman, a character she based on her life." Even Eleanor Roosevelt, one of the most politically active first ladies, saw the role as a grim duty. She was "happy" for Franklin when he was elected, she wrote in her memoir, "but for myself I was deeply troubled. As I saw it, this meant the end of any personal life of my own."

Obama likely felt obliged to disguise her ambivalence about becoming first lady, knowing that it would play into the racialized narrative of her alleged "ingratitude." As a white woman, Melania Trump did not face the same attacks. Nonetheless, it is still remarkable how unemotional her approach appears to have been. When the Access Hollywood tape came out during the 2016 campaign, she refused to do a joint interview with Donald, as Hillary had once had to endure for the sake of Bill's continued career. Soon after, she crisply dismissed the idea that people would pity her for being married to a groper. "People think and talk about me like, 'Oh, Melania, oh poor Melania.' Don't feel sorry for me. Don't feel sorry for me. I can handle everything," she told Anderson Cooper.

When Donald was elected, Melania refused to move from New York to Washington, D.C., for several months, citing her son Barron's school commitments. When she did arrive at the White House, she complained that it fell to her to arrange the festive decorations--"I'm working ... my ass off on the Christmas stuff," she told an adviser, who secretly recorded the call. She rarely visited her East Wing office, and had one room converted into a "gifting suite" full of FLOTUS-branded swag. She remained disengaged, and according to Rogers, "Melania, Barron, and her parents often spoke exclusively in Slovenian to each other throughout their time in the White House."

Occasionally, American Woman can feel slight because of how thoroughly the lives of these women have been picked clean already. Some set pieces recur across time, the most obvious of which is a first lady being conscripted to "soften" her husband's image, or to reassure voters that he isn't a sexist or a philanderer. For Jill Biden, that moment came in April 2019, when her husband faced allegations that he had a habit of invading women's personal space. "I think what you don't realize is how many people approach Joe--men and women--looking for comfort or empathy," Jill told an interviewer. "But going forward, I think he's going to have to judge, be a better judge of when people approach him, how he's going to react--that he maybe shouldn't approach them." This defense reflects the key role of the first lady as guarantor of her husband's character: He can't be that bad, because he married her. (Notably, Second Gentleman Doug Emhoff has not yet had to perform a similar role in relation to his wife, Kamala Harris.)

The biggest takeaway from Rogers's reporting--aside from engendering a sneaking respect for Melania Trump's refusal to play the game--is that Jill Biden is a key player in the current White House. She is involved in staffing decisions and strategic calculations--and God help any staffer who crosses her, because Joe is zealously chivalrous on her behalf. She has somehow managed to influence her husband without attracting the kind of "Lady Macbeth" headlines that stuck to Clinton.

Rogers is as tough on the Bidens as you can be while holding down a job as a White House reporter, a position that relies on continued access. The result is a narrative stuffed with intimate anecdotes--Jill scotched the idea of Joe running for president in 2004 by entering the room he was in in a halter-neck top with no scrawled on her stomach--that can feel light on critical analysis. Joe Biden's family mythology is one of "loyalty and empathy," but has that led to overindulgence of his son Hunter's business misadventures? The couple's reluctance to acknowledge one of Hunter's children, Navy, also appears to trouble many staffers. Hunter demanded a DNA test to establish Navy's paternity--he says he can't remember the circumstances of her conception--and the Bidens followed his lead by ignoring their grandchild until the media pressure became overwhelming. One unnamed staff member, who, according to Rogers, "grew emotional as we spoke," was unable to defend his boss's decision to side with Hunter over "a little girl in Arkansas, even if she, too, had Biden blood."

Read: The professor and the mad man

The portrait of Jill Biden that emerges here is of a "Philly girl who is not to be crossed," who is the "family's self-appointed grudge holder." Despite her intellect and determination, though, she has struggled to articulate what she thinks the role of FLOTUS should be. Rogers interviewed historians who emerged, puzzled, from a meeting with Biden to thrash out exactly this question, a year after the inauguration. "A year plus into this and only now are they trying to figure out what she is going to do with it?" one invitee told the author. "It isn't like she didn't spend eight years watching a First Lady at close range. So, what takes a year and a half?" During the informal coffee in the Blue Room, Biden's staff grew defensive as their boss explained that she had been busy enough with her teaching and family responsibilities without also having to conjure up a detailed personal policy agenda. The historians' take on her lack of notable achievements in the role was, according to Rogers, "a franker assessment than [Jill Biden] had expected."

Perhaps there is no resolution to the first-lady conundrum, because the whole idea--of a political plus-one--is such an anachronism, based on a breadwinner/homemaker ideal that is nothing like modern America. ("If the wife comes through as being too strong and too intelligent," Richard Nixon once said, "it makes the husband look like a wimp.") As for Melania Trump, if her husband wins in November, who can say whether she will undertake another tour of duty in the White House? She might well prefer to stay at Mar-a-Lago, in her out-of-office kaftan. As Rogers notes, being FLOTUS is "the most-scrutinized volunteer gig in American politics." Most recent first ladies have dealt with the onslaught by downgrading their careers and downplaying their achievements. Opting out entirely would be a truly radical choice.
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The Cultural Meaning of the Kennedys

Why JFK has more in common with Elvis than with FDR

by Steven Stark




WITH all the media coverage occasioned by the thirtieth anniversary of John F. Kennedy's death, Joe McGinniss's biography of Edward Kennedy, The Last Brother, rather got lost. The brief controversy over McGinniss's methods, in turn, obscured a larger milestone: along with the flood of docudramas about the first brother, The Last Brother was yet another step in the transformation of the Kennedys from largely conventional political figures into pop-culture deities from the world of entertainment--the cultural equivalents, perhaps, of Elvis Presley or the Jacksons. It should be no surprise that popular biography has reflected this conversion, or that the change parallels the way politics has come to be viewed in the years since the Kennedys hit the scene. Neither is it a coincidence that the Kennedy family, through its infatuation with Hollywood, was instrumental in the conversion.


"All history is gossip," President Kennedy used to say, which may or may not have been accurate then, but-- owing to the changes he and his family helped accelerate--is somewhat more accurate today. "So the rumors are true?" asks a character in The Player, a 1992 film about Hollywood. "Rumors are always true. You know that," another answers. John Kennedy, Joe McGinniss, and millions of Americans wouldn't have put it any other way.


Of course, traditional political biographies are still being published about the Kennedys: witness President Kennedy: Profile of Power, Richard Reeves's recent account of the JFK presidency. But just as the current political doings of the Kennedys are frequently dwarfed in the popular press by news of the latest party, drinking scandal, or date for John Junior, so in recent times have traditional books about the Kennedys been overshadowed by such gossipy volumes as the McGinniss work; Richard Burke's tell-all about Edward Kennedy, The Senator; Peter Collier and David Horowitz's The Kennedys: An American Drama; and even (though they're less gossipy) Nigel Hamilton's JFK: Reckless Youth and Thomas Reeves's A Question of Character. Because of the current cultural obsession with inner life, biography now tends to stray into the personal more than it once did. Still, the Kennedy family isn't written about the way that Harry Truman, or Ronald Reagan, or Martin Luther King Jr. is. The Kennedys are different from you and me and them, and not simply because they have more money.

To be sure, the Kennedys have had--and continue to have--a political impact on the nation. To many, they have embodied an ideal of public service. But politics hasn't been this family's calling card in the mass culture for some time. Even in the aggregate the Kennedys have never had the political impact of Martin Luther King Jr., FDR, or even Reagan. If President Kennedy is still revered today, it's more because of his glamorous style and because he died young than for any specific accomplishments. Robert Kennedy is identified with a liberal agenda that still inspires many, but he came late in life to that cause. What's more, at the time his only national candidacy was cut tragically short, it was hardly clear that he would win the election, or even that he could beat out Hubert Humphrey for the Democratic nomination. In the days before his death Kennedy lost to Eugene McCarthy in the 1968 Oregon presidential primary, and barely won the key California primary a week later. Edward Kennedy's 1980 attempt at national office failed; he lost most of the important primaries in his own party to an unpopular President. That, of course, doesn't tarnish his considerable record over the past three decades as one of the few effective spokesmen left for liberalism. But outside Massachusetts that status is hardly what makes him, or his relatives, the celebrities they have become.

The Kennedys have really become entertainment superstars. Consider some of the evidence: Like Marilyn Monroe and Elvis Presley, they attract a kind of tabloid journalism and biography which focuses even more than usual on scandal and unsavory personal tidbits. The Palm Beach rape case, after all, was a Hollywood trial, not a Washington one, and the model for most of these recent Kennedy books is not Arthur Schlesinger Jr.'s A Thousand Days but Albert Goldman's Elvis. The screaming crowds that engulfed Robert Kennedy in 1968--tearing at his clothes and stealing his cuff links--were not unlike those that followed the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. If several people were killed trying to see Robert Kennedy's funeral train, the analogy may be as much to the reaction to Rudolph Valentino's death or to what happened in 1979 at a Who concert as it is to the funeral procession for Abraham Lincoln.

This is a family identified by first names in the familiar Hollywood style-- Jack, Jackie, Bobby, Ethel, Teddy--just as we once knew Elvis, Marilyn, and Ringo, but certainly not as we have known Franklin, Ronald, or even Bill. The Kennedy men are well known for their rather public life of wine, women, and song (or its modern equivalent), an existence that approximates life on the road for a rock star. Even in marriage the family reveals a kind of split personality about what it has become. Some Kennedys have gone into politics and married other people in that profession, but the two best-known current family alliances are Maria Shriver's marriage to the box-office king Arnold Schwarzenegger and John Kennedy Jr.'s relationship with the actress Daryl Hannah. (Entertainment in-law Peter Lawford was a preview of things to come.)

DEFINING the Kennedys as an entertainment family does explain some anomalies. There is only a weak tradition of political families in this country; the strong antipathy to royalism explains why. But there is an enduring convention of entertainment families who are often treated by the press and public like royalty, their names including Booth, Barrymore, Fairbanks, Bridges, Sheen, Douglas, Belushi, Baldwin, Garland and Minnelli--the list goes on. There has also been a pattern of "brother acts" in vaudeville, and particularly in rock and country music-- the Everly Brothers, the Stanley Brothers, the Jacksons, the Osmonds, the Kinks, the Beach Boys, the Allman Brothers, the Mills Brothers, the Statler Brothers, the Ames Brothers, even New Kids on the Block.


According to pop-culture folklore, several of these brother acts in rock have followed roughly the same pattern: The family is driven hard and molded by a difficult father. The first success is collective. Then one brother hits it big and becomes a superstar. Other family members ride the superstar's name and coattails to derivative careers of their own. Some brothers break down under the pressure, while other members of the family seem to invite trouble on a regular basis. So it has often seemed to go with the Kennedys.

As a kind of entertainment family the Kennedys were a prime force in blurring the distinctions between Hollywood and Washington--that blur being a condition characteristic of the age. As the critic Richard Schickel has observed in his book Intimate Strangers, they were certainly not the first to court the film industry or to recognize the consequences of the media era. Woodrow Wilson had D. W. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation screened at the White House in 1915, and Douglas Fairbanks told Franklin Roosevelt when he was only assistant secretary of the Navy that he had the persona to succeed as an actor if he so chose.

But the Kennedys helped complete the revolution. As the biographers tell it, Father Joe "mingled" with Gloria Swanson and other stars, and his real business interest was in movie production, because he thought that was where the aristocracy of the next generation would be created. Judging from the biographies, much of the next Kennedy generation's childhood appears to have been one long photo op, culminating in John Kennedy's marriage to, of all things, an aristocratic photographer. If, in the media planning devised largely by Father Joe, JFK's 1960 race for the presidency was the first to resemble the packaging of a Hollywood blockbuster--the buildup, the bio, the promos, the publicity shots, the early buzz among influential critics, the reviews, the breakthrough performance (in debates), and, finally, the crowd reaction--that may have been no accident. "John F. Kennedy treated southern Ohio yesterday as Don Giovanni used to treat Seville," Murray Kempton wrote one day in a campaign dispatch striking both for its honesty and for the new political phenomenon it was describing. After all this, and an Administration that made the elevation of style over substance into both a zeitgeist and an ideology, not only the hanging out with Sinatra and Marilyn was inevitable; so was the eventual arrival of someone like Ronald Reagan.

Sadly, the assassinations also played a role in the conversion of the Kennedys into pop-culture phenomena. As Schickel has observed, dying young, if not violently, is something of an entertainment-industry phenomenon, as anyone familiar with the lives and deaths of Elvis, Marilyn, Valentino, James Dean, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Buddy Holly, John Belushi, Ritchie Valens, John Lennon, and Jim Morrison knows. It's not simply that an untimely death fulfills a romantic image that goes back to Byron and Keats, or that the premature passing of an entertainment figure tends to inspire a death cult in which numerous fans refuse to believe the star is dead. Dying young freezes the stars at their peak: like the promise of Hollywood itself, they remain forever young and beautiful--the perfect icons for the immortality that films and records purport to offer.

Death also to some extent frees journalists and biographers from having to stick to the truth, since the deceased don't press libel actions. In his book Dead Elvis, Greil Marcus described how Elvis had become a cultural obsession since his death, "a figure made of echoes, not of facts." The legend grew, he wrote, out of "art works, books, movies, dreams; sometimes more than anything cultural noise." So, too, has it gone for JFK, whose legacy has included not only the same literary tributes from the entourage, followed by the critical bios, but also the same creation of civic shrines, the same cultural buzz, the same attention paid to the surviving clan, the same questions raised about the cause of death, the same anniversary observances of the day he died, even the same odd tabloid sightings of the deceased which recall the Resurrection.

In a sense the image of all popular figures is a reflection of the public that follows them. But with a dead figure that reflective process grows exponentially--like the compounding effect of a series of mirrors; As a cultural symbol whose life can now be made into anything with impunity, Kennedy, like Presley, has become, in Marcus's words, "an anarchy of possibilities"--a reflection of the public's mass fears and aspirations and also a constant vehicle for discussing those sentiments. Thus Presley and the Kennedys have evolved into a collection of cultural deities--modern-day equivalents of the Greek gods, who were immortal while sharing the characteristics of the human beings who worshipped them.

That helps explain another unusual fact about the Kennedys: the more negative information the public is fed about the family, the more the legend just seems to grow. For that reason Palm Beach may have actually enhanced the family's status in the culture. Scandals become public spectacles--occasions for the masses to embroider the myth, the better to show how these superstars who are our gods flout the rules. Did anyone really lose respect for Mick Jagger when he got busted for possession?

Reviewers attacked McGinniss in part because what he wrote about the Kennedys was nothing more than gossip. But his real crime was that he merely recirculated stale gossip: who can make a new parable out of that? To a national audience now as intimately familiar with the grassy knoll, the Dike Bridge on Chappaquiddick, and the story of Jack and Marilyn as prior generations were with the stories of Icarus and of Samson and Delilah, McGinniss came off as something of a false prophet. If mass entertainment is now the civic religion in a country where government can never constitutionally fill that role, it should be no surprise that the path to immortality for a politician today is to become an entertainer in order to become a deity. "Elvis is King," they still write on street corners. Thirty years after his assassination JFK isn't far behind.
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        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:50 PM ET

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced the winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images below. The museum's website has many more images from this year and previous years. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum, London. Captions were provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's lap]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tranquil Moment. Winner, Behavior: Mammals. Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod found this serene scene of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's arms. Resting in a quiet place after a morning of photographing birds and leopards, Vinod soon realized he wasn't alone. A troop of toque macaques was moving through the trees above. Vinod spotted this young monkey sleeping between feeds and used a telephoto lens to frame the peaceful moment.
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                Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a swarm of ants around a dead beetle. One ant stands on top of the beetle, pulling at one of its antennae.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Demolition Squad. Winner, Behavior: Invertebrates. Ingo Arndt documented the efficient dismemberment of a blue ground beetle by red wood ants. "Full of ant" is how Ingo described himself after lying next to the ants' nest for just a few minutes. He watched as the red wood ants carved an already-dead beetle into pieces small enough to fit through the entrance to their nest.
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                Ingo Arndt / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A low view of several lynxes bunched close together in a snowy forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On Watch. Winner, Animal Portraits. John E. Marriott framed a lynx resting, with its fully grown young sheltering from the cold wind behind it. John had been tracking this family group for almost a week, wearing snowshoes and carrying light camera gear to make his way through snowy forests. When fresh tracks led him to the group, he kept his distance to make sure he didn't disturb them.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                John E. Marriott / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dolphin swims through shallow reddish-colored water among many small trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dolphins of the Forest. Winner, Photojournalist Story Award. Thomas Peschak documented the relationship between endangered Amazon river dolphins, also known as botos or pink river dolphins, and the people with whom they share their watery home. The Amazon river dolphin is one of two freshwater dolphin species living in the Amazon and Orinoco basins. Only this species has evolved to explore the seasonally flooded forest habitat.
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                Thomas P. Peschak / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: In mid-air, a falcon pulls at the pouch of a pelican with its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Too Close for Comfort. Highly Commended, Behavior: Birds. Jack Zhi recorded the moment a falcon hooked its talons into a pelican's pouch and tugged it skywards. Jack had been watching this peregrine falcon for a while, seeing it attack gulls, ospreys and eagles that ventured too close to its nest on a nearby cliff ledge.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Jack Zhi / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a tiny insect beside a rounded bit of slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life Under Dead Wood. Winner, 15-17 Years. Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas rolled a log over to see the fruiting bodies of slime mold and a tiny springtail. Alexis worked fast to take this photograph, as springtails can jump many times their body length in a split second. He used a technique called focus stacking, where 36 images, each with a different area in focus, are combined.
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                Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a curious leopard seal]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Under the Waterline. Winner, Underwater. Matthew Smith carefully photographed a curious leopard seal beneath the Antarctic ice. He used a specially-made extension he designed for the front of his underwater housing to get this split image. It was his first encounter with a leopard seal. The young seal made several close, curious passes. "When it looked straight into the lens barrel, I knew I had something good."
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                [image: Two guanacos stand on a ridge, unaware of several young pumas crouching below them, watching.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Don't Look Down. Highly Commended, Behavior: Mammals. Rick Beldegreen witnessed a group of puma cubs stalking their potential guanaco prey. He had been tracking a puma and its three cubs for several days when he saw this scene unfold. The guanacos shifted to higher ground after seeing the puma but didn't notice the cubs, meters from their vantage point.
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                [image: A swarm of tadpoles swims past, among the stems of lily pads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Swarm of Life. Winner, Wetlands: The Bigger Picture. Shane Gross looked under the surface layer of lily pads as a mass of western toad tadpoles swam past. Shane snorkeled in the lake for several hours, through carpets of lily pads. This prevented any disturbance of the fine layers of silt and algae covering the lake bottom, which would have reduced visibility.
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                Shane Gross / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a bee on a leaf]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scent Collector. Highly commended, Behavior: Invertebrates. Clay Bolt was dazzled by an orchid bee as it collected aromatic compounds from a leaf. Clay has spent many years photographing tropical bees. Using organic scents mixed by scientists to attract and survey butterflies and moths, he had seconds to photograph the bee as it stood collecting oils before it buzzed away.
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                [image: A mother and calf manatee swim underwater, above a patch of seagrass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As Clear as Crystal. Highly Commended, Under Water. Jason Gulley gazed through clear water at a manatee and a calf adrift among the eelgrass. He has photographed many manatee mother-and-calf pairs. The expression on this calf's face and the bubbles trailing from its flippers, combined with the hopeful backstory, have made it one of Jason's favorite images.
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                Jason Gulley / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiger rests in a hillside meadow above farms and a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiger in Town. Winner, Urban Wildlife. Robin Darius Conz watched a tiger on a hillside against the backdrop of a town where forests once grew. Robin was following this tiger as part of a documentary team filming the wildlife of the Western Ghats. On this day, he used a drone to watch the tiger explore its territory before it settled in this spot.
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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: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 9, 2024

            	27 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for loved ones as they ready themselves for this enormous storm.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child holds a scoop to help fill sandbags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eli Perez, 2, of Stuart, Florida, helps his mother fill a bag with sand at the Sailfish Ballpark distribution site on October 7, 2024, in Stuart, Florida.
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                Crystal Vander Weit / TCPalm / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man in camouflage pants carries two sandbags among a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Marine Sergeant Delmonte Battle helps residents carry sandbags ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton, in Orlando, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a split highway; one direction is completely filled with cars, and the other has only a few]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles fill the road as they drive to the east on I-75 from the west coast of Florida before the arrival of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024 in Big Cypress, Florida.
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                [image: A view of a large, swirling storm, seen from orbit through a spacecraft window]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton advances toward Florida, seen in this view from Dragon Endeavor, docked with the International Space Station, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses deck chairs into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Jalving throws outdoor furniture into his father's pool in advance of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Fort Myers, Florida. The house was damaged during Hurricane Ian and flooded recently during Hurricane Helene.
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                [image: A man lifts a cat in a carrier into a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ted Carlson puts his friend Evan Purcell's cat, McKenzie, into a pickup truck as the pair recover her along with other important items from Purcell's home ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton. Debris from Hurricane Helene still sits on the driveway, in Holmes Beach, on Anna Maria Island, Florida, on October 8, 2024. "This place couldn't handle Helene," Carlson said. "It's all going to be gone."
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks will be staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hits Florida.
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                [image: A person lifts a large box holding a generator into his car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cape Coral resident Pedro Gonzalez places a newly purchased generator into his trunk while preparing for the potential impact of Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024.
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                Ricardo Rolon / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cloudy sunrise sky, seen above a wrecked pier on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over the destroyed Fort Myers Beach pier as Hurricane Milton approaches Florida on October 9, 2024. The town is empty, because most residents have evacuated.
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                [image: A car sits half-buried in sand outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car sits stranded, half-buried in sand as a result of Hurricane Helene, in Bradenton Beach, Florida, as Hurricane Milton approaches Anna Maria Island on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Storm debris removed from houses sits along the curb on both sides of a residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from Hurricane Helene lines a street in the Redington Beach section of St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall.
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                [image: A person uses spray paint to write the message "We are open, stay safe" on boarded-up windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A store employee spray-paints a "We Are Open" announcement in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the expected landfall of Hurricane Milton.
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                [image: A person lifts one of two penguins inside a room in an aquarium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A penguin is carried to be relocated to higher ground at Florida Aquarium ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A zookeeper watches as a porcupine makes its way into a large carrier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees move an African porcupine named Chompers to a pet carrier at ZooTampa ahead of Hurricane Milton, on October 7, 2024, in Florida. The zoo has several hurricane-proof buildings where it plans to move all of its animals. Tiffany Burns (not pictured), the director of the ZooTampa's animal program, said, "We hope they suffer as little stress as possible; that's always our goal."
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                [image: A rooster walks down a street in an empty town.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rooster walks down a street as the old town of Ybor City, in Tampa, stands mostly empty, as the state prepares for the arrival of Hurricane Milton on October 8, 2024 in Tampa, Florida.
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                [image: A reporter in a raincoat stands outside with a microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teri Hornstein, with CBS Miami, works ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Empty shelves in a grocery store, with a sign that reads "Water products limited to 2 per person"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shelves in a local grocery store have been cleared of bottled water ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers dismantle a railroad-crossing bar.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Transit American Services workers dismantle rail-crossing bars in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the upcoming hurricane.
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                [image: A person holds a tall board on a sidewalk, preparing to board up a storefront.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers board up a business ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A long line of cars wait on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-block-long line of cars waits to get into Holly Hill Public Utilities, where the city is allowing residents to pick up free bags of sand ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Volusia County, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: One person offers money to another person, who is politely declining.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teresa Abrahamson offers money to Valerie Jackson, whom she just met, but Jackson politely declines, at Woerner Turf and Landscaping Supply, in Jacksonville, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Patrons prepared for the upcoming hurricane, filling sandbags to curtail potential floodwaters. The landscaping company provided everything free of charge, including bags and ties, use of shovels, and dig-your-own sand.
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                [image: An aerial view of a pier where some planks have been removed, with several surfers seen in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers ride waves next to the Lake Worth Pier, where planks were removed to lessen the impact of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Lake Worth Beach, Florida.
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                [image: An elevated view of a long, temporary flood barrier in front of a hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood barriers stand in front of Tampa General Hospital ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A boy leads a dog on a leash on the porch of a house with boarded-up windows, one of which has the words "Go away Milton" spray-painted on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Weibel and his dog Cookie climb the steps to their home as their family prepares for Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024, in Port Richey, Florida.
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                [image: An elementary-school hallway is lined with cots and pet crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hallway inside Virgil Mills Elementary School, which is being used as a shelter from the storm with more than 400 people already inside, seen in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024
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                Thomas Bender / Sarasota Herald-Tribune / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small dog looks out of its crate in a storm shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out of its crate, sheltered at Virgil Mills Elementary School, in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Skyscrapers are seen in the distance, obscured by clouds and rain, with choppy water in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rain begins to fall ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s November Cover Story: Tom Nichols on How Donald Trump Is the Tyrant George Washington Feared






This election is the moment of truth. In The Atlantic's final cover story ahead of the election, staff writer Tom Nichols lays out why "the votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century"--because every essential norm and duty that George Washington established for the U.S. presidency could come to an end if Donald Trump is reelected. Trump is "Washington's Nightmare"--the tyrant the first president feared, and one more capable now of finishing the authoritarian project he began in his first term.
 
 Among Washington's countless accomplishments and heroic actions, Nichols also focuses on what Washington would not do: "As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization." The 44 men who succeeded him in office adhered to Washington's example and those norms--all except Trump.
 
 Nichols writes: "Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the 'spirit of revenge' that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to 'seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual,' and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment."
 
 Nichols writes that America stands at such a moment with this election: "Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets." He continues, "As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves."
 
 Nichols concludes: "Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump. Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, 'the gift of silence'; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are 'losers' and 'suckers.' Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one."
 
 Tom Nichols's "Washington's Nightmare" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Nichols on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/10/atlantics-nov-cover-nichols-on-trump-and-washington/680195/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

      Politics | The Atlantic

      
        The Case for Kamala Harris
        The Atlantic

        For the third time in eight years, Americans have to decide whether they want Donald Trump to be their president. No voter could be ignorant by now of who he is. Opinions about Trump aren't just hardened--they're dried out and exhausted. The man's character has been in our faces for so long, blatant and unchanging, that it kills the possibility of new thoughts, which explains the strange mix of boredom and dread in our politics. Whenever Trump senses any waning of public attention, he'll call his ...

      

      
        November Will Be Worse
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or ...

      

      
        The Trump Believability Gap
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.And ye...

      

      
        The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion
        Roge Karma

        America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."D...

      

      
        The Moment of Truth
        Tom Nichols

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Last November, during a symposium at Mount Vernon on democracy, John Kelly, the retired Marine Corps general who served as Donald Trump's second chief of staff, spoke about George Washington's historic accomplishments--his leadership and victory in the Revolutionary War, his vision of what an American president should be. And then Kelly offered a simple, three-word summary of Washington's most important contri...

      

      
        The New York Race That Could Tip the House
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 2:36 p.m. ET on October 8, 2024On a rainy Saturday late last month, Mondaire Jones was doing his best to convince a crowd of supporters that his campaign was going great. "We've got so much momentum in this race," Jones said. "It has been an incredible week."It was a tough sell--not only for the dozens of Democrats listening to Jones in Bedford, New York, but also for the many others who have spent millions of dollars to help him defeat a first-term Republican, Representative Mike Lawle...

      

      
        What Going on <em>Call Her Daddy </em>Did for Kamala Harris
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Very few podcasters would apologize to their fans for clogging up their feed by interviewing a presidential candidate. But Alex Cooper--the host of a podcast variously described as "raunchy, "sex-positive," "mega-popular," and "the most-listened-to podcast by women"--is an exception. "Daddy Gang," she began her latest episode, "as you know, I do not usually discuss politics, or have politicians on this show, because I want ...

      

      
        How Jack Smith Outsmarted the Supreme Court
        Sean Wilentz

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Special Counsel Jack Smith's recent filing to the D.C. District Court in the Trump v. United States presidential-immunity case both fleshes out and sharpens the evidence of Donald Trump's sprawling criminal conspiracy to overturn the 2020 election. To understand the filing's larger significance as well as its limitations, we must first review a bit of recent history.In its shocking decision on July 1 to grant the presiden...

      

      
        Elon Musk Bends the Knee to Donald Trump
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Have you ever watched a crowd go wild for a PowerPoint slide? After a few introductory hellos yesterday in Butler, Pennsylvania, Donald Trump gestured to a screen showing the same graph on illegal immigration that he had been talking about when he was nearly assassinated in July and delivered his real opening line: "As I was saying ..."The audience loved that. The rallygoers had waited in line for hours in the hot sun to ge...

      

      
        Trump and Vance Are Calling Their Abortion Ban Something New
        Adam Serwer

        Donald Trump and J. D. Vance support a national ban on abortion. They are just calling it something else.Since the justices Trump appointed to the Supreme Court provided the conservative majority necessary to overturn the constitutional right to an abortion, women in Republican-controlled states have been forced to flee their homes in order to receive lifesaving care. Some women have died or were treated only at the brink of death. Contrary to the carefully cultivated stereotype, most of the wome...

      

      
        There's No Such Thing as an October Surprise
        David A. Graham

        What was the first October surprise of this election? Was it a strike by East Coast stevedores? Was it the threat of a hot war between Israel and Iran? Or was it the release of Special Counsel Jack Smith's 165-page motion, unsealed yesterday, in the federal case against Donald Trump for subverting the 2020 presidential election?The answer is almost certainly option D: none of the above. (And by the way, it's only October 3.)Smith's filing seeks to convince Judge Tanya Chutkan that despite a Supre...

      

      
        The Rise of the Right-Wing Tattletale
        Adam Serwer

        Photo-illustrations by Vanessa SabaThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.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 w...

      

      
        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 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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The Case for Kamala Harris

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s endorsement




For the third time in eight years, Americans have to decide whether they want Donald Trump to be their president. No voter could be ignorant by now of who he is. Opinions about Trump aren't just hardened--they're dried out and exhausted. The man's character has been in our faces for so long, blatant and unchanging, that it kills the possibility of new thoughts, which explains the strange mix of boredom and dread in our politics. Whenever Trump senses any waning of public attention, he'll call his opponent a disgusting name, or dishonor the memory of fallen soldiers, or threaten to overturn the election if he loses, or vow to rule like a dictator if he wins. He knows that nothing he says is likely to change anyone's views.

Almost half the electorate supported Trump in 2016, and supported him again in 2020. This same split seems likely on November 5. Trump's support is fixed and impervious to argument. This election, like the last two, will be decided by an absurdly small percentage of voters in a handful of states.

Because one of the most personally malignant and politically dangerous candidates in American history was on the ballot, The Atlantic endorsed Trump's previous Democratic opponents--only the third and fourth endorsements since the magazine's founding, in 1857. We endorsed Abraham Lincoln for president in 1860 (though not, for reasons lost to history, in 1864). One hundred and four years later, we endorsed Lyndon B. Johnson for president. In 2016, we endorsed Hillary Clinton for more or less the same reason Johnson won this magazine's endorsement in 1964. Clinton was a credible candidate who would have made a competent president, but we endorsed her because she was running against a manifestly unstable and incompetent Republican nominee. The editors of this magazine in 1964 feared Barry Goldwater less for his positions than for his zealotry and seeming lack of self-restraint.

Of all Trump's insults, cruelties, abuses of power, corrupt dealings, and crimes, the event that proved the essential rightness of the endorsements of Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden took place on January 6, 2021, when Trump became the first American president to try to overturn an election and prevent the peaceful transfer of power.

Harris doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy.

This year, Trump is even more vicious and erratic than in the past, and the ideas of his closest advisers are more extreme. Trump has made clear that he would use a second term to consolidate unprecedented power in his own hands, punishing adversaries and pursuing a far-right agenda that most Americans don't want. "We believe that this election is a turning-point in our history," the magazine prophesied correctly when it endorsed Abraham Lincoln in 1860. This year's election is another.

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

About the candidate we are endorsing: The Atlantic is a heterodox place, staffed by freethinkers, and for some of us, Kamala Harris's policy views are too centrist, while for others they're too liberal. The process that led to her nomination was flawed, and she's been cagey in keeping the public and press from getting to know her as well as they should. But we know a few things for sure. Having devoted her life to public service, Harris respects the law and the Constitution. She believes in the freedom, equality, and dignity of all Americans. She's untainted by corruption, let alone a felony record or a history of sexual assault. She doesn't embarrass her compatriots with her language and behavior, or pit them against one another. She doesn't curry favor with dictators. She won't abuse the power of the highest office in order to keep it. She believes in democracy. These, and not any specific policy positions, are the reasons The Atlantic is endorsing her.

This endorsement will not be controversial to Trump's antagonists. Nor will it matter to his supporters. But to the voters who don't much care for either candidate, and who will decide the country's fate, it is not enough to list Harris's strengths or write a bill of obvious particulars against Trump. The main reason for those ambivalent Americans to vote for Harris has little to do with policy or partisanship. It's this: Electing her and defeating him is the only way to release us from the political nightmare in which we're trapped and bring us to the next phase of the American experiment.

Trump isn't solely responsible for this age of poisonous rhetoric, hateful name-calling, conspiracies and lies, divided families and communities, cowardly leaders and deluded followers--but as long as Trump still sits atop the Republican Party, it will not end. His power depends on lowering the country into a feverish state of fear and rage where Americans turn on one another. For the millions of alienated and politically homeless voters who despise what the country has become and believe it can do better, sending Trump into retirement is the necessary first step.

If you're a conservative who can't abide Harris's tax and immigration policies, but who is also offended by the rottenness of the Republican Party, only Trump's final defeat will allow your party to return to health--then you'll be free to oppose President Harris wholeheartedly. Like you, we wish for the return of the Republican Party of Ronald Reagan, Bob Dole, John McCain, and Mitt Romney, a party animated by actual ideas. We believe that American politics are healthiest when vibrant conservative and liberal parties fight it out on matters of policy.

If you're a progressive who thinks the Democratic Party is a tool of corporate America, talk to someone who still can't forgive themselves for voting for Ralph Nader in 2000--then ask yourself which candidate, Harris or Trump, would give you any leverage to push for policies you care about.

And if you're one of the many Americans who can't stand politics and just want to opt out, remember that under democracy, inaction is also an action; that no one ever has clean hands; and that, as our 1860 editorial said, "nothing can absolve us from doing our best to look at all public questions as citizens, and therefore in some sort as administrators and rulers." In other words, voting is a right that makes you responsible.

Trump is the sphinx who stands in the way of America entering a more hopeful future. In Greek mythology, the sphinx killed every traveler who failed to answer her riddle, until Oedipus finally solved it, causing the monster's demise. The answer to Trump lies in every American's hands. Then he needs only to go away.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Kamala Harris for President."
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November Will Be Worse

Hurricane disinformation was just the start.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Last week, Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia posted a map on X to show Hurricane Helene's path overlapping with majority-Republican areas in the South. She followed it up with an explanation: "Yes they can control the weather."

Greene was using they as a choose-your-own-adventure word, allowing her followers to replace the pronoun with their own despised group: the federal government, perhaps, or liberal elites, or Democrats. All of the above? Whoever they are, Greene appeared to be saying, they sent a hurricane roaring toward Trump country.

The claim may be laughable, but Greene wasn't trying to be funny. Donald Trump and his allies, including Greene, are working hard to politicize the weather--to harness Helene and soon-to-make-landfall Milton as a kind of October surprise against the Democrats before next month's election. Such false claims have real-world implications, not least impeding recovery efforts. But they also offer a foretaste of the grievance-fueled disinformation mayhem that we'll see on and after Election Day. In what will almost certainly be another nail-biter of an election--decided once again by tens of thousands of votes in a few states--conspiracy-mongering about the validity of the results could lead to very real political unrest.

Over the next few weeks, "we're going to see this disinformation get worse," Graham Brookie, a disinformation expert at the Atlantic Council, an international-affairs think tank, told me. "We're going to be coming back to this again and again and again."

While Greene was making her strange foray into cloud-seeding and weather modification last week, Trump was spreading his own set of more terrestrial lies. At a rally in Georgia, the GOP nominee claimed that the state's governor, Brian Kemp, couldn't reach Joe Biden, even though Kemp had spoken with the president about relief efforts the day before. On Truth Social, Trump falsely alleged that government officials in hurricane-battered North Carolina were "going out of their way to not help people in Republican areas." Later, Trump repeatedly accused Vice President Kamala Harris of spending FEMA money on "illegal migrants." (She didn't; FEMA administers a program that helps state and local governments house migrants, but those resources are separate from disaster-relief funds.) Over the weekend, Trump argued that Americans who lost their homes in Helene were receiving only $750 from FEMA--in fact, that amount is just emergency aid for essentials; survivors can apply for up to $42,500 in additional assistance.

Online, rumors swirled. Right-wing activists shared texts from unnamed acquaintances in unidentified places complaining about the government response. Elon Musk, a recent convert to the Church of Trump, told his 200 million followers on X that FEMA had been "ferrying illegals" into the country instead of "saving American lives." Later, when he accused the Federal Aviation Administration of blocking aid to parts of North Carolina, Musk was talked down by Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, who apparently assured him in a phone call that this was not happening.

The practical effect of these falsehoods is that local officials have to spend precious time and energy combatting misinformation, rather than recovery efforts. FEMA's response has, inevitably, aroused frustrations about delays and bureaucracy, but the intensity of this hurricane season is creating unprecedented challenges. And the propagation of lies could demoralize people in affected areas, "reducing the likelihood that survivors will come to FEMA" for help, one agency official said earlier this week. Government officials have spent the past week engaged in the crisis-comms operation of a lifetime: FEMA has a dedicated webpage for debunking rumors being spread by the leader of the Republican Party and his allies; the state of North Carolina does, too. And at least one GOP member of Congress has broken ranks to send out a press release clarifying that, in fact, "Hurricane Helene was NOT geoengineered by the government to seize and access lithium deposits in Chimney Rock."

The problem is that their efforts aren't making much of an impact, Nina Jankowicz, the author of How to Lose the Information War, told me. "That is in part because we have seen the complete kind of buy-in from the Republican Party establishment into these falsehoods." Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, will hit Florida's west coast tonight, and already the same Helene-style conspiracy theories have begun to circulate. "WEATHER MODIFICATION WEAPONIZED AGAINST POLITICAL OPPONENTS," one Trump-aligned account with 155,000 followers wrote on X: "It's being done to protect pedophiles and child traffickers from prosecution and so much more." A self-described "decentralized tech maverick" is telling Floridians that FEMA won't let them return to their homes if they evacuate. (The post, which received 1.1 million views, is a lie.)

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

Rumor and distortion typically abound during and after storms, mass shootings, and other "crisis-information environments," as the academic parlance labels them. And elections, especially ones with narrow margins, have very similar dynamics, Brookie, from the Atlantic Council, told me. "There's a lot of new information, high levels of engagement, and a lot of really sustained focus on every single update."

The 2024 election may not be called on November 5 and could easily remain unresolved for a few days afterward. In that fuzzy interregnum, a very familiar series of events could unfold. Just replace Trump's hurricane-related conspiracy theories with some wild allegation about Sharpies at polling sites or secret bins full of uncounted ballots. Instead of being blamed for hogging FEMA resources, undocumented immigrants will be accused of voting en masse. It's easy to imagine, because we already saw it play out in 2020: the suitcases of ballots and a burst pipe, the tainted Dominion voting machines, the hordes of zombie voters. The MAGA loyalists in Congress and the pro-Trump media ecosystem will amplify these claims. Musk, never one to stay calm on the sidelines, will leap into the fray with his proprietary algorithm-boosted commentary.

Local election officials will try to clear things up, but it could be too late. Millions of Americans across the country, primed to distrust government and institutions, will be sure that something sinister has taken place.

The hurricanes' aftermath will already have created new opportunities for conspiracy-mongers, even before the election. After Helene, the North Carolina Elections Board passed emergency measures that will allow some voters to request and receive absentee ballots up until the day before the election. Depending on the damage caused by Milton, Florida may make some of its own election changes. "That will clearly come under attack," Elaine Kamarck, a co-author of Lies That Kill: A Citizen's Guide to Disinformation, told me. As we saw with procedural changes made to accommodate voters during the coronavirus pandemic, "change in the voting process can always be used to make people paranoid."

Right now, Americans in the Southeast are preparing to weather a very dangerous storm. This time next month, all of us will be facing a storm of a different kind.
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The Trump Believability Gap

Voters detest the things that Trump wants to do. But they just don't believe he'll follow through.

by David A. Graham




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


The paradox of running a campaign against Donald Trump is that you have to convince voters that he is both a liar and deadly serious.

On the one hand, much of what the Republican presidential nominee says is patently false. Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are not eating cats and dogs; President Joe Biden is not dodging calls from the governor of hurricane-stricken Georgia; crime is not, in fact, on the rise.

And yet, on the other hand, Trump is not bluffing when it comes to his plans to radically shift the federal government and change the fabric of American life. These include a huge expansion in political-patronage jobs, campaigns of retribution against political adversaries, and mass deportation of undocumented immigrants--all things that Trump has placed at the center of his campaign and that he tried to do in his first term. Trump's critics talk about these plans not just because of an abstract commitment to democracy--it's also good politics. Many of these ideas are deeply unpopular, and will motivate voters to oppose Trump.

David A. Graham: Trump isn't bluffing

That's the theory, at least. But Trump exists in a strange zone where voters hear what he's saying and then largely discount it, perhaps as a result of his past dissembling, or perhaps because the ideas just seem too extreme to be real. Amanda Carpenter, a former GOP staffer turned Trump critic who now works for the nonprofit Protect Democracy, has dubbed this the "believability gap."

"[These ideas] are out in public. They're on video. They're very easy to see and understand," she told me. "What a lot of people are failing to comprehend is how he would turn that rhetoric into a reality."

One way to think about the believability gap is to consider Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-coordinated blueprint for a second Trump term. Such external planning documents are not unusual, I noted in August, and even given that many of the details in this one are far out of the mainstream, Democrats' success in turning Project 2025 into a campaign liability is surprising. An NBC News poll late last month found that 57 percent of voters viewed Project 2025 negatively; almost all of this group viewed it very negatively. Even a third of Republicans dislike it. A recent survey from the progressive pollster Navigator found 50 percent disapproval and just 9 percent approval for Project 2025.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

But the trick is that even though Project 2025 is deeply unpopular, Trump is somewhat immune to the effects if people think he won't really do the things in it. Lake Research Partners (LRP), a Democratic firm, recently polled swing-state voters about Project 2025. When respondents were asked about specific policies within the document, an important split emerged between how they felt about each idea versus how likely they thought it was to happen. For example, 57 percent were very concerned about cutting programs such as Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security, but only 33 percent thought that was very likely. Similarly, 46 percent would be very concerned about Trump deploying troops against American citizens, yet only a quarter thought Trump would ever do such a thing--even though Trump showed enthusiasm for doing just that in 2020, including in public statements.

But the believability gap nearly disappears when it comes to two of the most traditional GOP policy priorities. Even though Trump in 2024 is the most aberrant major-party nominee in American history--outdoing even earlier Trump iterations--the LRP polling finds that voters are very concerned about tax cuts for the wealthy and restrictions on abortion, contraception, and infertility treatments and also think Trump would be very likely to implement those policies.

David Frum: The danger ahead

Voters' dismissal of the likelihood of Trump pursuing his most extreme ideas, Carpenter told me, represents "a failure of imagination and inability to think about how his words could really become operable with the right people around him. It's sort of unfathomable to a lot of Americans that that's not exaggerated rhetoric."

For the Kamala Harris campaign, the believability gap is a challenge: Get people to believe that Trump will pursue the ideas that the public hates. The evidence available to them is substantial. Some of the most extreme ideas in Project 2025, such as liquidating much of the civil service and politicizing the federal government, are things that Trump has already tried to do. As president, he attempted to use the Justice Department to punish political adversaries, closed down investigations into allies, and sought to punish Amazon for negative coverage in The Washington Post, owned by Amazon Executive Chairman Jeff Bezos. (Carpenter has also pointed to actions taken by Republican state governments as proof of what Trump could achieve.)

That helps explain a major shift in Democratic campaign strategy that has become apparent in recent months. When President Joe Biden was the party's nominee, he frequently spoke about the election as an existential threat to democracy, using high-flown rhetoric. Since replacing him atop the ticket, Vice President Kamala Harris has not stopped talking about democracy, but she's made it much less of a focus, instead emphasizing issues such as abortion and tax cuts--and, yes, Project 2025. People already hate it. The Harris campaign needs them to believe it.
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The Most Dramatic Shift in U.S. Public Opinion

The size and speed of the immigration backlash over the past four years are nearly unheard-of.

by Roge Karma




America's immigration debate has taken a restrictionist turn. Eight years ago, Donald Trump declared that "when Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best," and promised to build a "big, beautiful wall" on the southern border. That rhetoric, extreme at the time, seems mild now. Today, he depicts immigrants as psychopathic murderers responsible for "poisoning the blood of our country" and claims that he will carry out the "largest deportation operation in the history of our country."

Democrats have shifted too. In 2020, Joe Biden ran on the promise to reverse Trump's border policies and expand legal immigration. "If I'm elected president, we're going to immediately end Trump's assault on the dignity of immigrant communities," he said during his speech accepting the Democratic nomination. "We're going to restore our moral standing in the world and our historic role as a safe haven for refugees and asylum seekers." That kind of humanitarian language is gone from Democrats' 2024 messaging. So is any defense of immigration on the merits. When asked about immigration, Vice President Kamala Harris touts her background prosecuting transnational criminal organizations and promises to pass legislation that would "fortify" the southern border.

Roge Karma: The truth about immigration and the American worker

The change in rhetoric did not come out of nowhere. Politicians are responding to one of the most dramatic swings in the history of U.S. public opinion. In 2020, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration should decrease. Just four years later, that number had risen to 55 percent--the highest level since 2001. (Other surveys find similar results.) Republican attitudes have shifted the most, but Democrats and independents have also soured on immigration.

Although public opinion is known to ebb and flow, a reversal this big, and this fast, is nearly unheard-of. It is the result of a confluence of two powerful factors: a partisan backlash to a Democratic president and a bipartisan reaction to the genuine chaos generated by a historic surge at the border.

Political scientists have long observed that public opinion tends to move in the opposite direction of a sitting president's rhetoric, priorities, and policies, especially when that president is an especially polarizing figure--a phenomenon known as "thermostatic public opinion." No president has kicked the thermostat into action quite like Trump. In response to his incendiary anti-immigrant rhetoric and harsh policies, including the Muslim ban and family separation, being pro-immigrant became central to Democratic identity. In 2016, only 30 percent of Democrats told Gallup they wanted to increase immigration; by 2020, that number had grown to 50 percent. In just four years under Trump, Democratic attitudes toward immigration levels warmed more than they had in the previous 15.

But the thermostat works the other way too. When Biden took office, he immediately rescinded many of Trump's border policies and proposed legislation to "restore humanity and American values to our immigration system." This triggered a backlash. Right-wing media and Republican politicians sought to turn Biden's policies into a liability. By mid-2022, the percentage of Republican voters who said immigration should decrease had risen by 21 points. And with Trump no longer in the White House to mobilize the opposition, Democratic immigration attitudes began by some measures to creep closer to their pre-2016 levels as well. "The paradox of Trump was that he inspired an unprecedented positive shift in immigration attitudes," Alexander Kustov, a political scientist at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte, told me. "But because it was a reaction to Trump himself, that positivity was always extremely fragile."

Trump is not the entire story, however. Public opinion continued to drift rightward long after Biden took office. From June 2023 to June 2024 alone, the percentage of Democrats who favored decreased immigration jumped by 10 points, and the percentage of Republicans by 15 points. That's the single largest year-over-year shift in overall immigration attitudes since Gallup began asking the question back in 1965.

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

Voters may have been responding to the sharp rise in so-called border encounters--a euphemism for the apprehension of undocumented immigrants entering the country from Mexico. These reached a record 300,000 in December 2023, up from 160,000 in January of that year and from just 74,000 in December 2020. The surge overwhelmed Customs and Border Patrol, and scenes of overcrowded immigrant-processing centers and sprawling tent encampments became fixtures on conservative media outlets. Texas Governor Greg Abbott began sending busloads of asylum seekers (about 120,000 at this point) to cities such as New York, Chicago, and Denver, which were caught off guard by the influx. Suddenly blue-state cities across the country got a taste of border chaos in the form of stressed social services, migrants sleeping on streets, frantic city officials, and community backlash. "I don't think the shift in attitudes is surprising, given what's been happening at the border," Jeffrey Jones, a senior editor at Gallup, told me. "People are sensitive to what's going on, and they respond to it."

Some experts call this the "locus of control theory," or, more colloquially, the "chaos theory" of immigration sentiment. The basic idea, grounded in both survey data and political-science research, is that when the immigration process is perceived as fair and orderly, voters are more likely to tolerate it. When it is perceived as out of control and unfair--perhaps due to an uncommonly large surge of migrants--then the public quickly turns against it. Perhaps the best evidence for this theory is that even as Americans have embraced much tighter immigration restrictions, their answers to survey questions such as "Do you believe undocumented immigrants make a contribution to society?" and "Do you support a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants?" and even "Should it be easier to immigrate to the U.S?" haven't changed nearly as much, and remain more pro-immigrant than they were as recently as 2016. "I don't think these views are contradictory," Natalia Banulescu-Bogdan, a deputy director at the Migration Policy Institute, told me. "People can simultaneously have compassion for immigrants while also feeling anxious and upset about the process for coming into the country."

One implication of chaos theory is that leaders can mitigate opposition to immigration by introducing reforms that make the process less chaotic. That's what the Biden administration tried to do in June of this year, when it issued a series of executive orders that would, among other things, bar migrants who cross illegally from claiming asylum and give the Department of Homeland Security the ability to halt the processing of asylum claims altogether if the volume of requests gets too high. Border encounters have fallen steadily throughout 2024, reaching about 100,000 in July and August--still a high number, but the lowest level since February 2021. Perhaps not coincidentally, the salience of immigration for voters has also been falling. This past February, 28 percent of Americans told Gallup that immigration was the most important problem facing the country; by August, that number had dropped to 19 percent. (It crept back up to 22 percent in September, for reasons that likely have more to do with the wave of disinformation about Haitian migrants than with crossings at the border, which continued to fall.)

The very fact that Biden had to rely on unilateral executive orders, which are being challenged in court, illustrates a deeper issue. Even though most Americans want a more orderly and fair immigration system, the nature of thermostatic public opinion gives the opposition party strong incentives to thwart any action that might deliver it. Earlier this year, congressional Republicans killed a border-security bill--which had previously had bipartisan support--after Trump came out against it, lest the Biden administration be given credit for solving the issue that Trump has staked his campaign on. And if Trump is reelected, the pendulum of public opinion could very well swing back the other way, putting pressure on Democrats to oppose his entire immigration agenda.

What's clear is that the current hawkish national mood is not the fixed end point of American popular sentiment. Attitudes toward immigration will continue to fluctuate in the years to come. Whether public policy changes meaningfully in response is anyone's guess.
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The Moment of Truth

The reelection of Donald Trump would mark the end of George Washington's vision for the presidency--and the United States.

by Tom Nichols


Portrait of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart (Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



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


Last November, during a symposium at Mount Vernon on democracy, John Kelly, the retired Marine Corps general who served as Donald Trump's second chief of staff, spoke about George Washington's historic accomplishments--his leadership and victory in the Revolutionary War, his vision of what an American president should be. And then Kelly offered a simple, three-word summary of Washington's most important contribution to the nation he liberated.

"He went home," Kelly said.

The message was unambiguous. After leaving the White House, Kelly had described Trump as a "person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about." At Mount Vernon, he was making a clear point: People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles--even President--but at heart they are tyrants, and all tyrants share the same trait: They never voluntarily cede power.

The American revolutionaries feared a powerful executive; they had, after all, just survived a war with a king. Yet when the Founders gathered in 1787 to draft the Constitution, they approved a powerful presidential office, because of their faith in one man: Washington.

Washington's life is a story of heroic actions, but also of temptations avoided, of things he would not do. As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization.

Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far. Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people.

All but one, that is.

Donald Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the "spirit of revenge" that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to "seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual," and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment.

People who are mad for power are a mortal threat to democracy. They may hold different titles, but at heart they are tyrants.

Today, America stands at such a moment. A vengeful and emotionally unstable former president--a convicted felon, an insurrectionist, an admirer of foreign dictators, a racist and a misogynist--desires to return to office as an autocrat. Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets. His deepest motives are to salve his ego, punish his enemies, and place himself above the law. Should he regain the Oval Office, he may well bring with him the experience and the means to complete the authoritarian project that he began in his first term.

Many Americans might think of George Washington as something like an avatar, too distant and majestic to be emulated. American culture has encouraged this distance by elevating him beyond earthly stature: A mural in the Capitol Rotunda depicts him literally as a deity in the clouds. In the capital city that bears Washington's name, other presidents such as Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson are represented with human likenesses; Franklin D. Roosevelt even smiles at us from his wheelchair. Washington is represented by a towering, featureless obelisk. Such faceless abstractions make it easy to forget the difficult personal choices that he made, decisions that helped the United States avoid the many curses that have destroyed other democracies.

For decades, I taught Washington's military campaigns and the lessons of his leadership to military officers when I was a professor at the U.S. Naval War College. And yet I, too, have always felt a distance from the man himself. In recent months, I revisited his life. I read his letters, consulted his biographers, and walked the halls at Mount Vernon. I found a man with weaknesses and shortcomings, but also a leader who possessed qualities that we once expected--and should again demand--from our presidents, especially as the United States confronts the choice between democracy and demagoguery.

The votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century. As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves.

I

A CITIZEN, NOT A CAESAR

Popular military leaders can become a menace to a democratic government if they have the loyalty of their soldiers, the love of the citizenry, and a government too weak to defend itself. Even before his victory in the Revolutionary War, Washington had all of these, and yet he chose to be a citizen rather than a Caesar.

It is difficult, in our modern era of ironic detachment and distrust, to grasp the intensity of the reverence that surrounded the General (as he would be called for the rest of his life) wherever he went. "Had he lived in the days of idolatry," a Pennsylvania newspaper stated breathlessly during the war, Washington would have "been worshiped as a god." He was more than a war hero. In 1780, when Washington passed through a town near Hartford, Connecticut, a French officer traveling with him recorded the scene:

We arrived there at night; the whole of the population had assembled from the suburbs, we were surrounded by a crowd of children carrying torches, reiterating the acclamations of the citizens; all were eager to approach the person of him whom they called their father, and pressed so closely around us that they hindered us from proceeding.

Washington was addressed--by Americans and visiting foreigners alike--as "Your Excellency" almost as often as he was by his rank. In Europe, a French admiral told him, he was celebrated as the "deliverer of America." Alexander Hamilton, his aide-de-camp during the war, later described Washington as a man "to whom the world is offering incense."

At the war's outset, Washington had believed that defeat and death--whether on the battlefield or on a gibbet in London--were more likely than glory. He worried that his wife, Martha, might also face threats from British forces, and was so concerned about her reaction to his appointment as commander of the Continental Army that he waited days before writing to tell her about it. Patrick Henry described a chance encounter with Washington on the street in Philadelphia, shortly after the vote approving Washington's command. Tears welled in the new general's eyes. "Remember, Mr. Henry, what I now tell you," Washington said. "From the day I enter upon the command of the American armies, I date my fall, and the ruin of my reputation."

Instead, Washington's reputation grew. Yet despite his surprising successes as a general and his rise as the symbol of American liberty, he never allowed the world's incense to intoxicate him. Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause. "When we assumed the soldier," he said to a group of New York representatives shortly before he took command, "we did not lay aside the citizen," a sentiment that he repeated throughout the war.

In the 18th century, Washington's deference to the people's representatives and the rule of law would have seemed almost nonsensical to his European counterparts. Most military officers of the time served for life, after swearing allegiance to royal sovereigns whose authority was said to be ordained by God. Often drawn from the ranks of the nobility, they saw themselves as a superior caste and found little reason to assure civilians of their good intentions.

Washington, however, insisted that his men conduct themselves like soldiers who tomorrow would have to live with the people they were defending today. Despite continual supply shortages, he forbade his troops from plundering goods from the population--including from his Tory adversaries. Washington's orders were prudent in the short term; his army needed both supplies and the goodwill of the people. But they also represented his careful investment in America's future: Once the war was over, the new nation would depend on comity and grace among all citizens, regardless of what side they'd supported.


The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783 (World History Archive / Alamy)



Most American presidents have had some sort of military experience. A few, like Washington, were genuine war heroes. All of them understood that military obedience to the rule of law and to responsible civilian authority is fundamental to the survival of democracy. Again, all of them but one.

During his term as president, Trump expected the military to be loyal--but only to him. He did not understand (or care) that members of the military swear an oath to the Constitution, and that they are servants of the nation, not of one man in one office. Trump viewed the military like a small child surveying a shelf of toy soldiers, referring to "my generals" and ordering up parades for his own enjoyment and to emphasize his personal control.

Trump was more than willing to turn the American military against its own people. In 2020, for instance, he wanted the military to attack protesters near the White House. "Beat the fuck out of them," the president told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Mark Milley. "Just shoot them." Both Milley and Defense Secretary Mark Esper (a former military officer himself) talked their boss out of opening fire on American citizens.

From the November 2023 issue: How Mark Milley held the line

Senior officers during Trump's term chose loyalty to the Constitution over loyalty to Donald Trump and remained true to Washington's legacy. Such principles baffle Trump--all principles seem to baffle Trump, and he especially does not understand patriotism or self-sacrifice. He is, after all, the commander in chief who stood in Arlington National Cemetery, looked around at the honored dead in one of the country's most sacred places, and said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?"

A year ago, Trump suggested that Milley should be executed for actions he'd taken in uniform, including reassuring China of America's political stability both before and after January 6, 2021. Esper has said that he thinks he and Milley, along with other senior defense officials and military officers, could be arrested and imprisoned if Trump returns to office. In a second term, Trump would appoint senior military leaders willing to subvert the military and the Constitution to serve his impulses. He already tried, in his first term, to bring such people to the White House, naming Lieutenant General Michael Flynn, for example, as his national security adviser. Flynn was fired after only 23 days for misleading White House officials about lying to the FBI and now travels the country promoting outlandish conspiracy theories. Trump has praised Flynn and promised to bring him back in a second term.

Trump is desperate to reclaim power, and he is making threats about what could happen if the American people refuse to give it to him. Washington, even before he became president, was offered an almost certain chance to take ultimate power, and he refused.

In 1783, Washington was camped with most of the Continental Army in Newburgh, New York. Congress, as usual, was behind on its financial obligations to American soldiers, and rumbles were spreading that it was time to take matters into military hands. Some men talked of deserting and leaving the nation defenseless. Others wanted to head to Philadelphia, disband Congress, and install Washington as something like a constitutional monarch.

Washington allowed the soldiers to meet so they could discuss their grievances. Then he unexpectedly showed up at the gathering and unloaded on his men. Calling the meeting itself "subversive of all order and discipline," he reminded them of the years of loyalty and personal commitment to them. He blasted the dark motives of a letter circulating among the troops, written by an anonymous soldier, that suggested that the army should refuse to disarm if Congress failed to meet their needs. "Can he be," Washington asked, "a friend to the army? Can he be a friend to this country?"

Then, in a moment of calculated theater meant to emphasize the toll that eight years of war had taken on him, he reached into his pocket for a pair of eyeglasses, ostensibly to read a communication from a member of Congress. "Gentlemen," he said, "you must pardon me, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in the service of my country." Some of the men, already chastened by Washington's reproaches, broke into tears. The Newburgh conspiracy, from that moment, was dead.

The presidential historian Stephen Knott told me that Washington could have walked into that same meeting and, with a nod of his head, gained a throne. "A lesser man might have been tempted to lead the army to Philadelphia and pave the way for despotism," Knott said. Instead, Washington crushed the idea and shamed the conspirators.

Nine months later, Washington stood in the Maryland statehouse, where Congress was temporarily meeting, and returned control of the army to the elected representatives of the United States of America. He asked to be granted "the indulgence of retiring from the service of my country" and handed over the document containing his military commission. Washington, in the words of the historian Joseph Ellis, had completed "the greatest exit in American history."


Jean-Antoine Houdon's sculpture of George Washington makes explicit reference to the Roman military leader Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, who relinquished power and returned to his farm after delivering victory on the battlefield. (iStock / Getty)



Decades ago, the scholar S. E. Finer asked a question that shadows every civilian government: "Instead of asking why the military engage in politics, we ought surely ask why they ever do otherwise." The answer, at least in the United States, lies in the traditions instituted by Washington. Because of his choices during and after the Revolution, the United States has had the luxury of regarding military interference in its politics as almost unthinkable. If Trump returns to office with even a handful of praetorians around him, Americans may realize only too late what a rare privilege they have enjoyed.

II

A MAN IN COMMAND OF HIMSELF

Washington's steadfast refusal to grasp for power was rooted not only in his civic beliefs, but also in a strength of character that Americans should demand in any president.

When he returned to Mount Vernon after the war, Washington thought he was returning permanently to the life of a Virginia planter. His mansion is small by modern standards, and his rooms have a kind of placidity to them, a sense of home. If you visited without knowing who once lived there, you could believe that you were wandering the property of any moderately successful older gentleman of the colonial era, at least until you noticed little details, such as the key to the Bastille--a gift from Washington's friend the Marquis de Lafayette--hanging in the hall.

The estate is lovingly cared for today, but in 1783, after nearly a decade of Washington's absence, it was a mess, physically and financially. Its fields and structures were in disrepair. Washington, who had refused a salary for his military service, faced significant debts. (When Lafayette invited him in 1784 to visit France and bask in its adulation, Washington declined because he couldn't afford the trip.)

Barton Gellman: What happened to Michael Flynn?

But Washington's stretched finances did not matter much to the people who showed up regularly at his door to seek a moment with the great man--and a night or two at his home. Customs of the time demanded that proper visitors, usually those with an introduction from someone known to the householder, were to be entertained and fed. Washington observed these courtesies as a matter of social duty, even when callers lacked the traditional referral. More than a year would pass after his return to Mount Vernon before he and Martha finally enjoyed a dinner alone.

Like many of the other Founders, Washington embraced the virtues of the ancient Stoic thinkers, including self-control, careful introspection, equanimity, and dispassionate judgment. He tried to overcome petty emotions, and to view life's difficulties and triumphs as merely temporary conditions.

In the words of his vice president, John Adams, Washington had "great self-command"--the essential quality that distinguished him even among the giants of the Revolution and made him a model for future generations of American political and military leaders. Like anyone else, of course, he was beset by ordinary human failings. As his letters and the accounts of friends and family reveal, he was at times seized by vanity, anxiety, and private grievances. He was moody. His occasional bursts of temper could be fearsome. He never forgot, and rarely forgave, personal attacks.

But Washington was "keenly aware" of his own shortcomings, Lindsay Chervinsky, the director of the George Washington Presidential Library at Mount Vernon, told me, and this self-knowledge, bolstered by his sense of personal honor, governed nearly all of Washington's actions. He rarely allowed his pride to congeal into arrogance, nor his insecurities to curdle into self-pity. He refused to carry on public feuds--or to tilt the power he held against those who had slighted him.

No American president was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing duty and accepting consequences for their decisions.

Washington's embrace of Stoicism helped him to step outside himself and confront the snares of his own ego and appetites, and especially to resist many of the temptations of power. His favorite play, Cato, was about Cato the Younger, a noted Stoic thinker and Roman senator who opposed the rise of Julius Caesar. Washington studied the examples of the great Roman republicans, particularly the story of Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, the Roman military leader who saved his nation on the battlefield and then returned to his farm. (Washington would later serve as the first president of the Society of the Cincinnati, an organization of Revolutionary War veterans.) As the president and CEO of Mount Vernon, Douglas Bradburn, told me during a visit to the estate, Washington genuinely regarded the Roman general as an example to be followed.

The Stoic insistence on merciless honesty, both with oneself and with others, is what allowed Washington to act with vigor but without venom, to make decisions without drama--another of the many grim differences between the character of the first president and that of the 45th. The Washington biographer Ron Chernow writes that "there was cunning in Washington's nature but no low scheming. He never reneged on promises and was seldom duplicitous or underhanded. He respected the public" and "did not provoke people needlessly." He desired recognition of his service, but hated boasting.

Americans have long prized these qualities in their best presidents. Trump has none of them.

Washington's personal code had one severe omission. I had to take only a short walk from the mansion at Mount Vernon to see the reconstructed living quarters of some of the 300 enslaved people who worked his fields. Like other southern Founders, Washington did not let his commitment to freedom interfere with his ownership of other human beings. His views on slavery changed over time, especially after he commanded Black troops in battle, and he arranged in his will to free his slaves. But to the end of his life, Washington mostly left his thoughts on the institution out of public debates: His goal was to build a republic, not to destroy slavery. He did not right all the wrongs around him, nor all of his own.

But Washington did set the standard of patriotic character for his successors. Some failed this test, and long before Trump's arrival, other presidents endured harsh criticism for their belligerence and imperious ego. Andrew Jackson, for example, was a coarse and rabid partisan who infuriated his opponents; the New York jurist James Kent in 1834 excoriated him as "a detestable, ignorant, reckless, vain and malignant tyrant," the product of a foolish experiment in "American elective monarchy."

Many presidents, however, have emulated Washington in various ways. We rightly venerate the wartime leadership of men such as Lincoln and FDR, but others also undertook great burdens and made hard decisions selflessly and without complaint.

When a 1980 mission to liberate American hostages held in Iran ended in flames and the death of eight Americans in the desert, President Jimmy Carter addressed the nation. "It was my decision," he said, both to attempt a rescue and to cancel the operation when it became impossible to continue. "The responsibility is fully my own." Almost 20 years earlier, John F. Kennedy had taken the heat for the disastrous effort to land an anti-Communist invasion at Cuba's Bay of Pigs, when he could have shifted blame to his predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower, from whom he'd inherited the plan. The day after JFK was assassinated, Lyndon B. Johnson began his tenure as president not by affirming his new power, but by convening Kennedy's Cabinet and affirming instead the slain president's greatness. He asked them all to stay on. "I rely on you," he said. "I need you."

Gerald Ford ended up in the Oval Office due to the failures of Richard Nixon, unelected and with no popular mandate to govern. And yet, at a time of great political and economic stress, he led the nation steadily and honorably. He pardoned Nixon because he thought it was in the nation's best interest to end America's "long national nightmare," despite knowing that he would likely pay a decisive price at the polls.

President Joe Biden displayed a common sentiment with these leaders when he declined to run for reelection in July. Biden, reportedly hurt that he was being pushed to step aside, nonetheless put defeating Trump above his own feelings and refused to exhibit any bitterness. "I revere this office," he told the nation, "but I love my country more."

None of these men was perfect. But they followed Washington's example by embracing their duty and accepting consequences for their decisions. (Even Nixon chose to resign rather than mobilize his base against his impeachment, a decision that now seems noble compared with Trump's entirely remorseless reaction to his two impeachments, his inability to accept his 2020 loss, and his warnings of chaos should he lose again.) They refused to present themselves as victims of circumstance. They reassured Americans that someone was in charge and willing to take responsibility.

Trump is unlike all of the men who came before him. Among his many other ignoble acts, he will be remembered for uttering a sentence, as thousands of Americans fell sick and died during a pandemic, that would have disgusted Washington and that no other American president has ever said, nor should ever say again: "I don't take responsibility at all."

III

A PRESIDENT, NOT A KING

One of the defining characteristics of Washington's approach to the presidency was that he was always trying to leave it. He had been drawn back into public life reluctantly, attending and presiding over the 1787 Constitutional Convention only after a violent tax revolt in Massachusetts, known as Shays's Rebellion, convinced him that the republic was still fragile and in need of a more capable system of government. Washington returned to Mount Vernon after the meeting in Philadelphia, but he already knew from discussions at the convention that he would be asked to stand for election to the new presidency as America's only truly unifying figure. His 1789 victory in the Electoral College was unanimous.

Washington had no intention of remaining president for the rest of his life, even if some of his contemporaries had other ideas. "You are now a king under a different name," Washington's aide James McHenry happily wrote to him after that first election, but Washington was determined to serve one term at most and then go back to Mount Vernon. In the end, he would be persuaded to remain for a second term by Hamilton, Jefferson, and others who said that the new nation needed more time to solidify under his aegis. ("North and south," Jefferson told him, "will hang together if they have you to hang on.")


An 1895 engraving of Shays's Rebellion. The violent tax revolt convinced Washington that the United States was still fragile and drew him back into public life. (M&N / Alamy)



As he assumed the presidency, Washington was concerned that even a whiff of kingly presumption could sink America's new institutions. Lindsay Chervinsky told me that Washington doubted the judgment and prudence of Vice President Adams not only because the vocal and temperamental Bostonian generally irritated him--Adams irritated many of his colleagues--but also because he had proposed bloated and pretentious titles for the chief executive, such as "His Highness, the President of the United States of America, and Protector of their Liberties." Washington preferred the simpler title adopted by the House of Representatives: "President of the United States."

The American people trusted Washington, but they didn't trust an embryonic government created in a matter of months by a small group of men in Philadelphia. (When Washington took office, Rhode Island and North Carolina hadn't even ratified the Constitution yet.) The first president sought to allay these suspicions by almost immediately undertaking a kind of reassurance tour, traveling throughout the states--the Virginian shrewdly chose to start in New England--to show Americans that the Constitution and the nation's commander in chief were not threats to their liberties.

Donald Trump also traveled America once he was elected. After one of the most divisive presidential contests in modern American history, Trump embarked on a kind of victory tour through the states that had voted for him, and only those states. His campaign called it a "thank you" tour, but Trump's speeches--praising his supporters, bashing his enemies--left no doubt about his intentions. "We are really the people who love this country," he told a crowd in Mobile, Alabama. He was assuring his followers that although he now had to govern the entire nation, he was their president, an insidious theme that would lead directly to the tragic events of January 6.

In his first years in office, Washington could have shaped the new presidency to his liking. His fellow Founders left much in Article II of the Constitution vague; they disagreed among themselves about the powers that the executive branch should hold, and they were willing to let Washington fill in at least some of the blanks regarding the scope of presidential authority. This choice has bedeviled American governance, allowing successive chief executives to widen their own powers, especially in foreign policy. Recently, the Supreme Court further loosened the constraints of the office, holding in Trump v. United States that presidents have immunity for anything that could be construed as an "official act." This decision, publicly celebrated by Trump, opens frightening opportunities for presidents to rule corruptly and with impunity.

Washington fought for the office rather than its occupant. Sharply cognizant that his every action could constitute a precedent, he tried through his conduct to imbue the presidency with the strength of his own character. He took pains not to favor his relatives and friends as he made political appointments, and he shunned gifts, fearing that they might be seen as bribes. He mostly succeeded: Those who came after him were constrained by his example, even if at times unwillingly, at least until the election of 2016.

Washington believed that the American people had the right to change their Constitution, but he had absolutely no tolerance for insurrectionists who would violently defy its authority. During his first term, Congress passed a new tax on distilled spirits, a law that sparked revolts among farmers in western Pennsylvania. What began as sporadic clashes grew into a more cohesive armed challenge to the authority of the United States government--the largest, as Ron Chernow noted, until the Civil War. In September 1794, Washington issued an official proclamation that this "Whiskey Rebellion" was an act of "treasonable opposition." The issue, he declared, was "whether a small portion of the United States shall dictate to the whole Union." He warned other Americans "not to abet, aid, or comfort the insurgents."

In a show of force, Washington took personal command of a militia of more than 12,000 men and began a march to Carlisle, Pennsylvania--the only time a sitting president has ever led troops in the field. He had no wish to shed American blood, but he was ready to fight, and the rebellion dissipated quickly in the face of this military response. Later, in the first use of the pardon power, Washington spared two of the insurgents from the death penalty, but only after the legal system had run its course and they had been convicted of treason.

As the president's second term neared its end, his advisers again implored him to remain in office, and again argued that the republic might not survive without him. Washington, his health fading and his disillusionment with politics growing, held firm this time. He was going back to Virginia. As with his retirement from military life, his voluntary relinquishment of power as head of state was an almost inconceivable act at the time.

In his farewell to the American people, the retiring president acknowledged that he had likely made errors in office, but hoped that his faults would "be consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions of rest." In March 1797, the man who had sacrificed so much for his country that he had to borrow money to get to his first inauguration left Philadelphia as a private citizen. Less than three years later, he was dead.

IV

WASHINGTON BETRAYED

In a 2020 book about the first president, the historian Peter Henriques wrote that Washington "proved that his truest allegiance was to the republic by voluntarily surrendering power. It was the first of many peaceful transfers of power in the unprecedented American experiment." Less than a year after the book's publication, however, Trump would subvert this centuries-long tradition by summoning a mob against the elected representatives of the United States, after refusing to accept the result of the vote.

Trump stood by as insurrectionists swarmed the House offices and even the Senate chamber itself on January 6, in an attempt to stop the certification of the election by Congress. Hours later, after one of the worst single days of casualties for law-enforcement officers since 9/11, Trump finally asked his supporters to go home. "I know your pain," he said, his words only emphasizing the delusional beliefs of the rioters. "I know you're hurt. We had an election that was stolen from us." He has since referred to the people convicted in American courts for their actions on January 6 as "patriots" and to those held in prison as "hostages." He has promised to pardon them.

From the January/February 2022 issue: Trump's next coup has already begun

Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump.

Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, "the gift of silence"; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are "losers" and "suckers."

Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one.

Some Americans seem unable to accept how much peril they face should Trump return, perhaps because many of them have never lived in an autocracy. They may yet get their chance: The former president is campaigning on an authoritarian platform. He has claimed that "massive" electoral fraud--defined as the vote in any election he loses--"allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." He refers to other American citizens as "vermin" and "human scum," and to journalists as "enemies of the people." He has described freedom of the press as "frankly disgusting." He routinely attacks the American legal system, especially when it tries to hold him accountable for his actions. He has said that he will govern as a dictator--but only for a day.

Trump is the man the Founders feared might arise from a mire of populism and ignorance, a selfish demagogue who would stop at nothing to gain and keep power. Washington foresaw the threat to American democracy from someone like Trump: In his farewell address, he worried that "sooner or later the chief of some prevailing faction" would manipulate the public's emotions and their partisan loyalties "to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty."

Many Americans in 2016 ignored this warning, and Trump engaged in the greatest betrayal of Washington's legacy in American history. If given the opportunity, he would betray that legacy again--and the damage to the republic may this time be irreparable.
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The New York Race That Could Tip the House

The state is home to some of the country's most vulnerable Republicans, but one key district is proving tough for Democrats to flip.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 2:36 p.m. ET on October 8, 2024

On a rainy Saturday late last month, Mondaire Jones was doing his best to convince a crowd of supporters that his campaign was going great. "We've got so much momentum in this race," Jones said. "It has been an incredible week."

It was a tough sell--not only for the dozens of Democrats listening to Jones in Bedford, New York, but also for the many others who have spent millions of dollars to help him defeat a first-term Republican, Representative Mike Lawler, and win back a district he gave up two years ago. The suburbs surrounding New York City have become a central battleground in the fight for Congress, and Jones's race against Lawler is among the most competitive in the country--one that could determine which party controls the House next year.

Democrats need a net gain of four seats to win the majority, and New York has four of the country's most vulnerable Republicans, who are all newly representing districts that Joe Biden carried easily in 2020. Yet the traditionally blue bastion is proving to be rough terrain for Democratic candidates, who must distance themselves from the deeply unpopular Governor Kathy Hochul and New York City's recently indicted mayor, Eric Adams.

Read: Don't assume that Eric Adams is going anywhere

Jones's curious claim to momentum was based on a poll his campaign released that had him trailing Lawler by three points--not exactly a strong showing in a district that has 80,000 more Democrats than Republicans. As for his incredible week: It began with him apologizing to Hochul for telling a reporter that he didn't want his state's governor to be "some, like, little bitch." Jones said he was not referring to Hochul and told me that his comments were "taken out of context." (Jones's prospects did brighten the following week, when it was Lawler's turn to apologize after The New York Times uncovered photos of the Republican wearing blackface in college as part of a Michael Jackson Halloween costume.)

Democrats are hoping that the enthusiasm Kamala Harris's campaign has generated will help them reverse the gains Republicans made in New York in 2022. Hochul's victory that year was so underwhelming--she won by fewer than seven points, a margin that her predecessor, Andrew Cuomo, doubled, tripled, and quadrupled in his three elections--that former Speaker Nancy Pelosi blamed her performance for costing Democrats the House.

Pelosi's successor as Democratic leader, Representative Hakeem Jeffries of Brooklyn, has prioritized the purple districts in his home state as he seeks to become the nation's first Black speaker. But Democrats' prospects in New York aren't looking much better than they did two years ago. Hochul's approval ratings have sunk to new lows, and the federal corruption charges against Adams--who runs the city where many of Jones's would-be constituents work--won't help. Polls show Harris beating Donald Trump by fewer than 15 points statewide; in 2020, Biden won by 23.

Lawler has hammered Jones on the same issues that helped get him elected two years ago--the high cost of living and the influx of migrants straining local government resources--while appealing to the district's large Jewish community by championing Israel and criticizing pro-Palestinian campus protesters. He's supporting Trump for president while vowing to stand up to him--at least more than most Republicans have. (He's refused, for example, to parrot the former president's 2020 election lies.) "I'm not going to be bullied by anybody," Lawler told me.

Key to the Democrats' strategy against Lawler--as with many Republicans--is abortion. Party strategists believe that after the overturning of Roe v. Wade in 2022, GOP candidates fared better in blue states such as New York and California because voters there did not see a legitimate threat to abortion rights. Hoping to spur greater turnout, state Democrats have placed a measure on the ballot this year that would further enshrine abortion rights into New York law, and they're warning that victories by Lawler and other swing-district Republicans could empower the GOP to enact a national ban. "I think people see the threat. They're taking it much more seriously," says Jann Mirchandani, the local Democratic chair in Yorktown, a closely divided town in New York's Hudson Valley. But she wasn't sure if Lawler could be beaten. "It's going to be tight."

Jones's first stint in Congress was cut short, in part, by an electoral game of musical chairs. Because New York's population growth had flatlined, the state lost a seat in 2022, two years after his election. In response, a newly vulnerable senior Democrat, Representative Sean Patrick Maloney, decided to run in Jones's district, so the freshman moved to Brooklyn in hopes of holding on to office there. He didn't make it out of the primary, and then a few months later, Lawler beat Maloney by only about 1,800 votes.

To try to reclaim the seat he once held, Jones is shedding some of his past progressivism. He's renounced his support for defunding the police and no longer champions Medicare for All or the Green New Deal. His biggest break with the left came in June, when he endorsed George Latimer, the primary opponent of Jones's former colleague, Representative Jamaal Bowman, a member of the left-wing "Squad," because of Bowman's criticism of Israel after October 7. In retaliation, the progressives' campaign PAC rescinded its endorsement of Jones. When I asked him whether he would try to rejoin the Congressional Progressive Caucus if he won in November--he was a member of the group during his first go-round in the House--he said he didn't know. But he told me he was planning to join the more moderate and business-friendly New Democrat Coalition. Do you still identify as a progressive? I asked. "I am a pragmatic, pro-Israel progressive."

Read: Why Jamaal Bowman lost

Jones's rift with the left has hurt him in other ways as well. Lawler and Jones are the only candidates actively campaigning in their district, but they won't be the only people on the November ballot. A relative unknown named Anthony Frascone stunned Democrats by beating out Jones for the nomination of the left-leaning Working Families Party after earning just 287 votes.

Democrats say they were the victims of a dirty trick by the GOP, pointing to two seeming coincidences. Frascone, a former registered Republican, has ties to powerful conservatives in the district, including his longtime lawyer, who serves as a county chair. And, as Gothamist reported, nearly 200 voters registered with the party in conservative Rockland County just days before the deadline. Few residents are eligible to vote in the WFP primary, which typically rubber-stamps the Democratic candidate. So when Frascone got on the ballot at the last minute, the Jones campaign didn't have many supporters it could even attempt to turn out.

If it was a ploy by Republicans, it worked brilliantly. In a close race, Frascone might siphon enough votes from Jones for Lawler to win. "The combination of the surprise primary and us having a very public fracture with Mondaire created a perfect storm," Ana Maria Archila, a co-director of the New York Working Families Party, told me.

Now the WFP has the awkward task of telling supporters not to vote for its nominee. Meanwhile, state Democrats are suing to get Frascone off the ballot, and the Jones campaign is devoting time and money to ensuring that a ghost candidate won't cost his party a crucial House seat. A poll released yesterday by Emerson College found Lawler ahead of Jones, 45-44, and Frascone taking 3 percent of the vote, suggesting that he could play the role of spoiler.

Lawler told me he had nothing to do with Frascone's candidacy. "He has no ties to me," he said. "If Mondaire couldn't win a Working Families Party primary with 500 voters, that's on him."

Democrats appear to be in a stronger position in other New York swing districts. Representative Brandon Williams, a first-term Republican, is seen as a slight underdog to retain his seat around Syracuse after Democrats redrew his district in 2022. In a Long Island district that Biden carried by double digits, the Democrat Laura Gillen's campaign got a boost when The New York Times reported that her opponent, Representative Anthony D'Esposito, had given congressional jobs to both his lover and the daughter of the woman he was cheating on. Farther upstate, in New York's Nineteenth District, which is currently the most expensive House race in the country, an early-September poll by a Republican-leaning firm found that the GOP incumbent, Representative Marc Molinaro, was three points behind his Democratic challenger, with a larger group of voters undecided.

Elsewhere on Long Island, Representative Tom Suozzi is favored to win again after his special-election victory in February, when he flipped a GOP-held seat by talking tough on the border and assailing Republicans for blocking a bipartisan immigration bill at Trump's behest--a message that Democrats from Harris on down are adopting this fall.

But Suozzi also benefited from his being the only race on the ballot; Democrats bused in canvassers from across the New York metropolitan area to knock on doors for his campaign, and he won by nearly eight points. Now the same organizations that powered Suozzi's win are trying to convince party activists and volunteers that their local elections are just as important as the one for the White House. "One of those races gets more attention than the other, but it turns out that Kamala Harris is going to need a Democratic Congress," Jones told the supporters gathered at the event I attended in Bedford.

Read: What Tom Suozzi's win means for Democrats

I met two Democrats there who said they would vote for Jones but not canvass for him. One of them, Joe Simonetti, said he was still "deeply, deeply, deeply disappointed" by Jones's effort to unseat a Black progressive in Bowman. "I just can't get out there with full-throated support," Simonetti, a retired social worker, said. Roger Savitt, a 70-year-old retiree and former Republican, told me that he was hoping to get on a bus to Pennsylvania to volunteer for Harris for a day. Why not knock on doors for Jones too? I asked. Savitt had nothing against Jones, he said, but "I have a less strong view of the congressional race."

Indeed, part of Jones's dilemma is that some Democrats in the district have a grudging admiration for Lawler. "Lawler's done a halfway-decent job," Rocco Pozzi, a Democratic commissioner in Westchester County, told me. "But we need to get the majority back." A former political consultant, Lawler is visible both in the community and on cable news, where he tries to position himself as a reasonable voice amid the warring factions in Congress. "You have seen him on Morning Joe, where he never gets asked tough questions," Jones complained to the Bedford crowd at one point.

As their party embraced Trump, moderate Republicans in blue states have occasionally found a receptive audience among Democrats looking to reward politicians willing to criticize their own party. In Vermont, the Republican Phil Scott has for years been among the nation's most popular governors. Massachusetts twice elected the moderate Republican Charlie Baker as governor, and in Maine, Senator Susan Collins won reelection in 2020 even as Biden easily carried the state.

Lawler is eyeing that same path to statewide office in New York; if he wins reelection, he told me, he might run for governor against Hochul in 2026. "It's certainly something I'll look at," Lawler said.

Yet despite his image, Lawler is more conservative than the Republicans who have demonstrated cross-party appeal in nearby Democratic strongholds. Although he has vowed to vote against a national abortion ban, he opposes the procedure except in cases of rape or incest and told me he would not vote with Democrats to restore Roe v. Wade. Lawler also said he'd vote against the bipartisan immigration bill that Harris has promised to pass if elected.

Those positions offer openings for Jones, who needs the Democrats that still dominate the district to recognize the importance of his race to the national balance of power. Lawler isn't making it easy for him. A couple days after Jones's rally in Bedford, I saw Lawler speak a few miles northwest in Yorktown at a commemoration of the October 7 attacks. The event wasn't partisan, and Lawler spoke for only a few minutes, but attendees in the largely Jewish audience came away impressed.

Nancy Anton, a 68-year-old retired teacher and artist, said she had "definitely" been planning to vote for Jones before she came, but now she was leaning the other way. She supports Harris for president and wants Jeffries to be speaker, she told me, but she might vote for Lawler anyway. "I'm hoping in these other districts the Democrats win so we retake the House," Anton said. I asked her if she'd have any regrets come November if a Lawler victory allowed Republicans to retain the majority. "Oh yes," she replied. "That's a terrifying thought."



This article previously misstated the margin of the poll released by the Jones campaign.
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What Going on <em>Call Her Daddy </em>Did for Kamala Harris

Conventional news shows lack the podcaster Alex Cooper's reach in young, female Middle America.

by Helen Lewis




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


Very few podcasters would apologize to their fans for clogging up their feed by interviewing a presidential candidate. But Alex Cooper--the host of a podcast variously described as "raunchy, "sex-positive," "mega-popular," and "the most-listened-to podcast by women"--is an exception. "Daddy Gang," she began her latest episode, "as you know, I do not usually discuss politics, or have politicians on this show, because I want Call Her Daddy to be a place where everyone feels comfortable tuning in."

Her guest was Kamala Harris, and Cooper had decided to speak with the Democratic nominee because "overall, my focus is women and the day-to-day issues that we face." Their 40-minute conversation covered Harris's upbringing, the rollback of abortion rights, the high cost of housing, and Republican attacks on "childless cat ladies." This wasn't a hard-hitting accountability interview, but it did contain a substantive policy discussion--not that you would guess from some of the more overheated right-wing attacks, which seemed to think the pair were braiding each other's hair. After a summer of largely avoiding interviews with mainstream news outlets, the Harris campaign--like Donald Trump's--is seeking out friendly podcasters who are popular with normie audiences. As a journalist, I wish both campaigns were doing more tough interviews. But as a pragmatist, I realize that hard-news shows do not command the audiences they once did. Also, most Americans who consume a lot of news already know how they're going to vote. Nailing down undecided voters--including those who don't currently plan to cast a ballot--is vital. And if that means going on podcasts hosted by YouTube pranksters turned wrestlers (as Trump did) or ones with past episode titles including "Threesomes, Toxic Men and OnlyFans" (as Harris did), so be it.

If you haven't heard of Call Her Daddy, please accept my condolences for being old, or male, or otherwise uncool. (I was in the first group until I binge-listened in preparation for the Harris interview.) The show had the second-biggest audience among podcasts on Spotify last year, after The Joe Rogan Experience. Recent guests include Miley Cyrus, Avril Lavigne, Katy Perry, and Simone Biles. Young women love "Father Cooper" and listen to what she says.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

That Cooper chose to begin with an apology is interesting--not least because it suggests that Team Harris courted her, rather than the other way around. In February, Cooper told The New York Times that she had resisted overtures from the White House to have Joe Biden as a guest. "Go on CNN, go on Fox," she said. "You want to talk about your sex life, Joe?"

Although Harris didn't talk about hers, she did talk about tampons, agreeing with Cooper that many of the male politicians who make abortion laws seem to have only the sketchiest understanding of female biology. In fact, this campaign has featured 100 percent more tampons than I expected, because the online right has been trying to make the nickname "Tampon Tim" happen for Harris's running mate, Tim Walz. (As governor of Minnesota, he signed a law that would provide free menstrual products in both boys' and girls' school bathrooms.)

Harris also spoke about how she was the first vice president to visit a reproductive-health clinic, allowing her to argue that Republican abortion restrictions, by forcing those clinics to shut down, also limit women's access to Pap smears, contraception, and breast-cancer screenings. She discussed the death of Amber Thurman, who developed blood poisoning after having to leave Georgia to seek an abortion shortly after a state law tightly restricting the procedure took effect. Republican proponents of that law had claimed that terminations could be permitted to save the life of the mother, Harris said, anger creeping into her voice: "You know what that means, in practical terms? She's almost dead before you decide to give her care." Whoever coached Harris out of being the word-salad-monger of the 2019 Democratic primary, or the snippy flubber of her disastrous 2021 interview with Lester Holt, deserves a raise.

The people criticizing Harris's Call Her Daddy appearance have claimed that it was demeaning and unserious--or, at best, pointless. Young women are deemed to be in the tank for the Democrats already--the gender gap in this election is real. But Cooper reaches an audience that does not follow politics closely, and her own background is more small-c conservative than you might imagine from the podcast's empowered-raunch vibe. She was raised Catholic, in Pennsylvania, and her story follows a familiar pattern for Gen Z and Millennials: After spending her 20s keeping "dick appointments," as she has put it, she met a film producer who later proposed by turning their house into a scavenger hunt full of moments from their relationship, and the couple had a big white wedding in Mexico.

Call Her Daddy, which began as part of the notoriously fratty Barstool Sports network, has mellowed along with Cooper. Its listeners are neither anarchist feminists nor aspiring tradwives, but the great middle of American Gen Z straight(ish) women, who think sex before marriage is fun but also dream of settling down with Mr. Right. This group definitely leans Democrat, but Cooper's Barstool connection means there will be conservatives listening too, as well as many women who might not vote at all. The Republicans are struggling with this group of voters, seeing them as more radical than they really are, while some evangelical leaders even hope the abortion bans will be a disincentive to premarital sex. But most young women intuitively understand that their sexual and economic freedom are linked: They make their own money, so they can date who they want.

Cooper's apology also intrigued me because she followed it up with some self-deprecating pablum about her unfitness to ask questions about fracking and border control. Trump has just completed his own podcast tour, talking with influencers, such as Logan Paul, Lex Fridman, and Theo Von, who are popular with young men. Let me shock you: These guys did not seem worried about their knowledge of the Middle East or the finer points of drug policy. But women are not supposed to get above themselves, even though the entire interview-podcast circuit runs on feigned expertise and overly confident opinions. Cooper's self-deprecation is a reminder why Harris has tried to downplay the historic possibility of being the first female president--because she knows that many voters still find female ambition unsettling.

Read: What the Kamala Harris doubters don't understand

Still, this interview is the most barbed I've seen Harris allow herself to be on the topic of her own ambition. Cooper asked her about Arkansas Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders's comments that "Kamala Harris doesn't have anything keeping her humble," because she doesn't have biological children. How did that make the vice president feel? "I don't think [Sanders] understands that there are a whole lot of women out here who, one, are not aspiring to be humble," Harris replied. Also, she went on, "a whole lot of women out here ... have a lot of love in their life, family in their life, and children in their life, and I think it's really important for women to lift each other up." Pressed on J. D. Vance's claim that the Democrats were dominated by "childless cat ladies," Harris said: "I just think it's mean."

Trump's continued electoral success has inspired many pundits to claim that there are no longer any standards of decency in American public life--and that politicians can therefore say what they like. In reality, parts of Harris's story are likely to resonate with voters. Harris's stepchildren came up in the interview Harris did last week on All the Smoke, a sports podcast hosted by two former NBA players. "I love those children--they are my children," Harris said of her husband's kids, adding that she had worked hard not to undermine their mother. One of the hosts, Matt Barnes, sympathetically noted that he is a stepfather to three children. At a time when the GOP really wants to be talking about the economy and the border, the attack line about Harris's family life is what's coming through on podcasts for Gen Z women and (predominantly male) sports fans.

My hunch is that lots of parents do secretly think it's weird not to want kids, but they also know people who have been devastated by infertility, and so find it graceless to imply that nonparents are hollow droids. And in any case, Harris has a ready answer to the implicit charge of being a heartless shrew--on Call Her Daddy, she once again talked about how her stepkids call her "Momala."

As the campaign enters its last month, Harris is taking on more interviews and public appearances. This week, she has a Univision town hall, and will be on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, The View, Howard Stern's radio program, and 60 Minutes. In other words, after targeting Gen Z women, she's turning to the other key parts of the Democratic base: Hispanic voters, coastal liberals, suburban women, sexually liberated Boomers, and people who care about foreign policy. It's a smart tactic--and the mirror image of the campaign choices that Trump made months ago.
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How Jack Smith Outsmarted the Supreme Court

And why the special counsel's last-ditch January 6 filing may not matter

by Sean Wilentz




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


Special Counsel Jack Smith's recent filing to the D.C. District Court in the Trump v. United States presidential-immunity case both fleshes out and sharpens the evidence of Donald Trump's sprawling criminal conspiracy to overturn the 2020 election. To understand the filing's larger significance as well as its limitations, we must first review a bit of recent history.

In its shocking decision on July 1 to grant the presidency at least presumed immunity from criminal prosecution for all official acts, the Supreme Court's conservative majority showed once again that it was intent on immunizing one president in particular: Donald Trump. The Court majority's decision, delivered by Chief Justice John Roberts, was explicit. It held, for example, that Trump's alleged efforts to pressure then-Vice President Mike Pence into voiding the 2020 election results on January 6 constituted "official conduct" from which Trump "is at least presumptively immune from prosecution." That presumed immunity, the Court contended, would disappear only if the prosecution could convince the courts that bringing the case to trial would pose no "dangers of intrusion on the authority and functions of the Executive Branch."

The Court thus remanded the case back to the D.C. District Court to decide the matter, along with the question of whether Trump is actually immune to the rest of the charges against him. How, though, could the prosecution of a president or former president over an "official act" fail to intrude on presidential authority? Seemingly, anything pertaining to Trump's contacts with the vice president as he presided in his constitutional role as president of the Senate--as well as Trump's contacts with the Department of Justice, which the Court also singled out and which the prosecution, significantly, felt compelled to omit from its revised indictment--deserves, as the Court sees it, virtually ironclad protection, a powerful blow against the entire January 6 indictment.

Although the sweeping outcome of Trump v. United States took most legal commentators by surprise, its protection of Trump was completely predictable given the Court's previous conduct regarding the January 6 insurrection. The refusal of Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito to recuse themselves from any matter related to the insurrection, despite their own conflicted positions--Thomas due to the direct involvement of his wife, Ginni Thomas, in the subversion; Alito because of his flag-waving support of Trump's election denials--has received the most public attention concerning the Court majority's partisan partiality. But another set of telltale signs becomes apparent after a closer tracking of the Court's decision making.

Almost as soon as the case against Trump came before D.C. District Court Judge Tanya Chutkan, the Supreme Court played along with the Trump lawyers' efforts to delay the trial until after the November 2024 election. First, after Chutkan ruled against Trump's absolute-immunity claims in December 2023, Special Counsel Smith asked the Supreme Court to expedite matters by hearing the case immediately, not waiting for the U.S. Court of Appeals to rule on Trump's appeal of Chutkan's decision. The Supreme Court refused. Two months later, though, when the appeals court ruled against Trump and set a new trial date, the Supreme Court dragged its feet for as long as possible before announcing that it would take up the case after all. It then set the date for oral arguments as late as possible, at the end of April. This meant that even before hearing the case, the Court made it highly unlikely that Trump's trial would proceed in a timely manner, effectively immunizing Trump until after the election.

Although radical in its long-term reconstruction of the American presidency, the ruling more immediately affirmed and extended the Court's protection of Trump from prosecution. By remanding the case to the D.C. Circuit Court to decide what in the indictment constitutes official (and, therefore, presumably immune) conduct, the justices guaranteed that no trial would occur until after Election Day. After that, meanwhile, should Trump win the election, no trial would occur at all, because he would certainly fire Smith and shut down the proceedings.

Smith's filing tries to slice through the Court's security shield regarding the insurrection. Skillfully quoting from or alluding to language in the Court majority's own opinion, the filing demolishes the notion that Trump's activities, culminating on January 6, deserve immunity. Outwardly, Smith's filing respects the Court's dubious ruling about the immunity of official presidential acts. Legally, Smith had no choice but to operate within that ruling, a fact that sharply limited how far his filing could go. But even though it never challenges the conservative majority directly, the filing makes a case, incontrovertible in its logic and factual detail, that the core of Trump's subversion involved no official actions whatsoever. It persuasively argues, with fact after fact, that Trump was the head of an entirely private criminal plot as a candidate to overthrow the election, hatched months before the election itself.

In remounting his case, Smith has taken the opportunity to release previously unknown details, some of which he says he doesn't even plan to present at trial, that underscore the depravity as well as the extent of Trump's criminal actions. Consider, for example, Smith's telling of Trump's reaction to the news from one of his staff, at the height of the violence on January 6, that his tweets attacking Pence had placed Pence's life in extreme danger. "So what?" Trump reportedly replied. He had clearly intended for his tweets to reach the mob at the Capitol. His nonchalance about the vice president's life epitomizes the lengths to which he would go to complete his coup d'etat.

But the real force of Smith's filing is in its tight presentation of the evidence of a criminal conspiracy in minute detail, dating back to the summer before the 2020 election, when Trump began publicly casting doubts on its legitimacy should he not be declared the winner. "The only way they can take this election away from us is if this is a rigged election," he told the Republican National Convention in his nomination-acceptance speech in August 2020.

From that point forward, Trump was at the center of every effort to keep him in power, even once he was fully aware that he had no grounds to contest Joe Biden's victory. There were his private operatives sowing chaos at polling places and vote-counting centers, the scheming to declare victory on Election Night before the results were in, the bogus legal challenges, the fake-elector fraud, the plot to deny official certification by Congress on January 6, and finally the insurrection itself. "It doesn't matter if you won or lost the election," one witness reports Trump saying. "You still have to fight like hell."

The crucial point to which the filing unfailingly returns is that none of Trump's actions listed in the revised indictment, even those that the Court cited as "official," deserves immunity. As Smith makes clear, the Framers of the Constitution deliberately precluded the executive branch from having official involvement in the conduct of presidential elections. The reason was obvious: Any involvement by a president would be an open invitation to corruption. To make the case that any such involvement falls within a president's official duties would seem, at best, extremely difficult.

It is here that Smith turns the Court's Trump v. United States ruling to his own advantage. Concerning specific charges that Trump's speechmaking contributed to the insurrection, the Court allowed that "there may be contexts in which the President speaks in an unofficial capacity--perhaps as a candidate for office or party leader." Quoting from an earlier Court decision, the ruling then states that determining these matters would require that the district court undertake "objective analysis of [the] 'content, form, and context'" of the speeches in question, a "necessarily fact-bound analysis." Likewise, regarding the allegations apart from Trump's supposedly official communications and public speeches, the justices enjoined the district court, on remand, to "carefully analyze" those charges "to determine whether they too involve conduct for which the President may be immune from prosecution."

Citing those exact phrases as the Court's standard of inquiry and proof, Smith then offers evidence that every count in the revised indictment concerns either technically official conduct undeserving of immunity or unofficial conduct involving Trump's private actions as a candidate and not his official duties as president. These actions include his efforts to pressure state officials, preposterously presented by Trump's defense attorneys as official inquiries into election integrity. They include his conversations about elector slates, about which the president has no official duties. They also encompass all of his speechmaking about the allegedly crooked election, up to and including his incitement at the January 6 rally at the Ellipse, which was not an official function.

Above all, Smith nails down a matter that the Court's opinion went out of its way to declare "official" and presumably immune: Trump's efforts to pressure Pence into declining to certify Biden's win. Although the filing acknowledges that the Court had held that these conversations between Trump and Pence about "their official responsibilities" qualified as "official," it rebuts the presumption that those discussions therefore qualify as immune. The filing observes that the discussions did not concern Pence's duties as president of the Senate "writ large," but only his distinct duties overseeing the certification of a presidential election--a process in which a president, whether or not he is a candidate for reelection, has, by the Framers' considered design, no official role.

Here the logic of Smith's argument cuts to the quick. By the Court majority's own standard, as stated in its Trump v. United States decision, the presumption of immunity for official actions would disappear only if a prosecutor could demonstrate that bringing criminal charges against a president or former president would not present "dangers of intrusion on the authority and functions of the Executive Branch." Because certification of a presidential election, the subject of Trump's "official" pressuring, involves neither the authority nor the functions of the executive branch, the immunity claims concerning that pressuring are therefore groundless--according to the Court majority's own logic.

The rest of Trump and Pence's interactions do not even qualify as official, Smith shows. In all of their other postelection, in-person conversations and private phone calls, Trump and Pence were acting not in their capacities as president and vice president but as running mates pondering their electoral prospects, even after Biden had been declared the winner. If, as the Court itself has stated, context is important with regard to speechmaking, so it is important with regard to communications between the top officials of the executive branch. To be sure, Smith allows, Trump and Pence "naturally may have touched upon arguably official responsibilities," but "the overall context and content of the conversations demonstrate that they were primarily frank exchanges between two candidates on a shared ticket"--strictly unofficial conduct.

In all, by recasting the case against Trump in view of the Court's immunity decision, Smith has drawn upon that very ruling to establish that none of Trump's actions in connection with January 6 cited in the revised indictment is immune from prosecution. And in doing that, he has further discredited an already discredited Supreme Court.

Unfortunately, important as it is with respect to Smith's specific case, the filing cannot come close to undoing the damage that Trump v. United States has wrought, with its authorization of an authoritarian American regime. The very fact that Smith had to omit from both his revised indictment and his filing Trump's nefarious but official dealings with the Justice Department, including his brazen hiring and firing of top law-enforcement officials on the basis of who would do his personal bidding, shows how fearsomely the Court's immunity decision has constrained the special counsel. There was a great deal more criminal behavior by Trump and his co-conspirators, as laid out in detail in the House January 6 committee report, that Smith could not touch because the Court has effectively immunized it as "official" activity under the executive branch's authority.

These limitations show all over again how the Court has given the president absolute license to rule like a tyrant, against which even the ablest special counsel is virtually powerless. Nothing in Smith's filing alleviates Justice Sonia Sotomayor's judgment in her forthright dissent in Trump v. United States that the decision empowers the president, acting in his official capacity, to order the assassination of political rivals, to take a bribe in exchange for a pardon, to organize a military coup with impunity: "Immune, immune, immune." That Smith managed to outsmart the Court as much as he did is a remarkable feat that could have important results--but only if Kamala Harris succeeds in winning the presidency.

On the basis of their past decisions, it is reasonable to expect that both the D.C. district court under Judge Chutkan and the U.S. Court of Appeals will rule in favor of Smith. Trump v. United States would then go once again before the Supreme Court. This will happen if Harris wins the election, because a Justice Department under her administration would almost certainly allow Smith to remain to continue prosecution of Trump. What, then, would the Court do? Would it uphold those decisions and throw Trump upon the mercy of a D.C. federal jury? Or would it strike those decisions down, thereby redoubling the disgrace it earned the first time around?

The only way the Court can avoid that dilemma is if Trump wins the election, an outcome that its conservative majority would now have all the more reason to desire. But what happens if, as seems highly possible, the election leads to litigation, much as the 2020 election did, only this time the Court is left to make the final decision? Will the Court then intervene as Trump's enabler once again, installing him as a constitutionally tainted president, allowing him to kill the indictment against him, and to pardon those convicted of violent crimes in the attack on the Capitol whom he calls "hostages"? The Court, in Trump v. United States, claimed that it was protecting the sanctity of the presidency, but if it aids Trump in his attempt to escape justice for his January 6 insurrection, it will further seal its illegitimacy while also sealing MAGA's triumph--and, with that, the majority of Americans, not to mention the rest of the world, will pay a crushing price.
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Elon Musk Bends the Knee to Donald Trump

The alliance between the billionaire and the politician is pure strongman politics.

by Helen Lewis




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


Have you ever watched a crowd go wild for a PowerPoint slide? After a few introductory hellos yesterday in Butler, Pennsylvania, Donald Trump gestured to a screen showing the same graph on illegal immigration that he had been talking about when he was nearly assassinated in July and delivered his real opening line: "As I was saying ..."

The audience loved that. The rallygoers had waited in line for hours in the hot sun to get into the field, and this was their reward. They had made it through warm-up speeches by J. D. Vance, Lara Trump, and Scott Presler, the last of these being the founder of Gays for Trump and the March Against Sharia, who promised any Amish people watching that Trump would "protect your raw milk ... protect your ability to afford to have 10 beautiful children per family." (One of the wonders of the MAGA movement is how it absorbs other political positions--in this case, crunchiness and pro-natalism--into one seamless mythology.) After that came the crowd's moment to rejoice in the defeat of, as Trump put it, "a cold-blooded assassin [who] aimed to silence me and silence the greatest movement, MAGA, in the history of our country." An opera singer even performed "Ave Maria."

Famously, the Gettysburg address was just 271 words long. Trump's speech went on for 90 minutes. The contrast between the bits of the speech he read from the teleprompters, which covered "hallowed places" and monuments to valor, and the ad-libbed sections, which featured digressions about potholes and the Olympic boxing controversy, was stark. How can we say that America has an attention-span "crisis" when people are volunteering to listen to this stuff?

Charlie Warzel: Elon Musk has reached a new low

The real highlight of the show, however, was when the former president brought Elon Musk onstage. The billionaire had been posting excitedly all day about his endorsement of the former president--yes, a man who prides himself, Cartman-like, on refusing to cede to any outside authority was positively giddy about the chance to publicly swear fealty to Trump.

Musk used to claim that he was a disappointed Democrat, and that he wanted X to reflect the breadth of American opinion. "  For Twitter to deserve public trust, it must be politically neutral," he posted in April 2022, as he was in the middle of buying it. Three months later, he argued that Trump was too old to run for president again: "It's time for Trump to hang up his hat & sail into the sunset."

The former president took that about as well as you would expect. "When Elon Musk came to the White House asking me for help on all of his many subsidized projects, whether it's electric cars that don't drive long enough, driverless cars that crash, or rocketships to nowhere, without which subsidies he'd be worthless, and telling me how he was a big Trump fan and Republican, I could have said, 'drop to your knees and beg,' and he would have done it," he posted on Truth Social in July 2022.

Musk did not drop to his knees and beg in Butler, but he didn't have to--he has already made his MAGA loyalism very clear on X. Yesterday he capered behind Trump. Honestly, credit to his 53-year-old knees for being so limber. He gamboled. He frolicked, frisky as a spring lamb, fertile as a spawning salmon, executing a series of small jumps behind the ex-president and exposing a few inches of pallid stomach as his OCCUPY MARS T-shirt rode up. "He saved free speech," said Trump, who nonetheless looked slightly alarmed at Musk's exuberance. "He created so many different great things."

Musk took the mic and gestured to his MAGA hat--black on black instead of the usual white on red. "As you can see," he told the crowd, "I'm not just MAGA. I'm dark MAGA."

Earlier in the proceedings, Vance had painted Trump as the victim of inflammatory rhetoric rather than one of its main proponents. Musk now tried a similar Uno reverse card, arguing that Trump was the only candidate who could be trusted "to preserve the Constitution, to preserve democracy in America." He showed no awareness that Trump, as the latest court filings suggest, tried to intimidate his vice president out of certifying the 2020 election results and then reacted with callous indifference when a mob threatened Mike Pence's life as a result. ("So what?" Trump is alleged to have said.) In between repeatedly apologizing for repeating himself, Musk also managed to say that if Trump did not win, "this'll be the last election. That's my prediction."

Tyler Austin Harper: A legendary American photograph

After Musk took his seat again, Trump lavished more praise on the billionaire. He had no idea what the satellite network Starlink was, he said, but he had heard from those affected by Hurricane Helene that they wanted it, and he had called Musk. Just like that--while the two men were still on the phone--Starlink was on its way to North Carolina and Georgia. This was the purest essence of strongman politics, implying that anything can be solved by the right guy talking to the right other guy. No holdups, no bureaucracy, no need even for the leader to understand what's going on. Just simple problems and simple solutions.

At this, the crowd started to chant: "Elon! Elon! Elon!"

This was probably the reception that Musk had hoped for when he bought Twitter. He didn't find it then, of course: Many of his best engineers have quit, foreign judges have ruled against him, advertisers have deserted him, and prominent people have left the platform. No matter. In Butler, Pennsylvania, was the adoration Musk seems to crave. He must believe that Trump will let him do whatever he wants--including, as the ex-president put it, "reach Mars before the end of my term." And why not? That wasn't the most ludicrous thing uttered onstage in Butler.

The pact between Musk and Trump gives both men something they want--a megaphone for their ideas, a conduit to their fans, an ability to shape the political conversation. Yesterday was supposed to be a celebration of the former president's miraculous survival and a tribute to the brave Americans who risked their lives to help others in the shooting. Instead it marked an unpredictable alliance between the world's richest man and the politician who has successfully bullied and flattered him into bending the knee.
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Trump and Vance Are Calling Their Abortion Ban Something New

Don't be confused by their word games.

by Adam Serwer




Donald Trump and J. D. Vance support a national ban on abortion. They are just calling it something else.

Since the justices Trump appointed to the Supreme Court provided the conservative majority necessary to overturn the constitutional right to an abortion, women in Republican-controlled states have been forced to flee their homes in order to receive lifesaving care. Some women have died or were treated only at the brink of death. Contrary to the carefully cultivated stereotype, most of the women who seek abortions are already mothers, meaning that many of these women who died left behind children who will never see their mom again.

For these reasons and others--including the invasive, gender-based state surveillance and control required to outlaw abortion--these bans have become unpopular, even in most conservative states. Trump, who is more responsible than any other individual for their existence, has delicately sought to present a more moderate position on abortion rights to voters, while quietly reassuring the anti-abortion movement that, if elected again, he will continue to do its bidding. This is why, for example, Trump altered the GOP platform on abortion to remove the call for a federal abortion ban, yet inserted more convoluted language that insists that abortion rights are unconstitutional under the Fourteenth Amendment. The position that the Constitution already outlaws abortion is even more extreme than the position that Congress can and should outlaw it.

Trump and Vance do think Congress should outlaw it, too. Vance said as much during the vice-presidential debate with the Democratic nominee, Tim Walz. He simply debuted a new euphemism for it, saying he merely supported a "minimum national standard" on abortion. That is just another phrase meaning "abortion ban."

"I never supported a national ban. I did, during when I was running for Senate in 2022, talk about setting some minimum national standard," Vance told the CBS News moderator Norah O'Donnell.

So first of all, that was a lie. Vance has said not only that he "certainly would like abortion to be illegal nationally" but also that he would be "sympathetic" to outlawing interstate travel for women seeking abortions. In classic Vance style, he didn't use the word outlaw, of course; what he instead said was: "some federal response to prevent it from happening." Regardless, the result would be pregnant women dying of septic shock in emergency rooms where doctors refuse to treat them for fear of being prosecuted. Vance has even opposed the narrow exceptions to abortion bans for rape and incest, on the grounds that "two wrongs don't make a right."

From the November 2024 issue: The rise of the right-wing tattletale

But more important, a "national minimum standard" is just another phrase for federal abortion ban, like calling soccer "football" instead. Although Vance did not specify a window of time for such a standard, the only point of one would be to ban abortion outside it.

Trump has been playing word games too. During the debate, he put out a post on his social-media accounts asserting that he would veto a federal ban, while implying that he believes abortion should be illegal after the seventh month--a relatively popular position--adding, "I FULLY SUPPORT THE THREE EXCEPTIONS FOR RAPE, INCEST, AND THE LIFE OF THE MOTHER."

As the writer Jessica Valenti points out, this is curious phrasing, and suggests that Trump and Vance have redefined abortion ban to mean "abortion bans that do not contain exceptions." "Under this definition," Valenti notes, "there are no abortion bans in America!" Already, very few women qualify for such exceptions in Republican-controlled states. The exceptions are there to retain popular support for the bans, but are so legally vague as to ensure that doctors are afraid to provide lifesaving abortions to patients who need them.

Similarly, Trump's position on vetoing a specific type of abortion ban has not disturbed anti-abortion activists, because they do not expect such a ban to pass Congress anyway. Instead, they believe that if Trump wins, he will use his executive powers to go around Congress to make abortion effectively inaccessible nationwide, while saying that this does not count as banning abortion.

This is not merely my interpretation--anti-abortion activists said as much following Trump's  proclamation about not supporting a congressionally authorized federal ban. As the president of the National Right to Life Committee, Carol Tobias, told the Associated Press, "Unless something really unusual happens in this election, neither side is going to have the votes in Congress to pass a national law ... So that wasn't really at the top of our list anyway."

What is on their list? As my colleague Elaine Godfrey reported last year, Trump could use the Department of Justice to prosecute companies that ship abortion medication, which is used in two-thirds of abortions. Given that the available data show that 99 percent of abortions happen before 20 weeks, a ban on such medication would drastically limit the ability of women to get abortions early on, notwithstanding Trump's misleading position that he thinks it should be illegal only after the seventh month. Anti-abortion activists hope Trump will ban medical supplies that could be used in abortions, which would also affect the ability of doctors to provide lifesaving care in other medical situations. He could also order the DOJ to prosecute abortion providers based on the archaic Comstock Act, which once made it illegal to send porn or condoms through the mail, and which conservative legal activists and judges want to revive to ban abortion. In a second administration, Trump would also appoint more anti-abortion judges--and potentially justices--who would uphold abortion bans, and possibly hold abortion rights to be unconstitutional and therefore unlawful in any state, as the Republican platform demands.

Trump, and the conservative-activist elite that Vance hails from, have a clear plan for limiting women's access to abortion should they win in November. This could take the form of a congressionally authorized ban if Republicans have a big enough majority, which Trump and Vance would simply refer to as a "minimum national standard." Or it could take the form of the detailed plan for going around Congress, which anti-abortion activists have been touting for the past few years. But one way or another, banning abortion everywhere is the plan, which is why anti-abortion activists are not discouraged by Trump and Vance's word games.

Vance did not actually shift his position on abortion. He did try to hide his real views behind a false empathy, saying, "We've got to do a better job at winning back people's trust." His first attempt at "earning back people's trust" on abortion was to lie to them about what he believes.
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There's No Such Thing as an October Surprise

Jack Smith's new filing shows why January 6 should hurt Trump. But don't expect a major public reaction.

by David A. Graham




What was the first October surprise of this election? Was it a strike by East Coast stevedores? Was it the threat of a hot war between Israel and Iran? Or was it the release of Special Counsel Jack Smith's 165-page motion, unsealed yesterday, in the federal case against Donald Trump for subverting the 2020 presidential election?

The answer is almost certainly option D: none of the above. (And by the way, it's only October 3.)

Smith's filing seeks to convince Judge Tanya Chutkan that despite a Supreme Court decision this summer that grants presidents criminal immunity for actions taken in their official capacity, charges against Trump are still valid. It offers the most detailed portrait yet of Trump's paperwork coup and his apparent malicious indifference to the sacking of the Capitol on January 6, 2021.

David A. Graham: The paperwork coup

The filing doesn't change anything about the existing understanding of what happened in the weeks between Election Day 2020 and the riot, but it adds new information. Perhaps the most appalling detail concerns Trump's reaction to news that Vice President Mike Pence had been evacuated from the Capitol because of a threat to his life. According to Smith, the president simply looked at the aide who delivered the news and said, "So what?" Overall, the filing underscores how serious a threat to rule of law and American democracy Trump was and is.

Still, don't expect a major public reaction. The idea of an "October surprise," a late-breaking story that shifts the race, dates to the Ronald Reagan era and has been a durable one. The 2016 presidential race saw two contenders: the Access Hollywood tape of Trump boasting about sexual assaults, and the reopening of the investigation into Hillary Clinton's emails, which may have actually swung the race. But like many vestiges of Reaganism, the October surprise looks like a thing of the past.

The signature characteristic of the 2024 presidential election is stasis. The only thing that has seriously shifted polling was Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race and Kamala Harris's replacement of him on the Democratic ticket. Nothing else--not Biden's disastrous debate, not the first assassination attempt on Trump, not the second--has resulted in a major change in polls. In 538's average of polls, Harris has fluctuated between 44.2 and 48.6 percent of the vote, mostly tracking gradually upward. That's a narrow band compared with the polling averages of past candidates, but Trump has stayed between 43.3 and 45.8 percent--a range of just 2.5 percentage points.

Read: The journalist who cried treason

This stability reflects the calcified state of American politics today: Americans are evenly divided politically and deeply polarized in their opinions. Voters have had extensive exposure to Trump and have generally made up their mind about him.

Horse-race realities aside, Smith's filing shows why January 6 should hurt Trump. Smith is merely making accusations as a prosecutor, and the evidence has not been tried in court, but the document reinforces how egregious Trump's alleged behavior was.

In Smith's account, Trump knew he was lying about having won the 2020 election. He instigated the riot at the Capitol. And of course these actions had nothing to do with his official role as president. Smith also asserts that he has forensic and other evidence proving that Trump spent the afternoon of the riot doing exactly what many people assumed: sitting at the White House, watching Fox News and scrolling through Twitter, refusing for hours to do anything to pacify the rioters or defend the Capitol.

David A. Graham: The cases against Trump: a guide

Trump's flippant "So what?" response to the news that Pence had been evacuated wasn't just coldhearted. It reveals that all he cared about was winning, no matter the facts or the cost. He didn't care that Pence had eagerly debased himself to defend Trump throughout the administration, nor that Pence earnestly did not believe he had the power to throw the election to Trump. "You're too honest," Trump scoffed, according to Pence.

Trump had long made clear that his top priority is loyalty. He told FBI Director James Comey so in January 2017, and when Comey was insufficiently deferential, Trump fired him a few months later. During this week's vice-presidential debate, the Democrat Tim Walz offered the Republican J. D. Vance a warning about how his running mate might treat him, given past experience. "When Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage," Walz said.

Read: Jack Smith isn't backing down

Pence failed the loyalty test, and he wasn't just dead to Trump; Trump seemingly didn't care whether he was dead. If this is how Trump treats a close ally, he leaves little doubt about how he'd treat anyone else. But to anyone who's been paying attention these past several years, none of this information is at all surprising, and it won't be remembered as an October surprise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/theres-no-such-thing-october-surprise/680145/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	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




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


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 shows 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 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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        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
        Alan Taylor
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The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced their winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images...

      

      
        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath
        Alan Taylor
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Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurric...

      

      
        Women Can Be Autocrats, Too
        David Frum

        Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Man...

      

      
        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain
        Alan Taylor
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In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are som...

      

      
        The Mistakes Israel Can't Afford to Repeat
        Michael Oren

        "They're cheering us now," I said to the soldier next to me in the jeep, as we drove through Beirut to applause and showers of rice. "But soon they'll be shooting." It was June 9, 1982, four days after Israel had invaded Lebanon. The war followed years of Palestinian rocket fire on northern Israel, but the proximate trigger was a Palestinian gunman's attempt to assassinate the Israeli ambassador in London. The goal of Operation Peace for Galilee, as then-Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin call...

      

      
        Israel and Hamas Are Kidding Themselves
        Hussein Ibish

        One year after Hamas's attack on southern Israel, both sides believe they are winning. The war in Gaza appears poised to continue indefinitely and probably expand, to the apparent delight of both Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar. Each must be surveying the wreckage in the region and anticipating the dark days ahead with determination and confidence. Each must think he is playing a sophisticated long game that the other will lose.This is hardly the first time...

      

      
        The Climate Action That the World Needs
        Todd Stern

        On December 12, 2015, the 195 country parties to the United Nations' climate body adopted the Paris Agreement on climate change. The accord was historic, sending a message to governments, boardrooms, clean-tech innovators, civil society, and citizens that the leaders of the world had finally come together to combat climate change.The agreement was groundbreaking in many respects. It cast aside the old paradigm in which climate obligations applied only to developed countries. It articulated strong...

      

      
        Britain's Smoking War Lights Up
        Jon Allsop

        Nigel Farage, the populist British politician and ally of Donald Trump, recently lit up outside a pub in London. This was not in itself unusual. He has regularly been photographed with a cigarette in hand, often also with a pint of beer--part of a "man of the people" shtick that he has honed over the years, belying his private education and previous career as a commodities trader. This time, though, Farage was staging a political protest of sorts. Smokers, he told reporters, could be considered th...

      

      
        The Israeli Artist Who Offends Everyone
        Judith Shulevitz

        Updated at 11:36 a.m. ET on October 6, 2024You can't walk far in Tel Aviv without encountering a raw expression of Israel's national trauma on October 7. The streets are lined with posters of hostages, and giant signs and graffiti demanding BRING THEM HOME. Making my way through Florentin, a former slum that has become an artists' neighborhood, to visit Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi, one of the most popular painters in Israel, I passed a mural of a child being taken hostage. A Hamas terrorist in a green ...

      

      
        Netanyahu Doesn't Care About His Friendship With Biden
        Andrew Exum

        President Joe Biden's actions over many months suggest that Israel can determine when and where the United States goes to war in the Middle East. That is unacceptable, and the next American president must change this dynamic.In one framing, the past 12 months have witnessed a remarkable display of America's might and resolve in the Middle East--especially relative to our principal adversary in the region, Iran. Since October of last year, Israel has severely degraded Iran's two most important affi...

      

      
        How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?
        Clint Smith

        Illustrations by Dadu ShinHussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.Longolongo was born ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Iron Buffalo, Sunset Camel, Annular Eclipse
        Alan Taylor
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Wildfires and drought in South America, a celebration of China's National Day in Hong Kong, Israeli missile strikes in Lebanon, early Christmas celebrations in Venezuela, a dahlia show beside Stonehenge, devastating floods in Nepal and the U.S., and much more

To receive an email notification eve...

      

      
        How My Family Survived the October 7 Massacre
        Amir Tibon

        The day started with a whistle--a short, loud shriek coming through our bedroom window. I didn't wake up; the noise, otherworldly but familiar, blended into my dreams. Miri, my wife, was quicker to realize the danger: "Amir, wake up, a mortar!" We leaped out of bed and sprinted down the hall toward our safe room, a thick concrete bunker, wearing only underwear.Every house in our kibbutz, Nahal Oz, has a safe room. We live less than a mile from the border with the Gaza Strip--close enough that Israe...

      

      
        Iran Is Not Ready for War With Israel
        Arash Azizi

        Updated at 4:45 p.m. ET on October 4, 2024Iran'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 Jewish Israeli civilians were hurt i...

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:50 PM ET

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The 60th annual Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition attracted more than 59,000 entries from 117 countries, and just recently announced the winners. The owners and sponsors have kindly shared some of this year's winning and honored images below. The museum's website has many more images from this year and previous years. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum, London. Captions were provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's lap]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tranquil Moment. Winner, Behavior: Mammals. Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod found this serene scene of a young toque macaque sleeping in an adult's arms. Resting in a quiet place after a morning of photographing birds and leopards, Vinod soon realized he wasn't alone. A troop of toque macaques was moving through the trees above. Vinod spotted this young monkey sleeping between feeds and used a telephoto lens to frame the peaceful moment.
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                Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a swarm of ants around a dead beetle. One ant stands on top of the beetle, pulling at one of its antennae.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Demolition Squad. Winner, Behavior: Invertebrates. Ingo Arndt documented the efficient dismemberment of a blue ground beetle by red wood ants. "Full of ant" is how Ingo described himself after lying next to the ants' nest for just a few minutes. He watched as the red wood ants carved an already-dead beetle into pieces small enough to fit through the entrance to their nest.
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                Ingo Arndt / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A low view of several lynxes bunched close together in a snowy forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On Watch. Winner, Animal Portraits. John E. Marriott framed a lynx resting, with its fully grown young sheltering from the cold wind behind it. John had been tracking this family group for almost a week, wearing snowshoes and carrying light camera gear to make his way through snowy forests. When fresh tracks led him to the group, he kept his distance to make sure he didn't disturb them.
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                John E. Marriott / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dolphin swims through shallow reddish-colored water among many small trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dolphins of the Forest. Winner, Photojournalist Story Award. Thomas Peschak documented the relationship between endangered Amazon river dolphins, also known as botos or pink river dolphins, and the people with whom they share their watery home. The Amazon river dolphin is one of two freshwater dolphin species living in the Amazon and Orinoco basins. Only this species has evolved to explore the seasonally flooded forest habitat.
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                Thomas P. Peschak / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: In mid-air, a falcon pulls at the pouch of a pelican with its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Too Close for Comfort. Highly Commended, Behavior: Birds. Jack Zhi recorded the moment a falcon hooked its talons into a pelican's pouch and tugged it skywards. Jack had been watching this peregrine falcon for a while, seeing it attack gulls, ospreys and eagles that ventured too close to its nest on a nearby cliff ledge.
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                Jack Zhi / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a tiny insect beside a rounded bit of slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life Under Dead Wood. Winner, 15-17 Years. Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas rolled a log over to see the fruiting bodies of slime mold and a tiny springtail. Alexis worked fast to take this photograph, as springtails can jump many times their body length in a split second. He used a technique called focus stacking, where 36 images, each with a different area in focus, are combined.
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                Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a curious leopard seal]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Under the Waterline. Winner, Underwater. Matthew Smith carefully photographed a curious leopard seal beneath the Antarctic ice. He used a specially-made extension he designed for the front of his underwater housing to get this split image. It was his first encounter with a leopard seal. The young seal made several close, curious passes. "When it looked straight into the lens barrel, I knew I had something good."
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                Matthew Smith / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two guanacos stand on a ridge, unaware of several young pumas crouching below them, watching.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Don't Look Down. Highly Commended, Behavior: Mammals. Rick Beldegreen witnessed a group of puma cubs stalking their potential guanaco prey. He had been tracking a puma and its three cubs for several days when he saw this scene unfold. The guanacos shifted to higher ground after seeing the puma but didn't notice the cubs, meters from their vantage point.
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                Rick Beldegreen / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A swarm of tadpoles swims past, among the stems of lily pads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Swarm of Life. Winner, Wetlands: The Bigger Picture. Shane Gross looked under the surface layer of lily pads as a mass of western toad tadpoles swam past. Shane snorkeled in the lake for several hours, through carpets of lily pads. This prevented any disturbance of the fine layers of silt and algae covering the lake bottom, which would have reduced visibility.
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                Shane Gross / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a bee on a leaf]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scent Collector. Highly commended, Behavior: Invertebrates. Clay Bolt was dazzled by an orchid bee as it collected aromatic compounds from a leaf. Clay has spent many years photographing tropical bees. Using organic scents mixed by scientists to attract and survey butterflies and moths, he had seconds to photograph the bee as it stood collecting oils before it buzzed away.
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                Clay Bolt / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother and calf manatee swim underwater, above a patch of seagrass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As Clear as Crystal. Highly Commended, Under Water. Jason Gulley gazed through clear water at a manatee and a calf adrift among the eelgrass. He has photographed many manatee mother-and-calf pairs. The expression on this calf's face and the bubbles trailing from its flippers, combined with the hopeful backstory, have made it one of Jason's favorite images.
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                Jason Gulley / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tiger rests in a hillside meadow above farms and a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiger in Town. Winner, Urban Wildlife. Robin Darius Conz watched a tiger on a hillside against the backdrop of a town where forests once grew. Robin was following this tiger as part of a documentary team filming the wildlife of the Western Ghats. On this day, he used a drone to watch the tiger explore its territory before it settled in this spot.
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                Robin Darius Conz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/10/winners-wildlife-photographer-year-2024/680211/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 9, 2024

            	27 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for loved ones as they ready themselves for this enormous storm.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child holds a scoop to help fill sandbags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eli Perez, 2, of Stuart, Florida, helps his mother fill a bag with sand at the Sailfish Ballpark distribution site on October 7, 2024, in Stuart, Florida.
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                Crystal Vander Weit / TCPalm / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man in camouflage pants carries two sandbags among a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Marine Sergeant Delmonte Battle helps residents carry sandbags ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton, in Orlando, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                Jose Luis Gonzalez / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a split highway; one direction is completely filled with cars, and the other has only a few]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles fill the road as they drive to the east on I-75 from the west coast of Florida before the arrival of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024 in Big Cypress, Florida.
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                Joe Raedle / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a large, swirling storm, seen from orbit through a spacecraft window]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton advances toward Florida, seen in this view from Dragon Endeavor, docked with the International Space Station, on October 9, 2024.
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                Matthew Dominick / Reuters / NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person tosses deck chairs into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Jalving throws outdoor furniture into his father's pool in advance of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Fort Myers, Florida. The house was damaged during Hurricane Ian and flooded recently during Hurricane Helene.
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                Marta Lavandier / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man lifts a cat in a carrier into a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ted Carlson puts his friend Evan Purcell's cat, McKenzie, into a pickup truck as the pair recover her along with other important items from Purcell's home ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton. Debris from Hurricane Helene still sits on the driveway, in Holmes Beach, on Anna Maria Island, Florida, on October 8, 2024. "This place couldn't handle Helene," Carlson said. "It's all going to be gone."
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                Rebecca Blackwell / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks will be staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hits Florida.
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                Stephen M. Dowell / Orlando Sentinel / Tribune News Service / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person lifts a large box holding a generator into his car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cape Coral resident Pedro Gonzalez places a newly purchased generator into his trunk while preparing for the potential impact of Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024.
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                Ricardo Rolon / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cloudy sunrise sky, seen above a wrecked pier on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over the destroyed Fort Myers Beach pier as Hurricane Milton approaches Florida on October 9, 2024. The town is empty, because most residents have evacuated.
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                Andrew West / The News-Press / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A car sits half-buried in sand outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car sits stranded, half-buried in sand as a result of Hurricane Helene, in Bradenton Beach, Florida, as Hurricane Milton approaches Anna Maria Island on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Storm debris removed from houses sits along the curb on both sides of a residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from Hurricane Helene lines a street in the Redington Beach section of St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall.
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                Bryan R. Smith / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person uses spray paint to write the message "We are open, stay safe" on boarded-up windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A store employee spray-paints a "We Are Open" announcement in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the expected landfall of Hurricane Milton.
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                Giorgio Viera / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person lifts one of two penguins inside a room in an aquarium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A penguin is carried to be relocated to higher ground at Florida Aquarium ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A zookeeper watches as a porcupine makes its way into a large carrier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees move an African porcupine named Chompers to a pet carrier at ZooTampa ahead of Hurricane Milton, on October 7, 2024, in Florida. The zoo has several hurricane-proof buildings where it plans to move all of its animals. Tiffany Burns (not pictured), the director of the ZooTampa's animal program, said, "We hope they suffer as little stress as possible; that's always our goal."
                #
            

            
                
                
                Bryan R. Smith / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rooster walks down a street in an empty town.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rooster walks down a street as the old town of Ybor City, in Tampa, stands mostly empty, as the state prepares for the arrival of Hurricane Milton on October 8, 2024 in Tampa, Florida.
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                [image: A reporter in a raincoat stands outside with a microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teri Hornstein, with CBS Miami, works ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Empty shelves in a grocery store, with a sign that reads "Water products limited to 2 per person"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shelves in a local grocery store have been cleared of bottled water ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers dismantle a railroad-crossing bar.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Transit American Services workers dismantle rail-crossing bars in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the upcoming hurricane.
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                [image: A person holds a tall board on a sidewalk, preparing to board up a storefront.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers board up a business ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                Lokman Vural Elibol / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A long line of cars wait on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-block-long line of cars waits to get into Holly Hill Public Utilities, where the city is allowing residents to pick up free bags of sand ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Volusia County, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                Clayton Park / News-Journal / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: One person offers money to another person, who is politely declining.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teresa Abrahamson offers money to Valerie Jackson, whom she just met, but Jackson politely declines, at Woerner Turf and Landscaping Supply, in Jacksonville, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Patrons prepared for the upcoming hurricane, filling sandbags to curtail potential floodwaters. The landscaping company provided everything free of charge, including bags and ties, use of shovels, and dig-your-own sand.
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                Corey Perrine / Florida Times-Union / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a pier where some planks have been removed, with several surfers seen in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers ride waves next to the Lake Worth Pier, where planks were removed to lessen the impact of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Lake Worth Beach, Florida.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Greg Lovett / The Palm Beach Post / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of a long, temporary flood barrier in front of a hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood barriers stand in front of Tampa General Hospital ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A boy leads a dog on a leash on the porch of a house with boarded-up windows, one of which has the words "Go away Milton" spray-painted on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Weibel and his dog Cookie climb the steps to their home as their family prepares for Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024, in Port Richey, Florida.
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                [image: An elementary-school hallway is lined with cots and pet crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hallway inside Virgil Mills Elementary School, which is being used as a shelter from the storm with more than 400 people already inside, seen in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024
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                Thomas Bender / Sarasota Herald-Tribune / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small dog looks out of its crate in a storm shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out of its crate, sheltered at Virgil Mills Elementary School, in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Skyscrapers are seen in the distance, obscured by clouds and rain, with choppy water in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rain begins to fall ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Women Can Be Autocrats, Too

Mexico's new president follows her predecessor's authoritarian path.

by David Frum




Mexico has sworn in its first woman president. This looks like a bold step for equality and progress--all the more impressive because the new president, Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, is of Jewish origin. Her father's parents immigrated to Mexico from Lithuania in the 1920s; her mother's parents escaped to Mexico from Axis-aligned Bulgaria in the early 1940s.

But Mexico is not advancing toward an egalitarian future. It is regressing into an authoritarian past.

President Sheinbaum's predecessor, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, systematically smashed the checks and balances of Mexican democracy, subjecting once-independent government institutions to the personal power of the president.

Independence of the judiciary? Gone, abolished by the last major legislation of his presidency. Judges will now be elected by partisan ballots. Independent election administration? Crippled. Nonpartisan enforcement of government-transparency rules, nonpartisan antitrust enforcement, nonpartisan telecommunications regulation, nonpartisan energy regulation? Abolished, abolished, abolished, and abolished. Only the central bank, after a long struggle, will retain its autonomy from direct presidential control.

The biggest question for the future of Mexico: Who will wield the power that Lopez Obrador consolidated?

The obvious answer would seem to be that the new president will inherit the power of the old. Sheinbaum is now the legal head of state, the legal head of government. She can hire and fire government employees. She signs bills into law or vetoes them. She commands the security services and the armed forces. Presumably, she will be the new boss of the Mexican state.

But things may prove more complicated than that.

David Frum: The autocrat next door

Lopez Obrador built a strong presidency atop a weak Mexican state. Control of large parts of Mexican territory is contested between the government and criminal gangs, the so-called cartels. Mexico's political system is gravely penetrated by organized crime. About a quarter of the economy--and more than half of all employment--is informal, laboring outside the law, untaxed and unpoliced.

Lopez Obrador's power was based not only on his legal authority as president but also on his personal charisma and his complex and mysterious arrangements with the cartels. Lopez Obrador could not bequeath that other dimension of his power to a successor even if he wanted to--and there is no evidence that he did. He favored Sheinbaum over other potential successors because she was the candidate who most lavishly praised Lopez Obrador and his "fourth transformation" of Mexican society. Lopez Obrador may also have gambled that by choosing the least magnetic successor with the smallest personal following, he might best extend his own hold on popularity beyond the end of his term.

Lopez Obrador has hemmed Sheinbaum in with new restrictions that he might use to threaten her power. Mexican presidents are now subject to recall, a Lopez Obrador innovation. He easily survived his own recall election in 2022; but if he, the most popular of recent Mexican presidents, were to campaign for a recall of his less popular successor, the result might be very different.

In short, Lopez Obrador has orchestrated his succession in such a way that he may continue as the real power in the land even after leaving office. This device has a precedent in Mexico. In the mid-1920s, a former general named Plutarco Elias Calles held the presidency for four years. Although he left office at the end of his term, he still controlled the government for another five years, naming and replacing successors at will. Mexicans call this period the "Maximato" because Calles remained the "maximum leader" in effect, if not in form.

Many presidents since Calles have aspired to control their successors in this way. None has succeeded. Will Lopez Obrador? Again, the answer is complicated.

First is the fact of human mortality. Lopez Obrador is 70 years old and has a history of heart trouble; rumors persist about his possibly waning health.

Second, whether a Lopez Obrador-inspired attempt to recall Sheinbaum would go smoothly is far from clear. Recalling Sheinbaum would open the presidency to a new election, with possibly unpredictable results. Lopez Obrador governed through his Morena party. Until now, it functioned as a personal movement, wholly obedient to Lopez Obrador's command. But many people have now built political careers thanks to Morena: governors, senators, members of Congress. If an out-of-office Lopez Obrador were to command them to risk their own futures in order to punish President Sheinbaum, would they do it? Maybe not. The price of guessing wrong and backing a disfavored cause in Mexican politics can be violent death at the hands of the cartels: At least 34 candidates were murdered in the 2024 elections. Mexican politicians want protection by the police and army--and that protection can be provided only by the current president, not the past one.

Anne Applebaum: How do you stop lawmakers from destroying the law?

If the party is to decide a future power struggle between the ex-president and the current president, would that make the party itself the inheritor of power? The party, after all--not the president--will be picking Mexico's judges, at least in theory. Judges will have to compete on party lists for their jobs. Because Morena is by far the strongest party, its loyalists will decide who rules on Mexico's law.

Throughout most of the 20th century, Mexico was ruled by a one-party oligarchy, not a dictatorship. Even Calles was eventually toppled and banished by the very party machine that he had created. Every president after Calles understood that his power was granted to him by the party for a limited term. That was the system under which Lopez Obrador, too, grew up, and for which he has expressed so much reverence during his decades-long political career.

In many ways, Mexico seems to have reverted to that past: Morena now resembles the single-party oligarchy of the mid-20th century. Morena holds the majority of state governments and has a big enough majority in Congress to rewrite the constitution at will. Morena wields enormous patronage power over many areas of life in Mexico: notably, energy production, access to higher education, and social security.

Since the turn of the century, however, Mexico has evolved away from the society that supported one-party government. Among other changes, the old system depended on state control of the economy. Mexico today is a much more open economy than it was in the 1950s and '60s. Free-trade agreements with Canada and the United States restrain the power of the Mexican government to use economic favoritism as a tool. The old ruling party held power as a representative of all major social interests. As dominant as Morena is, Lopez Obrador's party faces significant opposition from many sectors--especially Mexico's business community.

David Frum: The failing state next door

President and party are not the only sources of political power in Mexico. Lopez Obrador also created a potential third one: the military.

Modern Mexico successfully excluded the army from politics. Lopez Obrador invited it back in. He entrusted the military with civilian functions--so that, for example, it now manages Mexico's borders and customs. It is also heavily involved in national infrastructure projects: building an environmentally devastating railway line through the Yucatan, operating a new airport for Mexico City, running a civilian airline.

As president, Lopez Obrador curried favor with the military assiduously. When a high-ranking general was arrested by the United States on drug-trafficking charges, Lopez Obrador threatened to end all law-enforcement cooperation with U.S. authorities unless the charges were dropped and the general released. The Trump administration yielded; in 2023, Lopez Obrador personally decorated the accused general.

The Mexican military's long and proud tradition of political abstentionism is under pressure. If the Mexican state continues to lose control of territories to the cartels, the military will very conceivably feel called to win a war that the civilian government apparently cannot.

Lopez Obrador's presidential legacy is the weakening of the state and the subversion of institutions that used to protect Mexicans' freedoms. The symbolic progress of Sheinbaum's ascension to the presidency should not conceal the reality of Mexico's democratic regression. The liberal-democratic ideal in Mexico has not yet been extinguished. Thousands of Mexicans have marched and voted for that ideal against the authoritarianism of Lopez Obrador. But the ideal is flickering--and those Mexicans who still uphold it feel alone and in extreme personal danger in a society where violent death can claim anyone, anytime.
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        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain
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            In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are some of the images of these amazing structures, and the effort involved in forming them.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overhead view of many people wearing green shirts crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Castellers de Vilafranca team form a castell during the 29th Castells Competition in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers watch as a group of people climb onto each other's shoulders to form a tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Colla Moixiganguers d'Igualada work together to build their tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ruben Lucia / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People stand together, looking up, making worried faces.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls react as they form their castell.
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                [image: An elevated view of a group of people packed close together, linking their arms over each other's shoulders, forming a radial pattern]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Sabadell build a human tower on October 5, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd watches as a team forms a human tower that is at least eight tiers high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Member of Castellers de Vilafranca form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: People look up, reacting, and taking pictures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Assistants react as members of Castellers de Vilafranca try to form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of many people that just collapsed after trying to form a human tower, piled on top of many other standing people below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls fall down as they try to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers fill an arena space, looking up at a troupe that is forming a tall human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca build a human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of part of a large team of people crowding together, linking their arms over each other's shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls work together on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated top-down view of a large crowd of people wearing red shirts, smashed tightly together, seen as three other people walk across their shoulders and heads]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls build a human tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Four people climb across the shoulders and heads of a crowd of green-shirted people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca climb across the shoulders of teammates on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A person reacts with joy while climbing down from a human tower, on top of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Sant Cugat react after successfully completing their castell.
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                [image: A close of view of the upper tears of a human tower, with a large crowd of people in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona support one another as a child climbs toward the top of their tower.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people wearing red shirts smashed together, all facing a group of organizers in the center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An overhead view of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls, as they work together to form the base for their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An arena is filled with competitors and onlookers, all watching a human tower forming in the center of the arena, at least nine tiers tall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Vilafranca form a human tower on October 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Albert Gea / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overhead view of a large team of people all smashed together, with several distressed-looking people at center, after a fall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Mollet react after falling down as they were building their human tower on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a team of people wearing pink shirts, all smashed together, facing inward, with four others standing on their shoulders at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Xiquets de Tarragona begin to build their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large arena space is filled with about eight or nine teams of people, all watching another team form a human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Other teams look on as members of Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls form their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people lie scattered about on top of a large crowd smashed together after falling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls fall as they attempt to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona, Spain.
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                [image: Two people hug and kiss an emotional girl who is wearing a helmet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl from Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona cries with happiness after her team successfully dismantled its human tower on October 6, 2024.
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The Mistakes Israel Can't Afford to Repeat

If it wants to win its third war in Lebanon, it will need to learn from the last two.

by Michael Oren


Israeli soldiers work on tanks and armored personnel carriers in northern Israel, Monday, September 30, 2024. (Leo Correa)



"They're cheering us now," I said to the soldier next to me in the jeep, as we drove through Beirut to applause and showers of rice. "But soon they'll be shooting." It was June 9, 1982, four days after Israel had invaded Lebanon. The war followed years of Palestinian rocket fire on northern Israel, but the proximate trigger was a Palestinian gunman's attempt to assassinate the Israeli ambassador in London. The goal of Operation Peace for Galilee, as then-Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin called it, was to push the terrorists out of rocket range, but Defense Minister Ariel Sharon ordered the army to advance farther north and besiege Beirut. After evicting the terrorists and the Syrian troops occupying the country, Israel hoped to install a Christian, pro-Western government that was committed to peace.

I was serving in a reserve reconnaissance unit of the Israel Defense Forces at the time, but in civilian life, I was studying Middle East history. I'd learned that the Lebanese had often cheered invading armies but later turned on them. Previous efforts to pacify the country had uniformly failed. Sharon's plan, I thought, was reckless. "We'll never get out of here," I said to the soldier as we drove, rice-pelted, through Beirut's suburbs. "We're stuck."

Stuck we were, both militarily and diplomatically. President Ronald Reagan at first backed the operation, but then, appalled by the number of civilian casualties, forced Israel's troops to fall back to southern Lebanon. The U.S. Marines who replaced us also abandoned Beirut after 243 of them were killed by a suicide bomber from a previously unknown Shiite group named Hezbollah. Those same Iranian-backed terrorists relentlessly attacked IDF positions in the south, until finally, a full 18 years after they'd invaded Lebanon, the last Israeli soldiers withdrew.

Gal Beckerman: A naked desperation to be seen

Though Israel succeeded in freeing Lebanon of Syrian troops and evicting many Palestinian terrorists, and a peaceful Christian government emerged, that progress proved fragile. The new president was soon assassinated, and the country gradually came to be dominated by Hezbollah. On July 12, 2006, Hezbollah terrorists ambushed an IDF patrol, killing eight soldiers and capturing two. Israel responded with the Second Lebanon War.

The conflict raged for 34 days, during which Hezbollah rockets pummeled Israeli cities and towns and IDF jets bombed strategic targets in Lebanon. President George W. Bush initially supported Israel's right to self-defense, before recoiling from the high civilian casualty rate and demanding a cease-fire. A last-minute thrust by Israeli ground forces succeeded only in further antagonizing the Americans. Their response was United Nations Resolution 1701, which ended the fighting and instructed Hezbollah to withdraw to north of the Litani River, creating a buffer zone in the south of Lebanon.

In this second war, I served as an IDF spokesperson, rather than a combat soldier. But on its last night, I volunteered for battlefield duty. My assignment was to help transport the remains of fallen soldiers out of the combat zone and back over the border to Israel. Their comrades watched us as we worked, their faces grim with disappointment and fatigue. More than 100 soldiers had died, yet none of us could say exactly for what.

Although Israel managed to inflict a toll on Hezbollah--its leader, Hassan Nasrallah, publicly regretted ambushing that patrol--it gained little in the long term. In defiance of Resolution 1701, Hezbollah deployed along Israel's northern border and burrowed multiple attack tunnels beneath it. Directly opposite the frontier fort where I served after 2006, Hezbollah erected a huge billboard on which a laughing terrorist hoisted an Israeli soldier's severed head.

Israelis deluded ourselves by thinking that the war had deterred Hezbollah when, in fact, the war had deterred us. We remained largely passive while, over the next 17 years, Hezbollah expanded its rocket arsenal tenfold and grew to become one of the region's most formidable military forces.

Israel's indifference ended after October 7, 2023. We now know that 3,000 terrorists of Hezbollah's elite Radwan unit had been planning to smash through the border and ravage Israel's north much as Hamas had in the south. Timely bombing by the Israeli air force preempted that attack, but Hezbollah compensated by shelling the Galilee. Nearly 100,000 Israelis became refugees in their own country, their fields and houses scorched.

Historically, Israel has never done well with wars of attrition, yet Hezbollah was waging one that steadily crept south, toward the Sea of Galilee in the east and toward Haifa in the west. Israel's return fire failed to deter Hezbollah and, by its very ineffectiveness, may have egged it on. Throughout, Hezbollah declared its readiness to agree to a cease-fire if Hamas did, but Hamas wanted a war in the north that would relieve the pressure it faced in Gaza. It was only a matter of time before Israel, assured that Hamas was sufficiently degraded, would turn its attention to Hezbollah. On September 19 of this year, after the pagers and walkie-talkies used by Hezbollah operatives simultaneously exploded, seriously wounding thousands of people and killing at least 37, the Third Lebanon War began.

Though also launched in response to terrorist attacks from Lebanon, the Third Lebanon War differs from its predecessors in several crucial ways. For Israel, Lebanon is now just one front in a year-long, multifaceted struggle with Iranian proxies throughout the region, as well as with Iran itself. Unlike the previous two wars, both of which were perceived by many Israelis as wars of choice, the current conflict is seen by almost all Israelis as fully justified. We know that Israel cannot lose the north and survive.

For that reason alone, Israelis need to consider how the Third Lebanon War can succeed where the first two failed.

Success will depend principally on setting clear and realistic objectives. Israel cannot, as it did in 1982, seek to remake Lebanon into a Middle Eastern Belgium or, as in 2006, merely retaliate for Hezbollah's aggression. Rather, Israel's limited goals must be to drive Hezbollah beyond the Litani and to end the rocket fire on the north. Israel must deny any intention of permanently occupying southern Lebanon and declare its openness to any diplomatic means of implementing and reliably enforcing Resolution 1701.

Dara Horn: October 7 created a permission structure for anti-Semitism

The United States must also avoid its former mistakes, committing instead to supporting Israel and allowing it to complete its military mission. Israel began this war with a series of brilliant strikes against Hezbollah's leaders and military infrastructure, but the fighting ahead is likely to remain brutal. The U.S. must desist from imposing premature cease-fires or sponsoring UN resolutions that the terrorists can handily violate. But the United States should also insist that Israel honor its pledge not to occupy Lebanon, and that it engage earnestly with diplomatic envoys.

Although I recently volunteered for reserve duty guarding a Galilean kibbutz, I will not take part in this Lebanon war. For the young Israeli soldiers engaged in close combat, I can only offer one older veteran's advice: You are fighting to restore security to your people, not to refashion Lebanon or to remain indefinitely on its soil. Your job is not to punish Hezbollah for any specific act of aggression, but to deter it and its Iranian sponsors from further attempts to destroy us. Your job is to fight with all the skills you've been taught, the superior gear you've been issued, and the values you learned at home, in order to complete your mission--and then to return to help lead Israel into the future.

The third time--so the colloquialism goes--is always a charm. The Third Lebanon War can yield positive and perhaps transformative results. Hezbollah and its Iranian patrons can be defeated, Israel can reinforce its security and revive its deterrence, and the United States can reaffirm its superpower status. But all of that will require a consistent effort to study the mistakes of Israel's first two wars in Lebanon, and to avoid repeating them.
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Israel and Hamas Are Kidding Themselves

Both think they're winning, but they're in for a rude awakening.

by Hussein Ibish




One year after Hamas's attack on southern Israel, both sides believe they are winning. The war in Gaza appears poised to continue indefinitely and probably expand, to the apparent delight of both Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar. Each must be surveying the wreckage in the region and anticipating the dark days ahead with determination and confidence. Each must think he is playing a sophisticated long game that the other will lose.

This is hardly the first time that the designs of right-wing Israeli leaders have coincided with those of Hamas. Netanyahu has long seen Hamas as a useful tool for weakening Fatah, the secular nationalist party that dominates the Palestinian Authority and rules parts of the West Bank. As he allegedly explained at a Likud strategy meeting in 2019: "Anyone who wants to thwart the establishment of a Palestinian state has to support bolstering Hamas and transferring money to Hamas. This is part of our strategy--to isolate the Palestinians in Gaza from the Palestinians in the West Bank." (Netanyahu denies having said this, but it certainly reflects his actions.)

As an exercise in divide and rule, Netanyahu's policy succeeded admirably. The Palestinian national movement was crippled by the disunion that Israel fostered like a hothouse orchid. But by foreclosing the possibility of Palestinian statehood or citizenship, the policy created the conditions for a violent backlash, as many Palestinians concluded that the only way to achieve their national aspirations was through armed struggle. In the months leading up to the October 7 attack, Hamas decided to prove that it, and not its rival on the West Bank, was worthy of leading such a movement.

On the evening of October 7, Netanyahu vowed a "mighty vengeance" for Hamas's killing of 1,139 Israelis and kidnapping of about 250 more. That much Israel has achieved: Israel has now killed more than 41,000 Palestinians, according to Gaza's Hamas-controlled ministry of health, which has published evidence suggesting that most of the dead were civilians, including thousands of children. Yet the war has failed to achieve much else. Netanyahu has vowed that Hamas would be "destroyed." But this is quixotic; Hamas is more an idea among Palestinians than a collection of individuals or equipment. And Netanyahu's call for the group's destruction has allowed Hamas to declare victory simply by surviving.

Read: The choice America now faces in Iran

Israel has ravaged Gaza from north to south and wiped out almost everything of value to Hamas--nearly all of its known facilities, agents, associates, and aboveground assets. But the war is not over. In fact, Hamas has only just begun to get the war it really wants.

Hamas is far from being destroyed; its fighters are popping up in areas across the Gaza Strip that months ago the Israeli military had declared pacified and abandoned. Israel is now playing whack-a-mole with militants who emerge for quick attacks before disappearing. When Israel strikes back, it usually leaves a pile of dead civilians behind. Hamas can likely keep this dynamic going for a decade or two--and in doing so, stake its claim to Palestinian leadership by waving the bloodied shirt of martyrdom and preaching the virtues of armed struggle against occupation.

Netanyahu is doing his best to ensure that this happens. He has so far refused to discuss the next phase in Gaza, in which the Israeli military might withdraw and leave someone in charge other than Hamas. In the absence of any such plan, the Israeli military has been left to administer Gaza for the foreseeable future--a role it has begun to acknowledge by appointing one of its own to oversee humanitarian relief efforts. Through inaction, silence, and calculated inattention, Netanyahu has ensured the existence of only two possible candidates to run Gaza: Israel and Hamas.

Everything Netanyahu has done since October 7 has guaranteed Israel's continuing presence in Gaza, which is exactly what Hamas was counting on. Israel could have declared victory and left after battling the last organized Hamas battalions in Rafah--but it missed that opportunity. Now it is fighting an amorphous and pointless counterinsurgency campaign, from which it can't withdraw without appearing to throw away a hard-fought victory and hand power back to the enemy.

Hamas hoped for exactly this outcome when it attacked on October 7. It also wished to spark a region-wide, multifront war with Israel, in which other members of the Tehran-led "Axis of Resistance," especially Hezbollah, would leap into action. The late Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah essentially rejected Hamas's plea, committing only to liberate two small towns still held by the Israelis, and to moderately step up rocket attacks over the border.

But Netanyahu decided to call Nasrallah's bluff with continuous escalations, which culminated in recent weeks with the killing of numerous Hezbollah leaders, including Nasrallah himself. Israel has killed or maimed nearly 3,000 Hezbollah operatives with booby traps; destroyed much of the group's heavy equipment, including missiles and rocket launchers; and launched its third major invasion of Lebanon, where a potential Israeli occupation would surely face another open-ended insurgency.

Iran responded to Nasrallah's killing by sending a barrage of missiles into Israel on October 1. Most failed to cause damage, but the attack has buoyed Hamas's hopes for a regional war nonetheless. Even the Biden administration, which has sought to restrain escalation in Lebanon, recognizes that Israel will retaliate against Iran. Washington is trying to persuade Israel not to strike Iran's oil-production facilities or nuclear installations, but these warnings may be in vain, as Israel feels flush with victory and may imagine that it can reshape the region through force.

And so both Israel and Hamas seem to believe that they are on the brink of unparalleled success. Hamas endured the battering in Gaza, and appears confident that it will ultimately assume the Palestinian national leadership. Looking at the same set of facts, the Israeli government apparently believes that it has struck back decisively against the architects of the October 7 attack and reduced Hamas to virtual irrelevancy, beyond being a ragtag nuisance in Gaza. Now Israel is fighting the war it wanted to fight--against Hezbollah in Lebanon--with dramatic early success.

Read: Lebanon is not a solution for Gaza

Some in Israel have begun talking about subduing not just Hamas but the whole Axis of Resistance, including Iran itself. Even if Israel doesn't strike Iran's nuclear facilities, it may seek to compel the United States to attack those installations in Israel's defense, or to finish a job that Israel will have started. Netanyahu has long argued that an American military strike is necessary to thwart Iran's nuclear ambitions. If he can't bring that about today, additional opportunities will surely arise to steer the U.S. into an armed confrontation with Iran, no matter who is in the White House when the time comes.

The Israeli leadership imagines a new Middle East--one where Iran's nuclear program is eliminated and its regional influence greatly reduced; where Israel becomes part of an alliance of pro-American Arab states, including Saudi Arabia; and where, fantasy of fantasies, the Iranian regime is overthrown. Americans should find something familiar both in this vision of a pacified region and in Israel's post-October 7 doctrine of "peace through strength" and "escalation to de-escalate." Washington embraced similar ideas after 9/11, and they met a bitter end in Iraq.

Both Israel and Hamas are probably kidding themselves. Sooner rather than later, Palestinians will come to resent Hamas's brutal recklessness, which has led to more Palestinian bloodshed even than the catastrophe of 1948. The attack on October 7 did incalculable damage to the Palestinian national movement and prospects for statehood. And if Hamas dreams that it can ever take over the Palestine Liberation Organization and speak for its people at the United Nations and other multilateral institutions, the group has not comprehended how radioactive it has become internationally. Playing the long game of insurgency may win the sympathies of many Palestinians, but overcoming the stigma of October 7 will require renouncing terrorism--something that Hamas can't do without completely transforming its ideology and leadership.

Israel, too, may be facing a rude awakening. Its degradation of Hezbollah, which Iran sees as its forward defense force, may persuade Tehran to sprint toward nuclear weaponization. Attacks on Iran's nuclear facilities could set this process back a year or two, but Iran will surely succeed if that becomes the regime's single-minded goal. Neither Israel, the United States, nor Arab countries can do much to force regime change in Iran if domestic conditions are not ripe for it--and there's no sign that they are. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has made clear that it will not normalize relations with Israel, let alone enter into a partnership, unless the Palestinian issue is resolved. No amount of Israeli military success will change that.

Netanyahu's war of vengeance in Gaza has ensured that yet another generation of Arabs regards the Palestinian cause as a collective responsibility--one that may give rise to or strengthen extremist groups. Yet Israel appears more hostile to Palestinian statehood than ever, as it steadily annexes much of the West Bank with no plan for what to do with the Palestinians there.

Read: 'It's an earthquake'

After October 7, Israel unleashed its military in search of greater security, and many Israelis appear to feel that the project could hardly be going better. But Israel now finds itself fighting one insurgency to its south, in Gaza, and marching briskly toward another such quagmire to its north, if it occupies Lebanon. Its hostility toward the Palestinian Authority and violent clashes with armed youth in Palestinian cities suggest a third insurgency developing to its east. If that's a formula for security, it's hard to imagine what insecurity would look like.

One year on from October 7, Hamas and Israel both think events are moving in their direction. Any appreciation of the old adage about being careful what you wish for was, perhaps, one of the most significant victims of October 7.
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The Climate Action That the World Needs

The 2015 Paris Agreement was a landmark, but countries need to raise their ambition again to complete the transition away from fossil fuels.

by Todd Stern


President Barack Obama speaks during a multilateral meeting with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, Indian Prime Minister Prime Manmohan Singh, and South African President Jacob Zuma during the United Nations Climate Change Conference in 2009. (Pete Souza / White House Official Photograph)



On December 12, 2015, the 195 country parties to the United Nations' climate body adopted the Paris Agreement on climate change. The accord was historic, sending a message to governments, boardrooms, clean-tech innovators, civil society, and citizens that the leaders of the world had finally come together to combat climate change.

The agreement was groundbreaking in many respects. It cast aside the old paradigm in which climate obligations applied only to developed countries. It articulated strong goals to limit global temperature and greenhouse-gas emissions. It required countries to submit nationally determined targets for reducing emissions, and to do this every five years, with each new target stronger than the previous one. It established a second five-year cycle for a "global stocktake" to see how the world is doing in the aggregate on climate change. It set up a transparency system for countries to report on their progress and for those reports to be reviewed by international experts. And it adopted a hybrid legal arrangement, with legally binding procedural rules complementing the nonbinding emission targets.

Overall, the logic of the Paris Agreement was that the rising force of norms and expectations, buttressed by binding procedures, would be effective. It was based on the belief that countries would act with progressively higher ambition because strong climate action would become ever more visibly important to a government's standing abroad and to its political support at home. Ideally, an effective Paris regime should strengthen norms and expectations around the world; and, in a mutually reinforcing manner, stronger domestic actions in those countries should strengthen the Paris accord.

Nearly nine years later, how are we doing, and what more do we need to do? To answer those questions, we need to assess the three main factors currently shaping the climate world.


Representatives of the UN member states sit in General Assembly Hall for the climate-agreement opening ceremony. (Albin Lohr-Jones / Pacific Press / Getty)



First, our scientific understanding of risk keeps advancing, and the actual impacts of climate change keep coming at us harder and faster than expected. In the years following the Paris Agreement, the broadly accepted temperature limit shifted from a rise of "well below" 2 degrees Celsius to 1.5 degrees above preindustrial levels, which would in turn alter the time frame for reaching "net zero" emissions from around 2070 to around 2050. The shift to 1.5 degrees was triggered by the 2018 Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5degC, produced by the UN's climate-science body, and has been underscored by additional authoritative reports, as well as a cascade of extreme events all over the world.

And those events have just kept intensifying. In 2023, Phoenix had 31 consecutive days of temperatures 110 degrees Fahrenheit or higher. In July that year, water temperatures off the Florida Keys were above 90 degrees. Canadian wildfires burned nearly 45 million acres, crushing the country's previous record of 18 million. In August 2023, Brazil's winter, the temperature rose to 104 degrees. In 2022, China was scorched by a searing heat wave that lasted more than 70 days, affecting more than 900 million people. That same year, more than 61,000 Europeans died from heat-related stress. In 2024, more brutal heat waves struck far and wide, the most harrowing of which killed 1,300 people during the annual hajj in Mecca, with temperatures as high as 120 degrees Fahrenheit. If we fail to do what is needed, we will surely compromise our ability to preserve a livable world.

Second, progress in the clean-energy revolution--especially with the technologies of solar, wind, batteries, electric vehicles, and heat pumps--has been nothing short of spectacular since the Paris Agreement, driven in part by the accord itself. And intensifying innovation is driving this revolution forward, including in the "hardest to abate" sectors, such as heavy industry, shipping, and aviation. And the developing clean-technology system is enormously more efficient and less wasteful than the fossil-fuel system.

Third, very real obstacles lie in the way, beyond the inherent challenges of developing breakthrough technology. The main one is that the fossil-fuel industry, which still produces 80 percent of primary energy worldwide, has formidable political clout in the U.S. and abroad, and is doing everything in its power to keep production going as far as the eye can see. Progress on limiting fossil fuels was made late last year at the climate conference in Dubai, which called for a "transitioning away from all fossil fuels ... to reach net zero emissions by 2050, in keeping with the science." Some observers even called Dubai the beginning of the end for fossil-fuel dominance--a hopeful, but at this stage premature, conclusion.

Read: Trump isn't a climate denier. He's worse.

The central question now is how to overcome the obstacles to rapid decarbonization, acting both within the Paris regime and outside of it. During their 1985 Geneva Summit on the reduction of nuclear arsenals, President Ronald Reagan and Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev took a walk during a break in the negotiations. As Gorbachev recalled the story, Reagan abruptly said to him, "What would you do if the United States were suddenly attacked by someone from outer space? Would you help us?'" Gorbachev said, "No doubt about it," and Reagan answered, "We too." There is a lesson here.

The United States and the Soviet Union were adversaries, armed to the teeth against each other. But as their two presidents imagined an attack from beyond the boundaries of their shared planet, they agreed at once that they would help each other. The international community ought to look at climate change in roughly similar terms, as a threat that demands genuine partnership--something akin to a meteor headed toward Earth, a situation in which we will have the best chance of pulling through if we all pull together.

We need a Paris regime built on partnership, not squabbling. We face a genuine crisis. Too many countries still try to pull backwards to the days of a firewall division between developed and developing countries, in order to deflect expectations about reducing emissions. But a focus on how much individual countries should not have to do is the wrong way to defend against a common threat to our planet. The Paris Agreement ensures that countries can set their own targets, but it calls for an approach reflecting a country's "highest possible ambition." Next year, all signatories are expected to announce new emission targets for 2035, and all the major emitters will need to deliver on those commitments if we are to keep alive the goal of net-zero emissions by 2050. This is true for no country more than China, which accounts for some 30 percent of global emissions, more than all the developed countries put together.

China, whose emissions appear to have peaked, ought to adopt a bold target of about 30 percent below that peak level by 2035. But if the past is prologue, China will assert its developing-country status to defend a target far short of that. Yet, for this sophisticated, second-largest economy in the world, with an enormous carbon footprint and unequaled capacity to produce renewable energy, electric vehicles, and so on, hiding behind its traditional status is a tactic past its sell-by date.


Smoke billows from a large steel plant as a Chinese laborer works at an unauthorized steel factory, on November 4, 2016, in Inner Mongolia, China. (Kevin Frayer / Getty)



To make the Paris regime as effective as it should be, we need to reanimate the High Ambition Coalition that was once so pivotal. The coalition still exists, but it lacks the status it had in Paris, where it used its broad-based power of 100-plus countries, "rich and poor, large and small," to insist that all nations, especially the major ones, pull their weight in reducing emissions. To revive that coalition, poor and vulnerable countries will need to feel fairly treated, and that will require solving the perennial problem of financial assistance.

For a long time in climate negotiations, an angry, trust-depleting relationship between developing and developed countries has persisted over the question of finance. In the past few years, the need to mobilize much larger capital flows to the global South for climate and other global public goods has come into sharper view, with particular focus on deep reform of the World Bank to make it more responsive to the needs of our time.

Finance ministries, including the U.S. Treasury Department, tend to be very cautious about taking the big steps needed to overhaul the World Bank and enable it to finance climate-change mitigation and other public goods. But to borrow a phrase that Larry Summers, my old Treasury boss, has used, the risk of inaction on this project far outweighs the risk of going too far. Moreover, addressing this problem would not only help the countries in need but also have the clear geopolitical benefit of strengthening relationships between the U.S. and its allies and the global South.

I would also seek to use the Major Economies Forum on Energy and Climate Change, an international body launched in 2009 by President Barack Obama, to greater advantage. I would envision an annual, in-person MEF leaders' meeting to discuss what needs to be done to accelerate decarbonization. I would start each such meeting with a concise report on the latest science, delivered with force by noted experts, so that all leaders are up to date on the urgency of the threat. I would also expand the MEF's membership to match more closely the G20's, adding Argentina, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the African Union, which would also enable the MEF leaders' meeting to take place the day after the annual G20 summit.

During the Obama years, U.S.-China climate cooperation was enormously important, a positive pillar in our overall relationship. The relationship is more strained now, but that makes reestablishing as much constructive climate collaboration as possible more vital, not less. This is something that John Kerry and John Podesta, as the leaders of the U.S. international climate effort under President Joe Biden, have both sought to do.

All of these elements are important, but most central to our effort to contain climate change are political will and human motivation. In the last line of his report on 2011's UN Climate Change Conference, held in Durban, South Africa, the clean-tech blogger David Roberts wrote that "only when a critical mass within [countries] becomes noisy and powerful enough to push governments into action" will we act at the right speed. He was right. Executing the global transition that we need will be a daunting task under any circumstances, but we have the energy and the talent, we know what policies to deploy, and we can afford it. The open question around the world is the human factor.

Zoe Schlanger: American environmentalism just got shoved into legal purgatory

Political leaders tend to worry about jobs, economic growth, national security, and the next election--and they hesitate to cross powerful interests. Business leaders worry mostly about the bottom line. And as a matter of human nature, people often find it hard both to grasp the urgency of the climate threat, when most days don't seem immediately threatening, and to avoid inertia in the face of such an overwhelming crisis or giving in to a vague hope that somehow we will muddle through. Add to all of this the challenge in the U.S. and Europe from right-wing populism, which rebels against science, constraints, and bureaucrats.

We are also slowed down by those who think of themselves as grown-ups and believe that decarbonization at the speed the climate community calls for is unrealistic--the gauzy pursuit of idealists who don't understand the real world. But look at what the science is telling us, and witness the crescendo of climate disasters: heat waves, forest fires, floods, droughts, and ocean warming. What realistic assessment are the grown-ups waiting for?


Top: The former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev and former U.S. President Ronald Reagan at the 1985 Geneva Summit. Bottom: Firefighters monitor a back burn set near the Line fire in the San Bernardino National Forest, outside Running Springs, California, early on September 10, 2024. (Bettmann / Getty; Philip Cheung / The New York Times / Redux)



In the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, no one could have imagined that entire cities of 5 million to 10 million people would be shut down overnight. That would have seemed absurd--until it didn't. Faced with the nightmarish prospect of a plague raging through their streets, political leaders in 2020 did the unthinkable. That lesson about decisive collective action should guide our response to the climate crisis. However challenging taking action might be, the question that must be asked is Compared with what?

We need normative change, a shift in hearts and minds that can demonstrate to political leaders that their own future depends on unequivocal action to protect our world. This prescription may seem a weak reed, but new norms can move mountains. They have the power to define what is right, what is acceptable, what is important, what we expect, what we demand.

This kind of shift has already started--decades ago, in fact. The original Earth Day was the product of a new environmental consciousness created by Rachel Carson's 1962 book, Silent Spring, and of public horror in 1969 that the Cuyahoga River in Ohio was so polluted it caught fire. In September 1969, Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin began working on a nationwide environmental teach-in, hoping to capture the energy young people had shown in protests over Vietnam and civil rights. On April 22, 1970, some 20 million people attended thousands of events across America, and this galvanizing public demand led in short order to the creation, during Richard Nixon's presidency, of the Environmental Protection Agency (1970), the Clean Air Act (1970), the Clean Water Act (1972), and the Endangered Species Act (1973), and much more after that.

In 1987, broad public concern about the diminishing ozone layer led to the successful Montreal Protocol. In 2010, after the U.S. embassy in Beijing started to publish accurate, real-time information about dangerous air pollution, the city's citizens began protesting; even China's autocratic government responded to the public pressure by taking steps to clean up Beijing's air.

Many factors can combine to drive normative change: news footage of extreme events; the technology revolution that makes once-niche products mainstream; large-scale civil-society action; markets' embrace of clean energy and disinvestment from fossil fuels. As the energy analyst Kingsmill Bond has long argued, the approaching peak of fossil-fuel production will bring overcapacity, lower prices, stranded assets, and a rapid shift of investment to new challengers. All of this will reinforce a sense that clean energy works, is growing, is our future.

We need always to keep in mind that climate change is as serious as scientists say it is and nature shows it is. No one who has belittled the issue or assumed that holding the global temperature increase to 2 degrees Celsius, or 2.5 ,or even 3, would be okay has turned out to be right. We should accept that 1.5 degrees is the right goal, and we should stay as close to it as possible.

We should never slip into the comfort of thinking that we can muddle through. The risks are too dire. As Jared Diamond demonstrated in his 2004 book, Collapse, humans have not always coped with environmental risk: Whole civilizations have disappeared because they failed to recognize and address such crises. Today, we have the advantage of extraordinary technological know-how, but we still have the all-too-human capacity to let the polarized, adversarial character of our societies confound our ability to act.

Yet hope has a real basis. The speed of our technological progress gives us a chance to reach our goals or come close. In its Outlook 2023 report, the International Energy Agency declared that, based on what governments are doing and have pledged, global temperature rise can be limited to about 1.7 degrees Celsius by 2100, compared with the 2.1-degree estimate it made in 2021--a striking sign of the pace at which the clean-energy transition is moving. And, of course, we also have the capacity to do more than governments have so far pledged.

The task of building broad, engaged, committed support for climate action is essential. Only that can establish a powerful new norm regarding the need for net-zero emissions. Governments, businesses, and civil societies can do what must be done. And when anyone says the goals are too hard, too difficult, cost too much, require too much effort or too much change, ask them: Compared with what?
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Britain's Smoking War Lights Up

The U.K. enjoys a bipartisan consensus on phasing out tobacco use. But some see it as a new front in a culture war against the nanny state.

by Jon Allsop




Nigel Farage, the populist British politician and ally of Donald Trump, recently lit up outside a pub in London. This was not in itself unusual. He has regularly been photographed with a cigarette in hand, often also with a pint of beer--part of a "man of the people" shtick that he has honed over the years, belying his private education and previous career as a commodities trader. This time, though, Farage was staging a political protest of sorts. Smokers, he told reporters, could be considered the "heroes of the nation in terms of the amount of taxation they pay."

Farage was speaking after The Sun, a popular right-wing tabloid, reported that the United Kingdom's new Labour government is planning to expand a law that since 2007 has banned smoking in indoor public places in England to cover pub gardens and other outdoor settings as well. The policy's details are still in flux, but Keir Starmer, the prime minister, has not denied the thrust of the plan, and his health minister has confirmed that he is considering the measure, pending a "national debate." Farage, who has long advocated at least a partial reversal of the indoor-smoking ban and who is now seated in Parliament for the first time, was up in arms at the news. In addition to his pub protest, he threatened, in an op-ed, to never go to a pub again if the expanded ban becomes law.

From the outside, this can look like the latest installment in a long-running culture war: Since Brexit--which Farage did much to bring about--Britain has hardly been immune to the sort of populist grievance politics that has held policy progress hostage across the West. On smoking-related policy, the U.K. might appear to mirror the United States, where cigarettes and smoke-free nicotine products have become politicized. (Tucker Carlson said last year that "nicotine frees your mind.")

Yet the U.K. has long been an international exemplar on the regulation of tobacco products--with surprisingly little domestic controversy. Mitch Zeller, a former director of the Center for Tobacco Products at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, told me recently that many public-health professionals in his field "look at the U.K. as a thought leader" on tobacco control and harm-reduction measures, such as medical interventions to help smokers quit. The U.K. is now poised to go further than any of its peer countries in regulating who can legally buy tobacco products, and toughen restrictions on where they can be smoked. A majority of the British public appears to be on board with that.

The effort by Farage and his ilk to conjure controversy over anti-smoking laws channels modern grievance politics in its pure form: a revolt against expertise and authority in the name of the people--even if the people may not actually be asking for it. The U.K. first saw this dynamic in the run-up to the Brexit referendum, when Michael Gove, a Conservative politician, famously remarked that Britons "have had enough of experts from organizations with acronyms saying that they know what is best." Farage and others later railed against COVID lockdowns as part of an imagined battle between tyrannical public-health edicts and freedom--despite broad public agreement that they were necessary.

Then again, elite political discourse in Britain has been captured by relatively fringe obsessions and talking points before, such as the debate over banning fox hunting. (Brexit itself arguably started out this way.) Farage and others on the right seem to be hoping that they can fracture Britain's anti-smoking consensus as part of their broader populist project, or at least use the issue to inflict pain on Starmer's struggling new government.

Read: Contesting the science of smoking

The U.K.'s history of regulating smoking dates back at least as far as the 1960s, the decade after British scientists established a strong link between smoking and lung cancer. As the academic Paul Cairney has written, tobacco companies had emerged from World War II with a "patriotic image" after "providing cigarettes to aid the war effort." The U.K. government did ban cigarette advertising on television in 1965, but for years, Cairney writes, regulation was mostly voluntary, and "the dominant image of tobacco was as an economic good, providing export revenue, tax revenue, and jobs, with health as a secondary concern."

Over time, though, this changed, and eventually, in 2007, Tony Blair's Labour government prohibited smoking in indoor public places in England. At first, Labour considered exempting certain pubs and clubs, for fear, Cairney suggests, that the party would be seen as punishing its traditional working-class base. (The U.K.'s other constituent nations--Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland--all set their own smoking policy and had imposed similar bans even earlier.)

In the end, the ban was far-reaching. Critics said it would prove unenforceable, but "compliance was 98 percent in the first year, because there'd been a massive public debate," Deborah Arnott, a former longtime advocate with a prominent anti-tobacco group and an honorary associate professor at University College London, told me. "Compliance has to be because that's what people want." And so, apparently, it was: A poll commissioned by Cancer Research UK a decade later found record low levels of smoking among the British public and only 12 percent support for reversing the ban.

In 2010, a coalition led by the Conservative Party ousted Labour and, among other things, imposed a sharp program of fiscal austerity that stripped back public-health budgets. But the Conservatives left the Labour ban in place and would later introduce tough measures of their own, including outlawing smoking in vehicles when children were present. Then, last year, the most recent Conservative prime minister, Rishi Sunak, laid out plans to ban anyone born in 2009 or later from ever buying tobacco products legally--an initiative hailed by Arnott and other advocates as a historic and world-leading move toward eradicating smoking altogether. Sunak framed the measure as one of fiscal responsibility, arguing that it would reduce pressure on the taxpayer-funded National Health Service and boost national productivity by reducing sickness and disability. He also spoke in paternalistic terms. "I want to build a better and brighter future for our children," he said. "That's why I want to stamp out smoking for good."

And many in Sunak's party supported his policy. When George Young--a Conservative lawmaker who has long advocated tough smoking restrictions and is now a member of the House of Lords--entered Parliament in the 1970s, his stance "was not wholly unusual, but it's probably true to say that most of the people on the anti-smoking side were probably not of my persuasion." Now, he says, "there are many, many more Conservative MPs and peers who feel strongly about smoking" and are campaigning for more restrictions.

But a vocal minority can sometimes be enough to bring about significant shifts in policy. Before Sunak proposed his age-related smoking ban, a center-left government in New Zealand passed a very similar measure, which had broad public support and did not seem an issue of contention in the country's recent election. So it was a surprise when the incoming government reversed the policy, as part of a coalition agreement with a minority populist party. The revenue from tobacco sales, the new government said, would pay for tax cuts instead. Farage and his allies might favor a similar course of action--and they could one day have the leverage to force the issue.

Helen Lewis: Goodbye to Tory Britain

If anything, voters seem more enthusiastic about tobacco controls than Sunak's government was. According to recent polling by YouGov, majorities of the British public support both the age-related ban and prohibiting smoking in various outdoor settings (though the former measure appears to enjoy much greater support than banning smoking specifically in beer gardens). Smoking policy is "one of the areas where politicians are most out of touch with the public," Luke Tryl, the executive director of the research group More in Common UK, told me. Perhaps surprisingly, Britons are "really quite authoritarian" on such issues. "We have a joke in the polling world that if you put the word ban in a poll question, support for whatever you're proposing jumps up by 20 points," he said. "There's this myth that there's a big libertarian-right constituency in the U.K."

And yet when Sunak put forward his ban, numerous prominent voices on the right attacked it. The Spectator, the magazine of the Conservative establishment, published an article in which its writers shared their favorite experiences of cigarettes; Boris Johnson, a former prime minister (and a former editor of The Spectator) argued that Sunak was ushering in a "smoking apartheid" and decried the fact that "the party of Winston Churchill" wants to ban cigars. Nor was the opposition to the policy confined to the right. Ian Dunt, a liberal journalist, dismissed the ban as authoritarian, unworkable, and unnecessary, as youth smoking rates are already at record lows. In the center-left New Statesman, Megan Nolan wrote that she opposed the ban out of a belief in bodily autonomy--even if that "sadly puts me in a Venn diagram with the likes of Nigel Farage."

In the spring, Sunak called a general election earlier than many expected. His smoking ban did not become law before the U.K. voted in July, when Labour won a huge majority and swept the Conservatives from power. But Labour always supported Sunak's ban, and is poised to implement it. The new prime minister has, like Sunak, justified his stance on smoking as motivated by a need to save spending on the National Health Service, which is an institution of quasi-religious importance to Labour and its voters. A report commissioned by the new government found that the NHS is in "critical condition." Starmer is aiming to save it in part by preventing ailments that cost money to treat. To that end, his push on smoking is just one plank of a broader public-health agenda that will also include curbs on junk-food advertising, for example.

Anti-smoking advocates told me that they don't anticipate trench warfare over the proposed tobacco measures; as Young put it, "I don't really see smoking as becoming a huge cultural issue when most people who smoke want to give it up and nobody really wants their children to smoke." But the case of New Zealand shows that even broad public backing can't immunize health policy against the power of populist revolt. Starmer himself has acknowledged that "some prevention measures will be controversial," but pledged that he's "prepared to be bold, even in the face of loud opposition."

How loud might that opposition be? Britons may not have any appetite for a big political fight over smoking. But Farage and his party, Reform, can use issues such as smoking bans to energize sections of their base. In July's election, Reform picked up five seats in Parliament, including Farage's own. This may seem a modest achievement, but Reform won nearly 15 percent of the popular vote and played spoiler to Conservative candidates in many places--and its popularity has continued to grow since then. (Labour, by contrast, won a huge majority of seats on only a third of the popular vote, because of the distorting effects of the electoral system.)

The Conservatives are currently in the process of picking a new leader, and seem likely to tilt toward the right with their choice. The pull that Farage and his allies might then exercise brings them closer to the heart of Britain's political debate. Although many Tories, including even committed libertarians, supported Sunak's smoking ban, two of the favorites in the party's leadership contest--Robert Jenrick and Kemi Badenoch--voted against it.

Jenrick has already dismissed a pub-garden ban as "nonsense," arguing that it would hammer the hospitality industry. The Conservatives' official account on X attacked the proposal as a means of "social control" and "more evidence that Labour hates freedom"; one lawmaker even drew a tasteless analogy with the Nazis. And the tobacco industry, of course, has the deep pockets and lobbying power to foment a longer-lasting backlash.

One thing that could heat up the smoking issue is if the U.K.'s ferocious right-wing press persists in using it as a stick with which to beat Starmer, who is often caricatured as a joyless authoritarian. Already, the Labour leader has become embroiled in a scandal of apparent hypocrisy, over lavish gifts from donors when he has told the British people that they must make sacrifices; his approval ratings are sliding rapidly. Smoking could become a symbolic issue in a bigger fight about whether Starmer is defaulting on his promise to push back against noisy populists and deliver a "politics that treads a little lighter on all of our lives." Farage seems to be hoping that even if smokers' rights aren't a universally popular cause, he can still exploit it to help mobilize a generalized disgust with the establishment. Either way, his broader appeal has proved hard to stub out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/10/britain-smoking-farage-starmer/680170/?utm_source=feed
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The Israeli Artist Who Offends Everyone

Long a fearless critic of Israel, Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi has made wrenching portraits of her nation's suffering since October 7.

by Judith Shulevitz


"Massacre of the Innocents," 2023 ((c) Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort, New York.)



Updated at 11:36 a.m. ET on October 6, 2024

You can't walk far in Tel Aviv without encountering a raw expression of Israel's national trauma on October 7. The streets are lined with posters of hostages, and giant signs and graffiti demanding BRING THEM HOME. Making my way through Florentin, a former slum that has become an artists' neighborhood, to visit Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi, one of the most popular painters in Israel, I passed a mural of a child being taken hostage. A Hamas terrorist in a green headband and balaclava points a rifle at the child, who has his hands in the air. The boy is recognizable as a version of the child in the famous photograph from the Warsaw Ghetto uprising in 1943. The artist first painted the mural in Milan, but images of October 7 are not always well received outside Israel. In Milan, someone scrubbed the Jewish child out of the picture.

Zoya--first name only, at least in the art world--also made drawings about October 7 that met with an unexpectedly hostile response abroad. Until then, Zoya's international reputation had been ascending. She was seen as a sharp critic and satirist of Israeli society--Israel's Hogarth, as it were. Like him, she sketches people whom others overlook; like his, her portraits editorialize. Perhaps you assume that overlooked means "Palestinian." Zoya has made paintings about the plight of Palestinians, but what really interests her are even less visible members of Israeli society, such as African immigrants, and the invisible and stigmatized, such as sex workers. Since her October 7 drawings were shown in New York, however, she has been accused of making propaganda for Israel. Similar charges have been leveled against other prominent Israeli artists since the start of the Gaza war, but the denunciation of Zoya was particularly public.

Zoya is an immigrant herself--born in Kyiv in 1976, when Ukraine was still part of the Soviet Union--and she has spent her life in a kind of internal exile. In Kyiv, she was a Jew. In Israel, she's a goy (non-Jew), at least by rabbinic standards, because her mother isn't Jewish, by the same standards. (Zoya's father was Jewish, and so was her mother's father.) She is married to an even more recent immigrant, Sunny Nnadi, who comes from Nigeria. She used to vote for the far-left, Arab-majority political party Hadash, but stopped when it, along with a coalition of similar parties, sided with Vladimir Putin in Russia's war on Ukraine. She has the word ATTITUDE tattooed on her left forearm, in English. Her art tests the boundaries of the permissible. When Zoya had a major solo show in 2018 at the Israel Museum, one of the country's preeminent institutions, the newspaper Haaretz noted the incongruity of the museum's embrace of Israel's "eternal dissident."

That exhibition, which was called "Pravda," depicted Soviet and post-Soviet immigrants struggling to acclimate to an unfriendly Israel. Two paintings, for example, lampoon the rabbinic authorities who enforce religious law. Many of the million or so new arrivals had never kept kosher or been circumcised, and roughly a quarter of those weren't considered Jews by Israel's rabbinic establishment, usually because their mothers, like Zoya's, weren't Jewish. A handful chose to undergo Orthodox conversions.

That's the backdrop for The Rabbi's Deliquium, which is set in the home of two young Russian converts to Orthodox Judaism. The scene is only half fantastical. The man wears a kippah and his wife's hair is covered. Their baby's head is also covered--by a giant kippah. (In real life, infants do not wear kippahs.) A rabbi is inspecting their kitchen to ascertain whether they are really keeping kosher; this kind of thing actually occurs. He lifts the lid of a pot and finds himself face-to-face with a huge pig snout. Deliquium means a sudden loss of consciousness. We know what is going to happen to the rabbi next.


The Rabbi's Deliquium, 2016 ((c) Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Rosenfeld Gallery, Tel Aviv.)



In the second painting, The Circumcision of Uncle Yasha, two ultra-Orthodox rabbis in blood-splattered scrubs perform the operation in a pool-blue operating room. One wields a pair of scissors while Uncle Yasha looks down at his penis in terror. The other rabbi covers his face with a book labeled TORAH, as religious Jews sometimes do with their prayer books, but in this case the gesture suggests a refusal to see. In the corner of the operating room lies a kidney dish filled with blood. The scene evokes the infamous anti-Semitic blood libel, in which Jews are said to drain the blood of a Christian child to use in their Passover matzah. The show's curator, Amitai Mendelsohn, understates the allusion's outrageousness when he calls it "slightly unsettling" in the catalog. The painting is so sacrilegious, it's funny--admittedly, it's also a Jewish in-joke that would probably work less well outside Israel, where a mordant reference to a slander that resulted in the deaths of countless Jews might well come across as simply distasteful.

Zoya's October 7 drawings are not funny at all. Days after the invasion, having taken her terrified 8-year-old daughter to Berlin, Zoya began putting on paper the scenes of horror that wouldn't stop tormenting her. She first posted her drawings on social media. Soon they were being projected onto the white facade of the Tel Aviv Museum of Art from "Hostages Square," the plaza in front of that building, which has become a site for public art and protest about the kidnapped. The Jewish Museum brought the drawings to New York, where Zoya occasioned a story in The New York Times, among other outlets, not on account of her artwork, exactly, but because she was heckled and did something unusual in response.

The incident occurred in February, and some of it was recorded on phones. Zoya and the museum's director, James Snyder, are about to have a conversation onstage when young activists in black surgical masks stand up and begin to shout. As they are hustled out, another group rises and yells from printed scripts: "As cultural workers, as anti-Zionist Jews of conscience, as New York City residents, we implore you to confront the reality of"--boos and cries of "Shut up" from the audience drown out their words. Clearly, the Jewish Museum crowd is not on the side of the protesters. Guards forcibly remove the second group of disrupters.

Suddenly, cheers erupt near the stage and Zoya comes into view, a large, long-haired, makeup-free woman in a stretchy gray dress and black boots, sitting calmly, apparently unfazed. You have to read the news accounts to learn what had just happened off-screen: Zoya had said, simply, "Fuck you."

When more protesters had been escorted out and the drama had subsided, Zoya caustically observed, "I am very, very happy that there are privileged young people from privileged countries that can know how everybody in the world should act."

The protesters had also given out flyers with an insulting caricature of "The Zionist Artist at Work," showing an artist in combat gear painting a missile. According to an Instagram post by a group called Writers Against the War on Gaza, the activists accused the Jewish Museum of participating in "violent Palestinian erasure" because Zoya had failed to include the Palestinian victims of the Gaza war in the show. Zoya's immediate response to that charge was that she may yet make art about the Palestinian victims. "Just because I have compassion for people in the kibbutz doesn't mean I don't have compassion for people in Gaza," she told the Times.

Zoya has addressed Israeli cruelty toward Palestinians in the past. A 2016 painting called The History of Violence shows a uniformed Israeli soldier guarding two handcuffed men stripped down to their underwear, presumably Palestinians. After Pogrom (2023) portrays a couple and child in front of their burning home, an apparent reference to the 2023 settler rampage in the Palestinian village of Huwara, in the West Bank. It reworks a World War II-era painting by Chagall, The Ukrainian Family, about Jews in a similar situation, as if to say, Who's committing the pogroms now?


After Pogrom, 2023 ((c) Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Rosenfeld Gallery, Tel Aviv.)



Not everyone in the audience at the Jewish Museum opposed the protest. In an article largely sympathetic to the activists, the online art magazine Hyperallergic quoted an anonymous spectator saying that the audience's hostile response to the protest was "chilling." Two months after the incident, Zoya posted the following on Instagram: "The Central Committee of the CPSU"--the Communist Party of the Soviet Union--"allowed more freedom of artistic expression than [the] contemporary art world."

In late May, I asked Zoya what she thought about the melee now, especially that "Fuck you." Every aspect of her appearance says I don't have time for this nonsense : her single-color stretch dresses (she was wearing black that day), her Velcroed sandals, her blunt bangs, her black rectangular glasses. We were at a printmaking studio in Jaffa that had invited her to learn how to make monotype prints. The process involves painting on a large piece of plastic, then taking an impression. She was turning a painting of hers into a black-and-white version of itself, using broad, confident strokes, and she didn't stop as she answered my question. "I think this was exactly the level of discussion appropriate for this situation," she said.

Zoya's series 7 October 2023 deserves a place in the canon of art about war. Twelve small, meticulous drawings in pencil, marker, crayons, and watercolor form a mournful martyrology. The backgrounds are flat black and the colors are somber, except for violent reds and oranges that reappear in several works and sometimes burst into red-orange flames. Zoya uses an easy-to-parse visual language, part grim children's-book illustration, part German Expressionism: You feel Max Beckmann, one of her favorite artists, in the slashing lines, darkened hues, and unflinching yet somehow religious representations of horror. "I'm quoting historical paintings that depict suffering," she told me. She wanted their help channeling the pain "so I'm not alone in this series."

Zoya portrayed victims only; perpetrators are nowhere to be seen. With one exception--a drawing of child hostages--she did not reproduce the faces of actual people. Her figures are all sharp angles and outsize oval eyes. In a drawing about the Nova music festival, where hundreds of Israeli concertgoers were killed, the sticklike upper arms of the young people running from their murderers stretch out while their forearms slant up toward heaven and their calves kick out behind them. The staccato repetition of limbs and hands and toes turns the scene into a dance of death. Two drawings do disturbing things with heads. In Massacre of the Innocents, based on the Giotto fresco of the same name, murdered children lie heaped on the ground, and you can count more heads than bodies (some bodies may be blocking our view of others, but the effect is still eerie). In Zoya's rendering of a rape victim lying face down in blood, her head has turned too far to the side, like a broken doll's, and her empty eye sockets stare at the viewer.

Israelis gave me strange looks when they learned that I'd come all the way from New York to write a profile of an artist. In the middle of a war? Maybe I was really writing about the cultural boycott? That too, I said. Many Israelis in the arts and academia dread the anti-Israel fury--or at least the fear of protest--that is making curators, gallerists, arts programmers, publishers, university department heads, and organizers of academic conferences loath to invite Israeli participants. Being shut out of international venues is a constant topic. For two decades, the Palestinian-founded Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement and the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel have pressured cultural organizations around the world to exclude Israelis, with mixed results.

But now the mission is succeeding. The Israeli visual artists I talked with feel that the world turned on them in a day--on October 19, to be precise, when Artforum published an open letter signed by 4,000 artists and intellectuals calling for a cease-fire, an end to violence against civilians, and humanitarian aid for Gaza. To the outrage of Israelis and many Jews elsewhere, the original version of the letter failed to mention that Hamas's atrocities had started the war--or to mention Hamas at all.

A month before I arrived in late spring, Ruth Patir, the artist chosen to represent Israel in the Venice Biennale, announced that her show would remain closed until there was a cease-fire and the hostages were released. The message, relayed a day before the press preview of the Israeli pavilion, was idealistic but also strategic: It had become clear that protests would block Israel's pavilion. I went to see Mira Lapidot, the chief curator of the Tel Aviv Museum of Art, who helped hang the show in Venice and participated in the decision to cancel it. She has deep reservations about the way the war is being conducted, but she was shocked that people in the arts, of all fields, would fail to recognize that "a person is not their government and not their state, that people are multifaceted, have different views, that there is a place for individuality. It is all completely just wiped out."


The Terrorist Attack at Nova Music Festival, 2023 ((c) Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort, New York.)



No less unnerving than the cancellations are the opportunities that dematerialize: the once-friendly museum director who no longer calls, the dance company that can't seem to book its usual tours. When I asked Israeli artists whether they had any upcoming shows abroad, I found that if they said yes, very likely the show would be in one of three places: a Jewish-owned gallery, a Jewish museum, or Germany, where strict laws prohibit anti-Semitic activity. (In June, Germany's federal intelligence agency classified BDS as a "suspected extremist organization.") Artists from abroad are also staying away from Israel. Kobi Ben-Meir, the chief curator at the Haifa Museum, told me that he used to be able to talk reluctant artists into showing their work there; now, if they take his calls, they say Let's talk in a year or so. "We are kind of like in a ghetto right now, here and also internationally," Maya Frenkel Tene, a curator at the Rosenfeld Gallery, which represents Zoya in Israel, told me. "A Jewish ghetto."

Zoya being Zoya, she waved off my questions about boycotts. Being boycotted is not like having your home bombed, she said--and that, in turn, is not as bad as being in Gaza, she added. Later, she told me that she wished boycotts were her problem. What is your problem, then? I asked. "What to do to avoid the Holocaust," she said. Did she mean what would happen if Hamas or Hezbollah overran Israel? "It's not only Hamas and Hezbollah. The scariest part is what is happening within Israel," she said, "these crazy right-wing Israelis" who attack humanitarian aid convoys and terrorize Palestinians in the West Bank.

Read: The new culture war in Israel

Zoya deplores the coalition governing her country, but about Gaza, she said, "I'm jealous of people who know what is the right thing to do. I have no idea." Like almost everyone I met in Israel, she wondered whether she and her family would have to leave; she and Sunny have thought about going to his village in Nigeria, but violence roils that country too.

Zoya's dismissiveness notwithstanding, the boycotts are worrisome, and not just because they seek to censor the art of an entire nation. Zoya's work in particular is a reminder of what would be lost. Her art offers the world a chance to learn about the richly complicated reality underneath the schematic picture of Israel as a society of oppressors and oppressed that is all too often disseminated by anti-Zionists. Zoya's art should not be defined by the October 7 series alone. She is prolific and protean, and those drawings are not necessarily her best work. When she arrived on the Israeli art scene in her early 20s, she was precociously sophisticated. Over the course of nearly three decades, she has made unforgettable art about art and searing art about society, and mastered a remarkable array of genres: manga, digital art, Jewish liturgical texts, even Soviet Socialist Realism, whose greatest artists she is determined to rescue from the trash heap of Western art history. "She can do anything and everything in art," Gideon Ofrat, a prominent historian of Israeli art, told me. "She does not repeat herself. She always develops a new style and a new language, and everything she touches is done expertly from a technical point of view."

What unites Zoya's eclectic body of work is her supremely jaded and very Soviet sarcasm--and an empathy for her subjects that has deepened over the years. "It's easy to be ironic as an artist, but it is not easy to be funny," Ben-Meir, the Haifa Museum curator, said of Zoya. Stupidity or hypocrisy or ideological rigidity activates her inner shock jock--in her art, and in person. These days she gets a lot of her comic material from postcolonialist lingo. Once, as we were leaving her studio, a shrieking sound came from somewhere in the building. What on earth is that? I asked. Wild parrots, Zoya answered. Parrots were brought to Israel as pets but escaped and reproduced; now they occupy all of Tel Aviv. "They are not indigenous to this land," she observed. "Genocidal settler parrots!"

When the 14-year-old Zoya learned in 1991 that her family had finally received permission to move to Israel--as it happens, they left two weeks before the fall of the Soviet Union--she was excited: She would finally have access to all the Western culture forbidden to her, like music and art. Yet she had already been studying for four years in one of the best art schools in the Soviet Union, a nation that offered more rigorous training in the techniques of academic realism than any other country, and when her teacher told her that art students in Israel didn't master the same skills, she cried. "I thought, I will never learn how to draw," she told me. She got into one of the top Israeli high schools specializing in art and found that the students' draftsmanship indeed lagged behind hers. She had her friends back home send her their homework assignments and did them on her own.

Zoya belongs to a cohort of young emigres from the former Soviet Union known as the "1.5 generation," the first set of child immigrants in Israel who didn't assimilate the way children usually do. The muscular sabra ideal never appealed to them; when they grew up, they held on to their hybrid identity, Liza Rozovsky, a reporter at Haaretz originally from Moscow, told me. The "Russians"--"in Israel they did become 'Russian' all of a sudden, even though most of them did not even come from Russia," she noted--had their own schools, their own theater and music-enrichment classes. Missing their biscuits, cakes, and very nonkosher sausages, they opened grocery stores that stocked Russian brands. The children were miserable at first: They dressed wrong, ate funny-smelling sandwiches in school, and were bullied. Pride came later, Rozovsky said. The teenage Zoya did fine. "I was in the art bubble," she explained. But she registered the unhappiness around her.

The Russians didn't fit into the Western racial categories often used to classify Israelis--white Ashkenazi overclass on the top; dark Mizrahi, or Middle Eastern, underclass on the bottom--because they were white and Ashkenazi, yet rungs below better-integrated Israelis socially; no one knew what to make of them. Whatever advanced degrees and white-collar jobs they may have had in the Soviet Union, now they worked as cleaning ladies and night guards. The run-down neighborhoods they moved into had previously been the domain of the Mizrahi Jews, and the two low-status groups engaged in a war of mutual condescension. The Mizrahim thought that Russian men were pale and unmanly and that Russian women were all prostitutes. Zoya remembers Israeli boys taunting Russian girls by calling out "Five shekels!," meaning five shekels for sex. For their part, the Russians considered the Mizrahim--indeed, most Israelis--loud, uncultured boors.

Russians didn't fit into the Israeli art world, either. In 1990s Israel, realism was reactionary, passe. "It was embarrassing to know how to paint, but even more embarrassing to know how to paint like a Russian," Zoya said in a gallery talk in 2017. Good artists--serious artists--made abstract, conceptual, intellectual pieces. Cultural gatekeepers were Ashkenazi. There were almost no Russian gallery owners or curators. Zoya studied at the HaMidrasha School of Art at Beit Berl College, known as a home for avant-garde, nonrepresentational artists. The poststructuralist curriculum annoyed her. She couldn't make sense of subversive French thinkers such as Georges Bataille and Jacques Lacan, because she wasn't familiar with the discourses they were subverting; that made her feel ashamed. To the great chagrin of her mother, she never graduated. "I'm not a philosopher, and I didn't go study art because I want philosophy," she told me. "I like painting."

Zoya didn't become a painter right away. She made conceptual works whose point seemed to be that they were amusing to make. An early collaboration with a classmate involved flying to Scotland with a lightweight, human-size sculpture of a friend in what looked like a body bag--U.K. customs officers were flummoxed--and then taking the "friend" into the forest, where they posed him in various positions and photographed him. Don't ask what the point was: They were 19. "At this age, you can't really explain what the hell it means," Zoya said.

Why would anyone turn one of the most despised symbols of anti-Semitism into jewelry and display it as if it were a Jewish treasure?

Her breakthrough came in 2002 with a solo show called "Collectio Judaica." It was the product of a great deal more thought and care. Like "Pravda" 15 years later, it would probably not do well outside Israel; its attitude toward Jewishness is even more open to misinterpretation.

The show mostly consisted of Jewish objects, all perfectly designed and executed by Zoya. But it was not a simple celebration of Jewish material culture. Some of the items were traditional: a Passover Haggadah, two porcelain seder-plate sets, and four mizrach gouache paintings (a mizrach hangs on the eastern wall of an observant Jewish home in order to orient prayer). But other fabrications were, well, sui generis. In the gallery window lay three brooches, all 18-karat-gold replicas of the yellow cloth Star of David that the Nazis made Jews wear, complete with the word Jude in the middle. A Tel Aviv council member in the pro-settler National Religious Party heard about the show and demanded that the mayor and Israel's attorney general close it. Her effort failed. The show was a hit.

Why would anyone turn one of the most despised symbols of anti-Semitism into jewelry and display it as if it were a Jewish treasure? The seemingly bizarre undertaking encapsulated the fundamental gesture of the show. "I think this is the most important work Zoya did ever," Zaki Rosenfeld, her gallerist in Israel, told me. (Since 2019, Zoya has also been represented by the Fort Gansevoort gallery, in New York.) Zoya was erasing the line between the sacred and the vile, the Jewish artifact and the anti-Semitic image, then polishing the resulting monstrosities to a very high shine.

The inspiration for "Collectio Judaica" came from a mug in the shape of a hooked-nosed Jew, which Zoya found in an antiques store in Tel Aviv. "I asked the seller, 'How much is the anti-Semitic cup?' " she told me. "And he said, 'Why do you think it's anti-Semitic?' For me it was obvious it's anti-Semitic. And I said, 'Maybe this is how he sees himself.' " "Collectio Judaica" was in essence an homage to distorted Jewish self-perceptions, an aestheticizing of their masochistic attractions. As Zoya later put it, she wanted to show "how Jews see themselves through the anti-Semitic gaze."

The objects are mesmerizing. Take the Passover Haggadah. Zoya, who knew virtually nothing about Jewish liturgy, wrote it herself, by hand, in a Hebrew font she invented that looks remarkably authentic. She then illuminated it in a style that combines medieval art and Russian Constructivism, tossing in a few references to Tetris, a computer game invented in the Soviet Union. Many of the illustrations portrayed rabbis with the bodies of birds. This was an allusion to a famous 14th-century Haggadah, the Birds' Head Haggadah, which sidestepped the medieval Jewish aversion to representing the human face by replacing Jews' heads with those of birds. But Zoya reversed the order and attached birds' bodies to Jewish faces, thereby invoking an old anti-Semitic trope in which Jews were portrayed as ravens.

Animal faces in the mizrach gouache paintings were based on a late-19th-century anti-Semitic German postcard depicting Jews as animals, according to the scholar Liliya Dashevski. The panels of another exquisite object, an East Asian-style folding screen, featured paintings of Orthodox Jewish men whose coattails flip outward like birds' tails. Dashevski speculated that Zoya was playing on a secular-Israeli slur for Hasidic Jews, "penguins." And then there were the seder plates. In their center, Zoya drew Gorey-esque little boys, one trussed in rope, the other naked and chubby like a Renaissance putto. Around them she delicately splattered red paint, like drops of blood. Did the bound children merely refer to the killing of the firstborn, part of the story of Passover, and did the drops of blood allude to the red wine dribbled by seder participants onto the plate to indicate their sorrow at Egyptian suffering? Or was she invoking the blood libel? Yes and yes. The objects held layers of meaning.

Gideon Ofrat, the art historian, was enchanted by "Collectio Judaica." "This surprising, shocking, satirical anti-Semitism. It was breathtaking. It was very daring," he told me. He bought a pillow--"perfectly done"--embroidered with the portrait of a big-nosed old man with a sack over his shoulder, a depiction of the Wandering Jew, another anti-Semitic trope. The Jewish Museum in New York now owns the Haggadah and a seder-plate set.

Zoya's career as a high-concept prankster thrived, but toward the end of the aughts, she decided to do something really radical: learn to paint life again. The push came from a mentor she acquired during a stint in Berlin, Avdey Ter-Oganyan, a charismatic and transgressive Russian "action," or performance, artist with a fiery disdain for art-world norms. He encouraged Zoya to shed her intellectualism and recommit herself to seeing.


First Money, 2021 ((c) Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort, New York.)



But that would take practice. So Zoya went back to Israel and identified four female artists from the former Soviet Union who were eager to get out of the studio. The five of them went to the rougher neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, such as Neve Sha'anan, where many foreign workers and refugees live, and set up their easels. People stopped to chat or comment on their paintings; some posed for portraits. After a while, the women decided to call themselves the New Barbizon, a tribute to the 19th-century French painters who rebelled against the claustrophobic conventions of the French Academy and painted landscapes en plein air. Zoya got her husband, Sunny, who is a truck driver, to drive a "Barbizon mobile" so they could transport big canvases all over Israel. Eventually they traveled as far as Leipzig, Moscow, Paris, and London.

The New Barbizon painters were serious about painting, but their adventures had a certain performativity about them. As Zoya put it, they were trolling. Their target was the art establishment, which still turned up its nose at their old-school realism. At a big art fair in Tel Aviv called Fresh Paint, in 2011, they sat right outside the fair on portable chairs. They put up signs--one of them read ARTIST WITH DIPLOMA--and drew the people waiting in line for 50 shekels a pop.

Within a few years, New Barbizon had become a phenomenon. (People in the art world "love being trolled," Zoya said.) Collectors began buying the women's work. The New Barbizon artists had many shows, as a group and individually; they still do.

With Zoya's 2018 solo show at the Israel Museum, she came full circle. "Pravda" was one of the first major cultural events to reflect the Russian Israeli experience. The labels were in Russian as well as in Hebrew and English, which was unheard-of. As usual, Zoya trafficked in stereotype, counting on style--exaggerated cartoonishness, a hint of the grotesque--to communicate a spirit of satire. After all, stereotypes are a key part of the immigrant experience, the lens through which newcomers see and are seen. Hence the obtuse rabbis, the cowering Uncle Yasha, and, in Aliyah of the 1990s, the naked Russian woman, presumably a prostitute, presenting herself doggy-style. In Itzik, a swarthy Mizrahi falafel-store owner grabs a blond Russian waitress and tries to kiss her. Unsurprisingly, some Mizrahi Jews accused Zoya of racism. Zoya rejects the charge. It's a "commentary on racism," she said, not what she thinks of Mizrahim. "Some people get it; some people don't get it. What can I do?"

"We rushed to the show," Rozovsky of Haaretz told me. She recognized every scene in every painting: Zoya had painted her life. Rozovsky and a friend took a selfie in front of The Circumcision of Uncle Yasha, planting themselves on either side of his penis. "It was us! We were here! Not in some small Russian cultural center but in a museum."

One afternoon during my visit, I got to see Zoya's goofy side, because Natalia Zourabova dropped by. In addition to being a New Barbizon painter, she is Zoya's best friend, and together they're like "two snakes in conversation," Zoya said. "If someone ever publishes our WhatsApp, we're dead." The two of them (Zoya doing most of the talking) told me about performance pieces they'd dreamed up--just for fun, not to actually stage. One would parody this year's Met Gala, which hundreds of protesters tried to overrun; the police stopped them a few blocks away. The women would play celebrities, dressing up in outfits made of shiny thermal blankets, and be carried dramatically up a staircase--it would invoke the entrance to the Met--on the shoulders of some strong men. Then they'd dash back down the stairs and play pro-Palestinian activists, protesting themselves in their role as celebrities indifferent to genocide. Maybe they'd ask Sunny and his mover friends to do the carrying, Zoya added, because, being African, they would insulate the women's celebrity characters from criticism: "They are Indigenous to a far place."

Netanyahu's formation of a far-right government in 2022 made left-leaning artists like Zoya feel even more cut off from mainstream Israeli society.

Indigenous is a word always lurking in Zoya's mind, waiting to be worked into a dark joke. It means "inhabiting a land before colonizers came," and is precisely what Jewish Israelis are accused of not being--they're allegedly the colonizers. (Those who dispute this claim counter that Jews have lived continuously on the land that is Israel and Palestine for thousands of years.) Hence, many Israelis hear Indigenous as the prelude to a demand: "Go back to where you came from." But where is that? Zoya, whose paternal great-grandparents were shot during the two-day slaughter of 33,771 Jews at Babi Yar, outside Kyiv, has an answer. It takes the form of a brazenly tasteless sketch of her and Sunny. He's decked out like a Tintin caricature of a cannibal, in bones and a grass skirt. Zoya wears the striped pajamas of a concentration-camp inmate. You have to read these portraits as hieroglyphics: Sunny = "Indigenous," Zoya = "Auschwitz," and together they're "the Indigenous of Auschwitz." Think of it as another "Fuck you."

Brash as she was, I was talking with a more subdued Zoya, she told me. The past four years have been hard. The loneliness of COVID brought a new tenderness to her work. During the pandemic, she did two online exhibitions for her New York gallery. "Lost Time" (2020) sketched historical scenes of Jewish life during periods of plague in a sweetly schmaltzy idiom that reminds me of the kitsch my parents used to hang on their walls. "Women Who Work" (2021) rendered the lives of sex workers, naked and numb and subject to violence, in a tone that is sorrowful but allows them their dignity and fleeting moments of intimacy. After the pandemic, she mounted "The Arrival of Foreign Professionals" (2023), oil paintings that tell tales from the African diaspora in Israel and Europe. Another show included fond portraits of her husband's family and others from his hometown in Nigeria, Ngwo, where Sunny and Zoya now have a house.

The war in Ukraine put Zoya at a new remove from her past and her family, many of whom still live in the country. Recent paintings of her old Kyiv neighborhood show Russian tanks rolling through the streets. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's formation of a far-right government in 2022 made left-leaning artists like Zoya feel even more cut off from mainstream Israeli society. Since then, they've come to feel that they've been cast out of the community of nations.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Zombie history stalks Ukraine

Zoya shares the national anguish about the hostages, grieving for them as if they were relatives. One day, she told me, she went to a park with friends, and they saw a typical Israeli family--"you know, the grandpa that is telling jokes," and his three children and their children. It was, she said, "a very nice family that reminds you of the kibbutznik type of family." (The majority of the October 7 attacks were on kibbutzim in the south of Israel.) Zoya and her friends had looked at the family and said to one another, "This could be the family of the kidnapped. We look at them, and we're like--" She broke off her sentence and, putting her head in her hands, started to cry.

It dumbfounded me, the crumbling of the invincible Zoya. But I was finding the same despair everywhere I went. "You are not even allowed to talk about it," she continued, weeping, because each time the response would be the same: "'Look what you are doing in Gaza. You cannot cry for what happened to you.' " I felt I could almost hear hecklers, transmogrified into spectral figures in Zoya's head, snarling at Israel's pain.

And then Zoya, who had so laboriously retrained herself to look, implied that the act of seeing itself had become unbearable--not always, but sometimes. Seeing pictures of beautiful young people on Facebook, she said, she couldn't stand their beauty, because the images were likely to have been posted to commemorate those who had been killed at the Nova festival. Even seeing "your children"--her child--was distressing, "because you imagine things."

Zoya was still painting, of course, but her subject at the moment was, mostly, life in Germany, past and present, based on wry sketches she had made over the course of many visits. (Occasionally, the news was so terrible that she had to react, as when Hamas murdered six hostages at the end of August and she made a sketch of one of them, Hersh Goldberg-Polin, and posted it on Instagram.) She told me she had chosen Germany because she had a show coming up in Leipzig, but I thought that maybe she also had to avert her eyes from her immediate surroundings. If so, Zoya can't be the only artist in that situation. All over the region, the present is hard to look at, and the future is ever harder to imagine.



This article previously misstated where in Nigeria Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi and her husband, Sunny, have a home.This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "What Zoya Sees."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/11/zoya-israeli-art-paintings-war/679957/?utm_source=feed
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Netanyahu Doesn't Care About His Friendship With Biden

Washington should be dictating policy to Jerusalem, not the other way around.

by Andrew Exum




President Joe Biden's actions over many months suggest that Israel can determine when and where the United States goes to war in the Middle East. That is unacceptable, and the next American president must change this dynamic.

In one framing, the past 12 months have witnessed a remarkable display of America's might and resolve in the Middle East--especially relative to our principal adversary in the region, Iran. Since October of last year, Israel has severely degraded Iran's two most important affiliates in the area, Hezbollah and Hamas. Iran has lashed out directly only twice, with one ballistic-missile assault in April and another this month--both largely neutralized by U.S., Israeli, and allied air and missile defenses.

The United States, in contrast with Iran, has backed its principal affiliate in the region, Israel, to the fullest extent. It has shipped billions of dollars of military equipment and munitions to Israel over the past 12 months, on top of the roughly $3.8 billion it already provides annually; shared sensitive intelligence to allow Israel to target Hamas's senior leaders and recover its hostages; and repeatedly deployed its own troops to defend Israel from assault. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's assertions that Israel stands alone are at once laughable and insulting.

Read: The choice America now faces in Iran

Yet few people in the Middle East, or at home, would view the United States as particularly strong at the moment in the region. The reason is that the Biden administration has made abundantly clear over the past year that it has chosen not to dictate the terms of its own Middle East policy. It has repeatedly allowed Netanyahu and the rest of Israel's leadership to do so instead.

In April, Israel conducted an air strike in Damascus on a facility adjacent to the Iranian embassy. The United States received no warning about the strike; Biden and his advisers were caught unaware. The strike killed seven Iranian officers. Then Iran and its affiliates in the region launched a barrage of missiles at Israel. But the United States and several of its partners--most notably Jordan, France, the United Kingdom--helped blunt the attack with a coordinated display of air and missile defenses.

With that, a Rubicon had been quietly crossed. Israel had always boasted that a generous supply of U.S. arms allowed Israel to fight its own fights, and that no American soldier had ever been asked to fight Israel's battles for it. But America has tens of thousands of troops semipermanently garrisoned in the region, in part to respond to contingencies involving Israel, and by interceding to thwart the missile attack, American troops were fighting directly on Israel's behalf.

The situation in April repeated itself this past week, when Israel dramatically escalated its military offensive in Lebanon. No one should mourn the late Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah. But Israeli aerial and ground assaults have displaced more than 1 million Lebanese, and America was once again forced to commit its troops, including two Navy destroyers in the eastern Mediterranean, to repelling an Iranian ballistic-missile attack. This is now a pattern: Israel escalates the conflict, Biden and his team do nothing to stop it, and America follows Israel into war.

Reasonable people can and will argue that the killing of Nasrallah and the destruction of Hezbollah are in America's interest. But America's leaders should be the ones making the decisions here, not Israel's. Instead, and at each step of the conflict over the past 12 months, Biden and his advisers have ceded questions of strategy to Israel, in part by giving Israeli decision makers the benefit of the doubt at every major juncture. Previously established boundaries, such as the demand that Israel not march into Rafah this past summer, have been ignored as soon as Israel crosses them.

Neither the Trump administration nor the Obama administration behaved this way. As different as they were, each administration owned its Middle East policy and dictated policy to Israel, not vice versa. The Trump administration killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani (which surely delighted Israel) and also unilaterally announced a withdrawal from Syria (which surely did not delight Israel). The Obama administration, meanwhile, negotiated the nuclear deal with Iran over strenuous Israeli objections, because it assessed the deal to be in America's interest.

This is the way things are supposed to happen. A superpower does what it understands to be in its interest, and its partners in the region adjust. The Biden administration, by contrast, is acting like a dog that has decided that its own tail should wag it.

Franklin Foer's account of the Biden administration during this crisis makes for maddening and essential reading. Biden and his advisers are consistently confused as to why a strategy regarding Israel made up of all carrots and no sticks isn't affecting Israeli decision making. The president is surprised and upset by an Israeli prime minister who is ungrateful for American support and consistently does what is in his own interest without regard for his patron in Washington, D.C.

Biden, alone among major Democratic politicians, has a strong and warm relationship with Netanyahu. He seems to think that this rapport, along with the U.S. president's powers of political persuasion, will somehow trump Netanyahu's well-established and well-documented pathologies, which have frustrated American policy makers since James A. Baker. President Clinton famously asked, after meeting Netanyahu in 1996, "Who is the fucking superpower here?"

Netanyahu doesn't care about his friendship with Biden, or even about Israel's dependence on the United States. He cares only about his near-term political interests. Everyone but Biden can see this.

Read: Lebanon is not a solution for Gaza

Many Arab American voters are fed up, and understandably so. Some of them see Donald Trump as a stronger leader than Biden because, let's be honest, when it comes to the Middle East, he appears to be a stronger leader, or at least more assertive about U.S. interests. And the average voter can reasonably doubt that Biden's vice president will be much different from him as president. This war could thus cost the Democrats a Senate seat in Michigan, which has a large Arab population, as well as the presidency itself given how narrow Kamala Harris's lead in the state remains. Just yesterday, an American citizen from Michigan was killed in Lebanon. Yet when Palestinian Americans in Gaza or Lebanese Americans in Lebanon are killed, the response from their president is little more than a shrug, as if to say, What else can we do?

That was, in fact, the conclusion that Biden's team reached last month, according to Foer's reporting:

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

With this president, they may be right. Biden has made clear that his Middle East policy will be decided in Jerusalem, not Washington.

But Israel is not going to stop. As Thomas L. Friedman once observed, Israel's mentality has always been: If I am weak, how can I compromise? Yet if I am strong, why should I compromise?

An American president has to be the one to say "enough."

But it will probably not be this American president.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/10/israel-war-biden-iran/680155/?utm_source=feed
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How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?

Thirty years after the genocide in Rwanda, survivors and perpetrators live side by side.

by Clint Smith


Villagers hid in a church in Rukara, Rwanda, in April 1994. Hutu militia surrounded the church and launched a series of attacks that lasted for days, killing hundreds.



Hussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.

He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.

Longolongo was born in Kigali in the mid-1970s. As a teenager in the late 1980s, he didn't feel any personal hatred toward Tutsi. He had friends who were Tutsi; his own mother was Tutsi. But by the early 1990s, extremist Hutu propaganda had started to spread in newspapers and on the radio, radicalizing Rwandans. Longolongo's older brother tried to get him to join a far-right Hutu political party, but Longolongo wasn't interested in politics. He just wanted to continue his studies.

On April 6, 1994, Longolongo attended a funeral for a Tutsi man. At about 8:30 p.m., in the midst of the funeral rituals, the sky erupted in red fire and black smoke. The news traveled fast: A plane carrying the Rwandan president, Juvenal Habyarimana, and the Burundian president, Cyprien Ntaryamira, had been shot down over Kigali. No one survived.

Responsibility for the attack has never been conclusively determined. Some have speculated that Hutu extremists shot down the plane; others have blamed the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi military group that had been fighting Hutu government forces near the Ugandan border. Whoever was behind it, the event gave Hutu militants a pretext for the massacre of Tutsi. The killing started that night.

Almost as if they had been waiting for the signal, Hutu militia members showed up in Longolongo's neighborhood. One group arrived at his home and called for his brother. When he came to the door, they gave his brother a gun and three grenades and told him to come with them.

Within a few days, most of the neighborhood's Hutu men had been ordered to join the effort. "The instructions were clear: 'Rwanda was attacked by the RPF, and all the Tutsi are accomplices. And to defeat the RPF, we have to fight them, but also kill all the Tutsi in the neighborhoods,' " Longolongo told me. Any Hutu found hiding a Tutsi would be considered an accomplice and could be killed.

The pace of lethality was extraordinary. Although approximations of the death toll vary, many estimate that, over the course of just 100 days that spring and summer, about 800,000 Rwandans, primarily Tutsi, were killed.

From the September 2001 issue: Bystanders to genocide

Longolongo believed that he had no choice but to join the Hutu militants. They taught him how to kill, and how to kill quickly. He was told that the Tutsi had enslaved the Hutu for more than 400 years and that if they got the chance, they would do it again. He was told that it was a patriotic act to defend his country against the "cockroaches." He began to believe, he said, that killing the Tutsi was genuinely the right thing to do. Soon, he was placed in charge of other militia members.

For Longolongo, the fact that his mother was Tutsi and that he'd had Tutsi friends became a justification for his actions; he felt he had to make a public spectacle of his executions, to avoid suspicions that he was overly sympathetic toward the enemy. He feared that if he didn't demonstrate his commitment to the Hutu-power cause, his family would be slaughtered. And so he kept killing. He killed his neighbors. He killed his mother's friend. He killed the children of his sister's godmother. All while he was hiding eight Tutsi in his mother's house. Such contradictions were not uncommon in Rwanda.

As Longolongo told me his story, we were sitting with Serge Rwigamba, who works at the Kigali Genocide Memorial. Longolongo doesn't speak English well, so Rwigamba served as our translator. We kept our distance from others in the courtyard, unsure who might overhear what we were discussing or how they might react to it.

On April 22, 1994, Longolongo recounted, he and an armed group of men entered a chapel where dozens of Tutsi were hiding. "We killed about 70 people," he said, his gaze fixed directly ahead. "I felt like it was my duty, my responsibility ... I had no pity." He put his fingertips to the sides of his head. "I was brainwashed."

After Longolongo got up to leave, I turned to Rwigamba. He had been visibly uncomfortable at points during the conversation--looking down at the ground, his fingers stretching and contracting across the arms of his chair as if searching for something to hold on to. Rwigamba is a Tutsi survivor, and dozens of his relatives were murdered in the genocide.

The two men, roughly the same age, had never met before. But as Longolongo was speaking, Rwigamba told me, he'd realized that he recognized one of the scenes being described.

It was the chapel. He knew that chapel. Rwigamba himself had been hiding there when Longolongo and his men attacked. His father and brother had been killed that day. Rwigamba had barely escaped. Now he leaned back in his chair, covered his face with his hands, and took a deep breath. We sat in silence for a few moments.

Rwigamba doesn't deny that propaganda played an enormous role in persuading Hutu to do what they did. But looking at Longolongo's empty chair, Rwigamba lamented that he had seemed to push responsibility for his actions onto others rather than holding himself accountable. Rwigamba wants perpetrators like Longolongo to acknowledge that they made a choice. They weren't zombies. They were people who chose to pick up weapons; they were people who chose to kill.

Thirty years have passed since 100 days of violence ravaged Rwanda. Thirty years since machetes slashed, since grenades exploded, since bodies rotted, since homes burned, since churches became slaughterhouses and the soil became swollen with blood. Rwandans are still living with the scars of those terrible days. They are still learning how to calibrate their memories of all that happened.

In my conversations with dozens of Rwandans this year, I saw how profoundly the genocide continues to shape the lives of the people who lived through it. There are people who protected their neighbors and people who brought machetes down on their neighbors' heads. There are people who hid family in their homes and people who handed family over to the militia. There are people who killed some so they could protect others. Survivors' recollections of those horrifying days are at once fresh and fading. Questions of whom and how to forgive--of whether to forgive at all--still weigh heavily.

From the December 2022 issue: Clint Smith on how Germany remembers the Holocaust

Over the past decade, I have traveled to dozens of sites throughout America and around the world to explore how crimes against humanity are memorialized. Rwanda has some of the most graphic sites of memory I have ever seen, places where the gruesome reality of what occurred is on display in sometimes shocking detail. And it is different from other sites I've visited in another crucial respect: In most of those places, few, if any, survivors are left. Here, hundreds of thousands of people who survived the genocide are still alive to tell the story, and Tutsi and Hutu live alongside one another as neighbors. I wanted to understand what public memory of an atrocity looks like when the perpetrator and the victim continue to walk past each other every day. I wanted to understand whether true forgiveness is even possible.


Serge Rwigamba lost dozens of relatives in the genocide. (Dadu Shin)



A few days before we met Longolongo, Rwigamba had shown me around the Kigali Genocide Memorial, which opened in 2004. The memorial sits on a hill that is said to hold the remains of 250,000 people, buried in columns of caskets that descend deep into the earth. Some caskets contain the remains of an entire family. The skull of a mother might be sitting alongside the rib cage of her husband, the tibia of her daughter, and the femur of her firstborn son. The graves are covered by massive rectangular blocks of concrete, ornamented in garlands of pink and red roses placed by visitors.

Rwigamba works as a guide and coordinator at the memorial, and also serves as vice president of the Kigali chapter of Ibuka, a civic organization that works to ensure that survivors of the genocide receive social, political, and economic support. Throughout my trip, he served as my translator and guide. He was 15 years old in 1994. He lost more than 50 members of his family, some of whom are buried at the memorial site. After the genocide, he recalled, his trauma felt suffocating. Every day, he woke up after another cycle of nightmares and thought about his family. He missed them intensely. "Working here was one of my ways to get close to them," he told me.

We walked around the museum at the center of the memorial, which outlines the history that preceded the genocide and highlights photographs and stories of people who were killed. The goal is to demonstrate who they were in life, not to simply show them as corpses. But what stayed with me was the omnipresent sense of death. One room displays rows of skulls of people who were murdered.

We heard wailing, and Rwigamba went to see what was happening. When he returned, he explained that a survivor was visiting the memorial to see her father's resting place. When she walked through the room of skulls, she broke down. Members of the museum's staff went to comfort her. Rwigamba told me that this kind of thing happens often. As we walked back outside, the sound of the woman's screams echoed through the halls.

I wanted to understand what public memory of an atrocity looks like when the perpetrator and the victim continue to walk past each other daily.

Rwigamba said that in the 16 years since he started working at the memorial, he has learned more about the way Hutu extremists used propaganda before and during the genocide. It made him wonder. "I kept on thinking about what could have happened if I was born a Hutu. What would have happened to me?"

Anti-Tutsi propaganda was everywhere in the early 1990s, deepening Hutu's suspicions of their Tutsi neighbors. In December 1990, an extremist Hutu newspaper had published the "Hutu Ten Commandments," which called for Hutu political solidarity and stated that the Tutsi were the common enemy.

The roots of this antipathy went back a long time. Before Germany and later Belgium colonized Rwanda, those who owned and herded cows were generally considered Tutsi, and those who farmed the land Hutu. Under colonialism, however, these permeable class boundaries became fixed, racialized markers of identity, and much of the majority-Hutu population (along with the Twa, a group that made up 1 percent of the population) lived in relative poverty, under the control of an elite Tutsi political class. This inequality opened deep fissures: The anthropologist Natacha Nsabimana has written that "the violence in 1994 must be understood as part of a longer history that begins with the racial violence of modernity and European colonialism."

As animosity toward the Tutsi grew in the mid-20th century, Belgian colonial powers started to place members of the Hutu population in charge. In the years before and after Rwanda gained independence, in 1962, Hutu government forces killed thousands of Tutsi. Hundreds of thousands more Tutsi fled the country.

Tutsi exiles intermittently attacked Rwanda's Hutu throughout the 1960s. In the late '80s, thousands of exiles joined the Rwandan Patriotic Front, which invaded Rwanda from Uganda in 1990, setting off a civil war. In 1992, under international pressure, President Habyarimana and the RPF negotiated a cease-fire, and the two sides began working out a peace agreement. Hutu extremists, who saw the agreement as a betrayal, doubled down on promoting anti-Tutsi lies.

Rwigamba gazed out over the memorial's courtyard, recalling the messages that Hutu received from the government and the media in those years. "What if I would have been approached with so much pressure--from society and from my education? Hatred is an ideology and is taught at all levels of the society and all levels of community. So it was so hard for a child of my age to do something different." Rwigamba paused. He looked like someone who had missed a turn and was trying to see if they could back up. "I don't want to give an excuse for the people who committed the genocide," he said, "because they have killed my family. But I could actually try to learn some sort of, you know, like, empathy, which enables you to think about the possibility of forgiveness."

Still, Rwigamba told me, identifying with the killers in any way, even as a thought exercise, can feel shameful. Another part of him believes I don't have to put myself in the shoes of perpetrators. I am a victim! That, he says, is "the easiest way to cope with your wounds"--but perhaps not the right one.

After the genocide, Rwigamba went to school with the daughter of one of the commanders who oversaw killings in his neighborhood; they sat in the same classroom. He knew that it wasn't her fault, that she herself had not held the machetes. But, he wondered, did she carry the same beliefs as her father? Did she listen to his stories with admiration? Did she dream of finishing his work? For a long time, Rwigamba said, his classmate's presence was a reminder of all that he had lost, and all that could be lost if history were to repeat itself.

Years later, however, after Rwigamba encountered his former classmate at church, he chose to put these thoughts out of his head. He told himself that she was not there to torment him, and he moved on. The scholar Susanne Buckley-Zistel refers to this phenomenon as "chosen amnesia," describing it as a way for members of a community to coexist despite having had fundamentally different experiences during the genocide. All over Rwanda, every day, for 30 years, many people have chosen amnesia.

The facade of Sainte-Famille Church in Kigali is adorned with vermilion-colored bricks and white-tile pillars that form the shape of a cross. On the day Rwigamba and I visited, a priest dressed in white held a microphone, his voice swelling in a wave of Kinyarwanda as the congregation nodded at his sermon. We sat down in a mahogany pew at the back of the church, and Rwigamba pointed a few rows ahead of us. "I hid under that bench for two months."

After the genocide began, Hutu militiamen showed up at Rwigamba's home and told his family that they were going to kill them. They told them to kneel down on the ground. Everyone did as they were told, except for Rwigamba, who was so afraid, he couldn't move. His father began praying; his mother cried. The men cocked their guns and pointed them at his family. "Then, suddenly, they stopped," Rwigamba said. The men told them that they would let them live, for now, if the family paid them. So Rwigamba's parents scrounged together all they could. "They left us, but with the promise of coming back and finishing us off," Rwigamba said. No one waited around to find out if they were telling the truth.

As the days wore on, Rwigamba and his family moved from place to place, often at a moment's notice. Eventually, they hid in the chapel that Longolongo and his crew attacked. Soon after that, Rwigamba and his sister and mother found themselves in another part of town, at Sainte-Famille Church, which housed thousands of Tutsi during the genocide.

Churches were a popular hiding place: More than 90 percent of all Rwandans were Christian, and many people hoped that the militia would not attack spaces that were sacred to both Hutu and Tutsi alike. Some Hutu who had been caught in the crossfire between Hutu forces and the RPF also sought refuge in churches. As a result, at Sainte-Famille, Rwigamba and his family sheltered side by side with the families of the people trying to kill them.

Father Wenceslas Munyeshyaka, a priest at Sainte-Famille, would soon become infamous. He traded his clerical robe for a flak jacket, carried a pistol, and, according to multiple witness accounts, personally handed over Tutsi to the Hutu militia. Day after day, the militia showed up with a list of names of Tutsi who were believed to be seeking refuge in the church. Rwigamba recognized many of the killers from his neighborhood--boys and young men he had gone to school with. Every day he watched people get killed, certain that he would be next. The carnage went on for more than two months. Hundreds of Tutsi were killed; many women were raped. (The United Nations estimates that up to 250,000 women were raped in the genocide; another estimate puts the number even higher.)

During a pause in the church service, Rwigamba and I slid out of our seats and stepped outside, into a light rain. About 50 yards away was a black-marble wall with rows of names inscribed on each side. Rwigamba bent down and pointed to the bold white letters of two names: Emmanuel Rwigamba and Charles Rwigamba. His elder brother and his father, who were murdered by Hutu militia members, then thrown into a mass grave nearby.




"This was littered with corpses of people who had been killed and left here," Rwigamba said, gesturing toward Sainte-Famille's parking lot.

He pointed to another spot, to the left of the church, where he remembers watching the Hutu militia force a man to dig his own grave before they shot him and threw him into it.

"I feel so lucky to have survived," Rwigamba said. "When we were moving around those skulls and bones at the museum, I often felt like I could have been one of them."

He looked back at the church entrance as people began filing out. "Maybe the people that we were seeing in the museum--maybe they were the same people that were with me here."

at the Murambi Genocide Memorial Centre, I smelled the dead before I saw them.

Dozens of embalmed bodies were laid out across two rows of tables on either side of the room. I walked toward the back of the room and stopped in front of a body whose right arm dangled over the edge of the table. The woman's head was turned to the side. Her mouth was ajar, revealing half a row of uneven teeth on the bottom. Her skin, swathed in powdered lime that had turned it a haunting white, was sunken in between her ribs. Her toes were curled and her left hand had been placed above her head, as if she were attempting to protect herself from something above. There was a rosary around her neck, the crucifix at rest near her chin. A black patch of hair was still present on the back of her head. Beneath it, a hole in her skull from where a machete had cracked it open.

The Murambi memorial sits on the site of a former technical school. In April 1994, a group of local leaders convinced the Tutsi in the area that they could find protection here; the Centre estimates that, within two weeks, 50,000 Tutsi had gathered. But it was a trap.

Soon the school and the hill it sat atop were surrounded by several hundred men. They threw grenades and shot bullets into the crowd, then attacked those who were still alive with clubs and machetes. Thousands were killed (the exact number remains contested). The victims were tossed into mass graves, but some were later exhumed and put on display as part of the memorial. Today, these mass graves are covered with grass, and the school's two dozen classrooms serve as the centerpiece of the memorial.

Leon Muberuka, a Tutsi survivor who works as a guide here, accompanied me through each classroom. Muberuka was 11 when the genocide happened. He remembers everything: the bodies on the ground, the stench of death. He still finds it difficult to spend time in these classrooms. I did too.

When we stepped outside, Muberuka saw me rubbing my nose, attempting to expel the lingering scent of the bodies from my nostrils. "This place, in the morning, the smell is very, very, very hard," he said. "We close the door at night, and when we open it--" He widened his eyes, held his nose, and exhaled through his mouth.

We walked to a building at the far end of the compound. As I crossed the threshold, I paused. In front of us, inside cylindrical glass tubes, I saw about 20 corpses that were better preserved than the ones I had just seen. Many of these bodies were brown rather than white. Their skin looked closer to what it might have looked like in life. I walked toward the back of the room. In a single encasement were two small children. I looked down at a placard and read the first two sentences:

The young boy died because of a massive attack to the head. The skull lies open and shows the still preserved brain.

The child, who appeared to have been about 5, wore a light-blue shirt with a pink elephant on the front. His mummified eyes were still visible, though sunken into his head. I stepped to the left and looked down at the hole in his skull. I leaned forward, and I saw the child's brain.

I went outside to collect myself. Seeing this made the horror of the genocide more real; it left me feeling a mix of shock, despair, and rage--both deeply moved and profoundly unsettled. I thought about other memorial sites I've visited. After the Holocaust, Allied soldiers found thousands of bodies in barracks, gas chambers, crematoria, and train cars. What if some of those bodies had been preserved and put in a museum? What if I'd walked into Dachau and seen the bodies of Jewish people who had been murdered on display inside gas chambers? Would that not compromise the dignity of the dead? Or was putting the full, gruesome reality on display like this a way to ensure that people would continue to respect its gravity? When I traveled to Germany a few years ago, one man I interviewed, the child of Holocaust survivors, described his repugnance at the fact that, these days, people take selfies at places like Auschwitz and Dachau. Surely, given what was being shown here, no one would dare do the same?

Outside, a yellow-orange sun set behind the surrounding hills. On the three-hour drive north to Murambi, I had marveled at the beauty of these rolling hills, covered in the thick leaves of banana trees. I'd passed women in the valleys below bending over rice paddies, dipping their hands into the shallow water; men sweating as they walked bikes uphill, jugs of water strapped to the seat; children in flip-flops chasing soccer balls in front of shops where the smell of sweet potatoes hung in the air.

Seeing the bodies helped me picture the roads that wrap around these hills blocked by machete-wielding men, the land full of the dead and dying. Instead of smelling sweet potatoes when you rolled down your window, I realized, you might have smelled corpses rotting beneath the sun.

To Muberuka, the vividness is exactly the purpose of a memorial like this one, as uncomfortable as it may be. "This is our past, and everyone needs to know this," he said.

"Sometimes people can say the genocide did not happen in Rwanda," Muberuka added, his brow wrinkling in indignation, alluding to those who claim that the violence was not a genocide but a manifestation of long-standing, two-sided ethnic and tribal conflict. "Through this evidence, it's real," he said. "So that's why, for me, it's important to preserve this memorial and some physical evidence."

To many, the bodies on display serve as a reminder to the world of how profoundly it failed to come to Rwanda's aid.

Muberuka's parents and sister were killed in the genocide. Or at least he thinks they were--he never found their bodies. "I don't know where they have been buried," he said. He paused and looked down. "I don't know if they are buried or not." A gust of wind whistled between us. "When you bury someone ... you know he's dead. But if you don't know--" He looked at me, then up at the sky. "Even now, we are still waiting. Maybe we will see them."

Rumors swirled around his community. People told Muberuka that they had seen his sister, who was a baby at the time of the genocide. What if she had been picked up by a family and brought across the border to Uganda? Maybe she was in Kenya.

I asked if he thought she might still be alive.

"I don't think so," he said softly. "Thirty years, it's just ..." His voice trailed off.

For decades, Muberuka had held on to hope. But it was a torturous existence. He saw this hope torture those around him as well. He knew people who--15, 20, 25 years after the genocide--would walk up to a stranger in the market and grab their face, thinking they might be a long-lost sibling, daughter, or son.

He decided that he had to let go, or he could never move forward. Here, again, was this idea of chosen amnesia. It was everywhere. Today, though he works at the memorial, Muberuka and his surviving siblings do not discuss the genocide with one another; he says it's easier that way.

Another reading of the Murambi Genocide Memorial Centre and similarly graphic sites is that they are an outgrowth of the Rwandan government's desire to reinforce its power and control. Paul Kagame, formerly the Tutsi military leader of the RPF, became president of Rwanda in 2000, and he continues to occupy that office today. In some respects, he has been an enormously successful leader. Many of the Rwandans I spoke with praised him as a singular figure who has, through his insistence on reconciliation, managed to prevent another genocide.

But the country's relative stability during his time in power has not been without costs. International observers have labeled Kagame an authoritarian. His tenure has been marked by allegations of human-rights abuses against political opponents, journalists, and activists. In 2015, the United States government urged Kagame to step down to allow a new generation of Rwandans to lead the country. Freedom House, a watchdog group based in the U.S., said in a 2022 report that Rwanda is "not free." The government, it said, had been "banning and repressing any opposition group that could mount a serious challenge to its leadership." In July of this year, Kagame was reelected to a fourth term. Rwanda's National Electoral Commission said that he received 99.2 percent of the vote.

The political scientist Timothy Longman argues that sites like Murambi serve as a warning to Rwandans from the Kagame regime: This is what we put an end to, and this is what could happen again if we are not careful--if we are not in charge. Longman is a professor at Boston University and the author of Memory and Justice in Post-genocide Rwanda. He spent years living in the country as both a scholar and a field researcher for Human Rights Watch. He understands the impulse to create memorials that force visitors to confront what happened, he told me, and he shares the view of many Rwandans that the bodies serve as a reminder to the world of how profoundly it failed to come to Rwanda's aid. Still, he finds the display shocking and horrific--a calculated attempt on the part of the Kagame regime to maximize visitors' distress at the expense of the victims' dignity. Using the bodies to provoke a reaction, he believes, compromises the site's ability to meaningfully honor the dead.

"If the survivors had designed these sites, there wouldn't be bodies," Longman said. In his book, he writes about a conversation he had with a nun who had survived the genocide: "It is not good to leave the bodies like that," she said. "They need to find the means to bury them." But Longman also writes about the perspective of another nun whose sentiments echoed what I heard from Muberuka. "It has another role," she said. "It helps to show those who said that there was no genocide what happened. It acts as a proof to the international community."

When Longman and I spoke, I told him how moved I had been by the stories that the survivors shared with me at the various sites I'd visited, even as I was cognizant of the fact that the memorials were ultimately accountable to the state. Longman considered my point. "For the survivors at these sites, it's their job," he replied carefully. "They're not telling a stock story, but on the other hand, they're telling their story every day. I don't think there is insincerity, but people know on some level what they are supposed to say, and in particular they know what they can't say. It doesn't mean it's untrue, but as with anything in Rwanda, conversation is always constrained because you're in an authoritarian context, and there are consequences if you say the wrong thing."

On July 4, 1994, after nearly three months of violence, RPF forces took control of Kigali, forcing the Hutu militia out of the city. As the RPF moved through Rwanda, nearly 2 million Hutu fled to neighboring countries. In the months and years to come, the transition government faced a question: How to achieve justice for victims while also advancing the goal of reconciliation?

From the March 2021 issue: Stories of slavery, from those who survived it

Eventually, more than 120,000 Hutu were arrested on charges of participating in the genocide. Rwandan prisons were overcrowded and teeming with disease. One of the tens of thousands of Hutu prisoners was Hussein Longolongo. In prison, he was forced to take part in a government-sanctioned reeducation program. He initially dismissed much of what he heard in the program as Tutsi propaganda. "But as time went on, I became convinced that what I did was not right," he told me.

Longolongo also participated in more than 100 of what were known as gacaca trials. Gacaca--which roughly translates to "justice on the grass"--had historically been used in Rwandan villages and communities to settle interpersonal and intercommunal conflicts. Now the government transformed the role of the gacaca court to handle allegations of genocide.

Witnesses would present an account of an alleged crime to community-elected judges, who would assess its severity and determine the appropriate consequences. Because 85 percent of Rwandans were Hutu, the judges were overwhelmingly Hutu. "A lot of gacaca was actually about the Hutu community themselves trying to come to terms with what Hutu had done," Phil Clark, a political scientist who has written a book about the gacaca courts, told me. "It was Hutu judges, Hutu suspects, and often Hutu witnesses doing most of the talking. And genocide survivors sometimes were a bit reluctant to get overly involved for that reason."

"Thirty years is not enough to trust them ... We work together. We live together. But we don't trust them."

The courts convened for a decade, from 2002 to 2012. There were many delays, but for years at a time, all community members were required to attend weekly trials. By 2012, more than 12,000 gacaca courts, involving 170,000 judges, had tried more than 1 million people. Nothing like this had ever been done on such a large scale anywhere else in the world.

The legacy of the trials is mixed. "The courts have helped Rwandans better understand what happened in 1994, but in many cases flawed trials have led to miscarriages of justice," Daniel Bekele, then the Africa director at Human Rights Watch, said in 2011 when the group released a report on the gacaca process. If the trials helped some survivors find a sense of closure, they reopened wounds for others. They were sometimes used to settle scores. In some cases, Tutsi survivors, wanting to exact vengeance on Hutu as a group, made false accusations. Although the public setting of the trials was intended to ensure transparency, it also made some potential witnesses unwilling to testify. And many people stayed silent even when they believed that a defendant was innocent, afraid of the backlash that might come from standing up for an accused perpetrator.

Some observers objected to the fact that only crimes against Tutsi victims were brought in front of the courts, while crimes against Hutu were overlooked. "The genocide was terrible; it was serious, and justice absolutely had to be done," Longman told me. "But it doesn't mean that war crimes and crimes against humanity committed by the RPF should be completely ignored."

Rwigamba told me that he did not think the process was perfect. But he saw it as the most practical and efficient way to achieve a semblance of justice on a reasonable timeline. He also appreciated that it drew on traditions and practices that were created by Rwandans rather than relying on judicial mandates imposed by outsiders. "Gacaca taught us that our traditions are rich and our values are strong," he said.

Longolongo, for his part, found meaning in the opportunity to come face-to-face with the families of those he had helped kill--to admit to his crimes, and to apologize. I asked him if his conscience is now clear. "I feel so relieved," he said. He told me that he became friends with many of the surviving family members of Tutsi he had killed after he showed them where the bodies of their loved ones had been discarded. "I feel like I fulfilled my mission," he said.

This revelation took me aback. "You mean you are now friends with some of the people whose loved ones you killed?"

Longolongo nodded and smiled. "After realizing that I was genuine and telling the truth, I've got so many friends."

I wondered if friends was the word that these Tutsi would use to describe the relationship. I thought of a comment made by a genocide and rape survivor in the 2011 Human Rights Watch report: "This is government-enforced reconciliation. The government forced people to ask for and give forgiveness. No one does it willingly ... The government pardoned the killers, not us."

On the way back to my hotel in Kigali one evening, I spoke with my driver, Eric (given the sensitive nature of his comments, I am using only his first name). Eric is Rwandan, but he was born in Burundi. His family, like many other Tutsi at the time, left Rwanda in 1959 to escape violence at the hands of Hutu extremists. They returned in 1995, after the genocide ended.

I had read that, after the genocide, the RPF--now the ruling political party in Rwanda--officially eradicated the categories of Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa on the grounds that they were false differences imposed on Rwandans by colonial powers, categories that had only led to conflict and bloodshed. There were no more ethnic categories, the government said, only Rwandans. I was curious how Rwandans identify today, regardless of the government's directive, and I asked Eric about this.

"Some of them still identify. You can't stop that. Some people still have that ideology. But also, it's not something that is official." He paused and began to speak again, then stopped abruptly. "It's not allowed." As he talked, I realized that, privately, Eric still seemed to think in terms of Tutsi and Hutu.

"I live together with someone who was in jail for 18 years. Someone who killed people. I know him," Eric said. "He's my neighbor." Eric told me he doesn't feel angry at this man--he has even hired him to do construction work on his house, and has had the man's children do small tasks for him.

But as Eric went on, I noticed that he seemed to see this as a gesture of generosity, and a way of showing the Hutu that Tutsi are superior--that despite what the Hutu did to the Tutsi, the Tutsi were still willing to help them. That they would never do to the Hutu what the Hutu did to them, because they are more evolved.

Would you say that you've forgiven him? I asked.

"Yeah. I have forgiven him," Eric said, nodding. But then he reconsidered. "You know, you can't say that you have forgiven him 100 percent, but you have to move on," he said. "We are not like them."

I was struck by the texture of Eric's voice when he said "them." It was laced with a bitterness I had not yet encountered during my time in Rwanda. "Naturally, Tutsi and Hutu are not the same in their hearts," he continued. "You will see. We are not the same. They have something bad in their hearts. They are naturally doing bad. That's how they are.

"We leave them alone," Eric said. "We give them what we're supposed to give them. We try to live--to survive, to live with them. That's it. That's all. Still, we have to be careful, because we are not sure if their hearts have changed.

"Thirty years is not enough to trust them," he continued. "We work together. We live together. But we don't trust them."

Albert Rutikanga was 17 when President Habyarimana's plane was shot down. He heard the news on the radio and ran to tell his father. "We will be killed," his father said.

The next day, Hutu began burning Tutsi homes in his village, Rukara. His family quickly fled to the local church, where he and I now stood. On April 8, 1994, Rutikanga told me, militia members arrived, screaming, with guns and machetes in hand. They surrounded the church. They threw grenades and shot bullets through the open windows. Waves of attacks continued for days.

Rutikanga pointed to a pew on our right. "My dad was sitting here and he was reading a Bible; that's how he was killed." His mother died in the attacks as well. Rutikanga was struck by shrapnel from the grenades thrown into the church. He lifted his pant leg to reveal a large cavity in the flesh of his thigh.

Soon, the RPF arrived in the village and the Hutu militia fled, leaving behind hundreds of dead Tutsi. Rutikanga didn't step foot in the church again for 15 years.

Eventually he became a high-school teacher. He often brought his students on day trips to the genocide memorial in Kigali. They were moved by the memorial, but he came to suspect that they didn't fully understand what had happened in 1994. There had been so many years of silence. The students' parents, Rutikanga realized, were not having honest conversations about the genocide with one another or with their children. He decided that he would try to recruit survivors to engage in direct discussions with perpetrators.

Many survivors were initially reluctant. "They would say, 'Are you foolish? How can you forgive those people when they killed our family?' " Rutikanga told them that these conversations weren't something they should do for the perpetrators. "Forgiveness is a choice of healing yourself," he would say. "You cannot keep the anger and bitterness inside, because it will destroy you." Forgiveness, he said, is the choice of surviving again.

Rutikanga found it just as difficult to recruit perpetrators. "They did not trust me," he said. In 2016, he approached Nasson Karenzi, who, at 30, had been part of the militia that attacked the church where Rutikanga and his family were hiding. Later, while in prison, Karenzi confessed to his crimes in a letter he handed to the authorities. He was eventually released.

Karenzi was skeptical at first. What if the conversations caused even deeper rifts? But he shared Rutikanga's sense that something needed to be done to foster deeper trust and reconciliation within the community, and he agreed to talk with other former perpetrators about participating. Once they had about 20 people, perpetrators and survivors alike, Peace Education Initiative Rwanda was born.

During the group's first meetings, facilitated by an outside mediator, everyone treaded carefully. People were wary of revealing too much, of opening old wounds when the person who was responsible for creating those wounds--or the person who had been forced to carry them--might be sitting directly across from them. But slowly, the discussions became more vulnerable.




People began to tell their friends and family about the organization, now called PeacEdu, and more joined. Today, 1,400 adults in the village have participated in PeacEdu workshops, and the group has reached 3,500 young Rwandans through its school-based programming.

PeacEdu's office is a small concrete building with yellow walls and French doors that open onto a garden courtyard. There, I met with four participants in the program. The two women, Francoise Muhongayire and Clementine Uwineza, were survivors of the genocide. The two men, Karenzi and Francois Rukwaya, had participated in it.

Rukwaya had a bald head that caught the light from above; he wore a checkered green oxford shirt that seemed a size too big. The first thing he told me was that he had killed eight people in one attack, early on in the genocide. He was 27 in 1994, and was later imprisoned. He, too, wrote a confession, and was later released. (Kagame has freed thousands of prisoners en masse on several occasions.)

Muhongayire wore a green-and-gold dress, with frills that bloomed from the shoulder. She had a large Afro and spoke in long sentences that rose and fell like the hills around us. She recounted running from the militia and hiding in a swamp the day the genocide began. When she returned to search for her family, she found her parents and eight of her siblings dead. She and a group of other Tutsi hid in a house where they thought they might be safe. But the militia found them, poured gasoline on the house, and set it on fire. The home was engulfed in flames and almost everyone inside died. Muhongayire barely escaped. She still carries scars from the burns.

"I lived a miserable life after," she said. "I had no one. I was living with so much depression. Until I saw Karenzi, who came toward my house. And when I saw him, I immediately ran away and tried to hide because that triggered me and made me think that he was coming to attack us."

Karenzi came back again and again, each time asking for forgiveness. At one point, Muhongayire told him that she forgave him just so he would stop bothering her. But she didn't mean it.

Not long after, Rutikanga approached her about joining his new initiative. Muhongayire wanted no part in it. These people had killed her entire family. How could she look them in the eye? Forgive them? No chance. Finally, Rutikanga persuaded her to give it a try. She could always get up and leave if it became too difficult.

Yet as she listened to Karenzi and others explain what had led them to commit violence and listened to them apologize, genuinely, for all they had done, Muhongayire could feel something changing inside her. At the time, she had a heart condition that doctors could not accurately diagnose or treat. Her heart was weak, and she felt like her body was beginning to fail. But she told me that after she was comfortable enough to share her own story in the PeacEdu sessions--to look at Karenzi and the other Hutu sitting alongside him and tell them about all they had taken away from her--she started to feel lighter and stronger. As she kept going to sessions, she said, her mental and physical health began to improve. She no longer wanted to die. She had a chance to live again.

Uwineza was 18 when the genocide began, and she was raped multiple times by Hutu soldiers. She contracted HIV from the assaults. Like Muhongayire, Uwineza was reluctant to join Rutikanga's initiative, but when she learned that other women who had lost their families and survived sexual violence were participating, she decided to try it. Over time, alongside the other survivors, she began to experience a shift. "I was able to recover," she said, holding her thumb and index finger together and slowly pulling them apart, "a little bit."

Karenzi said that he'd had to learn to set aside his own guilt. It was not easy, he said, but it was the only way to demonstrate to survivors that he was not motivated by selfish reasons, that he truly wanted to help them find closure.

The results changed the realities of daily life in the village. "When I feel like I want to go to her house," Karenzi said, nodding toward Muhongayire, "I am free to go there, and vice versa. We have built a very deep trust, and we live together as a community." Muhongayire leaned over and said something in Karenzi's ear while placing her hand on his shoulder. They both laughed.

Discussion groups like these are still rare in Rwanda. In other villages where Hutu and Tutsi live together, Muhongayire said, people may act politely in public, but they are not fully healed. Small interpersonal conflicts bring out deep-seated fear and prejudice. "Inside of those Hutu, they have a feeling: The Tutsi are still bad. And on the other side, the survivors also feel the same way toward the Hutu," Karenzi said.

I asked the group if, 30 years ago, in the immediate aftermath of the genocide, they could have ever conceived that they would sit together like this one day. They all looked at one another and shook their heads, smiling. "We could have never imagined it," Muhongayire said.

Twenty miles outside Kigali, at a church in Nyamata that is now a memorial site, the clothes that were worn by thousands of victims are laid across dozens of wooden pews. The piles are so high that at first glance, I thought that they were covering bodies. But they were only clothes. A white sweater with a single pink flower on the collar, a yellow dress with blue polka dots, a small pair of jeans full of holes from shrapnel--a kaleidoscope of muted colors.

The guide at the site, a woman named Rachel, took me around the church turned memorial and told me her story. Both of her parents were killed in the genocide, as were her eight siblings. She found refuge with a family who took her across the border to what was then Zaire. After the killing ended, she returned to Rwanda, this time alone.

Rachel has no photographs of her family, because the militia set them on fire. She still remembers their faces, but they have become blurrier. Now, when she tries to recall them, she does not know what is real and what she has conjured in her imagination.

"After the genocide, I felt angry," she said. "But nowadays, no. Because if you refuse to forgive someone, you have a kind of burden, and it is very difficult to move forward."

I thought about a little girl's dress I saw in the church, with red roses embroidered along its sleeves and blood stains streaking across its hem. "So forgiving is not something you did for them, as much as something you did for yourself?" I asked.

"Yes," Rachel said. "For protection."

This, in so many ways, is the story of Rwanda 30 years later: a story of protection. A country attempting to protect itself from another genocide, sometimes through deliberate forgetting. At the same time, memorials protecting the bones and bodies of those who were killed in an attempt to make forgetting impossible. Perpetrators, some who have tried to protect themselves from prison and some who have tried to protect themselves from the poison of guilt that threatens to corrode their conscience. Survivors protecting the memories of their loved ones, but also their own stability. The contradictions are innumerable.

As survivor after survivor told me, 30 years is not that long ago. The scars are still on the land, and still on their bodies. It is impossible to truly forget. It is a decision to forgive. It is a constant struggle to move on.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Is Forgiveness Possible?"
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                [image: Five people in costume play illuminated drums in a street surrounded by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drummers from Worldbeaters perform "Fireflies" to the crowds on the esplanade in Weymouth, England, on September 28, 2024. Activate Performing Arts presented the world premiere of "Fireflies" as part of We Are Weymouth's Dusk Til Dark 2024 event. The processional show combines a fusion of drumming, light, and community performers.
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                [image: The moon passing in front of the sun forms an orange ring in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An annular solar eclipse is seen in Las Horquetas, Santa Cruz, Argentina, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two people lie on their backs on a field of grass, looking at the sky while wearing eclipse glasses, near several of the Moai statues on Easter island.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch the annular solar eclipse in Tahai, Easter Island, Chile, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a wreath of leaves and mirrored eclipse glasses looks up toward the sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ana Maria Velasco tests special protective glasses to observe the upcoming solar eclipse in the Hanga Roa area of Easter Island, Chile, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: One person stands in a dresslike structure, partly covered in dahlias, while another person adjusts the dress, in front of Stonehenge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sophie Powell (left), florist from UFLO, and Emily Parker, of English Heritage, pose for a photo with a floral-dress display at the Stonehenge site at the Grand Stonehenge Dahlia Show, on September 27, 2024, in Wiltshire, England. The event re-created the Victorian dahlia shows--during the 1840s, Stonehenge hosted dahlia exhibitions that attracted crowds of thousands. The historic shows involved a variety of competitions, including the creation of sculptures made entirely from flowers and the cultivation of prize-winning dahlias.
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                [image: Water from several waterfalls is blown back over clifftops by high winds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water from waterfalls is blown back over clifftops by high winds coming off the North Sea, after heavy rainfall fell across the country causing disruption in many places, in Saltburn-by-the-Sea, England, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Water is dropped from a helicopter flying through a smoky sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water is dropped from a helicopter as the Line Fire burns more than 43,000 acres near Big Bear Lake, in San Bernardino County, California, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter walks through smoky air on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hotshot firefighter walks through smoke as the Line Fire burns near Big Bear Lake, in San Bernardino County, California, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people are silhouetted by a sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People enjoy the sunset near Lake Champlain, in Venise-en-Quebec, Canada, on September 28, 2024.
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                Two storks stand in their nest in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on October 1, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing helmets and costumes race in a homemade cart decorated like a large lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants ride a homemade cart during the "Balineras" race in Bogota on September 29, 2024. Dozens watched the homemade, nonmotorized vehicles race down a slope in Colombia's capital.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Raul Arboleda / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rescue team paddles down a river past piles of flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescue team paddles down the Swannanoa River in Swannanoa, North Carolina, on September 29, 2024. The remnants of Hurricane Helene caused widespread flooding, downed trees, and power outages across western North Carolina.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Travis Long / The News & Observer / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A drone view shows a damaged neighborhood littered with debris, following a hurricane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a flooded and damaged area in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Horseshoe Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: The surface of a lake is completely covered by floating debris and stranded boats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris is strewn across Lake Lure after Hurricane Helene, in North Carolina, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of vehicles driving on a desert highway]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles drive on a desert highway in Bazhou, Xinjiang province, China, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans over, surrounded by many opened books that have been laid out to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dries books that were soaked during a deadly flood, following heavy rainfall, along the bank of Bagmati River, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a riverbed after a heavy flood, with houses and vehicles strewn about]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the area affected by monsoon flooding in the village of Roshi village, in Nepal's Kavre district, on September 30, 2024. Search-and-rescue teams in Nepal's capital picked through wrecked homes after waters receded from monsoon floods that killed at least 209 people around the Himalayan republic.
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                [image: Several children walk on a path past huge piles of garbage left behind after floodwaters receded.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students walk past debris, mostly plastic waste dumped into the river, left behind after the floodwater receded from the bank of Bagmati River in Kathmandu, Nepal, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a modern, elaborately designed two-story staircase and open space inside a bookstore]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view inside the Zhongshuge Bookstore in Tianjin, China, on September 27, 2024
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                [image: A woman jumps rope in front of a Christmas tree in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman jumps rope in front of a Christmas tree in Caracas, Venezuela, on , October 1, 2024. The Christmas season kicked off early, as decreed by Venezuela's President Nicolas Maduro, following the recent disputed presidential election.
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                [image: A model walks, displaying a garment, in front of a giant inflated shark's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Ottolinger for the Women's Ready-to-Wear Spring-Summer 2025 collection as part of Paris Fashion Week, in Paris, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial photograph of a stranded boat in crashing surf, near a breakwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph shows a stranded boat in Tarkwa Bay, in Lagos, Nigeria, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Multiple streaks of light show missiles falling from a cloudy sky toward the ground at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Leo Correa / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A soldier stands atop a self-propelled cannon as it fires a shot, with flames erupting out of its muzzle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen of the 43rd Artillery Brigade fire a 2S7 Pion self-propelled cannon towards Russian positions at a front line in the Donetsk region on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person races, standing behind a two-wheeled tractor that is pulling him through swampy mud.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tractor racers compete in the Iron Buffalo tractor drag race on September 28, 2024, in Kamphaeng Phet, Thailand. In Thailand, Iron Buffalo racing has brought a modern twist to the country's long-standing farming traditions and the traditional buffalo races held annually in Chonburi. Farmers and racers modified two-wheeled tractors to race through muddy rice-paddy fields. On the first day, professional racers competed; the second day featured local farmers.
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                [image: A woman shelters herself from the rain with a plastic bag over her head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman shelters herself from the rain with a plastic bag over her head as she walks along Fifth Avenue in New York City, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds a small child who reaches out toward a light display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A baby views an installation at a preview ahead of the Enchanted Forest 2024 event, an annual sound-and-light show, at Faskally Wood Pitlochry, Scotland, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a sash raises her arms, smiles, and holds up a ceremonial staff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Claudia Sheinbaum, Mexico's new president, waves after receiving a ceremonial staff from indigenous peoples at Zocalo Square, in Mexico City, on October 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of students in red costumes stand side by side, holding their arms up, during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                About 1,000 students sing patriotic songs at an event to celebrate the 75th anniversary of China's National Day in Hong Kong, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people use handheld fire extinguishers to try to put out a fire, which is made up of burning chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the National Guard use fire extinguishers as members of the opposition burn their chairs outside the Parliament building, to protest against the government and the imprisonment of their colleague Ervin Salianji, in Tirana, Albania, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides on the back of a camel, at the head of a five-camel train that is walking along the top of a dune at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camels return home at sunset in Ulan Butong Grassland, in Chifeng city, Inner Mongolia autonomous region, China, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of small boats stranded in ponds left behind in the uneven bottom of a dried-up river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows stranded boats among the sandbanks exposed due to dry conditions at the Solimoes River, one of the largest tributaries of the Amazon River, during the most intense and widespread drought Brazil has experienced since records began, in 1950, near Manacapuru, Amazonas state, Brazil, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players practice on a pitch, backdropped by buildings and dramatic stone hillsides.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bolivia's national soccer team trains during a practice session in La Paz, Bolivia, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Houses on a hillside in silhouette, with a raging wildfire burning on the hill behind them]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise as a wildfire burns next to the village of Ano Loutro, near Corinth, Greece, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops water on a smoldering forest, with a large snow-topped volcano in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A helicopter drops water on a burning forest, with the Cotopaxi volcano in the background, in Latacunga, Cotopaxi province, Ecuador, on September 27, 2024. An unusual drought has hit the country this year, and fueled nearly 3,500 forest fires.
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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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How My Family Survived the October 7 Massacre

Hamas had overrun our community, and we were trapped. Then my dad promised to come get us.

by Amir Tibon


A shelter near Nahal Oz (Ohad Zwigenberg / AP)



The day started with a whistle--a short, loud shriek coming through our bedroom window. I didn't wake up; the noise, otherworldly but familiar, blended into my dreams. Miri, my wife, was quicker to realize the danger: "Amir, wake up, a mortar!" We leaped out of bed and sprinted down the hall toward our safe room, a thick concrete bunker, wearing only underwear.

Every house in our kibbutz, Nahal Oz, has a safe room. We live less than a mile from the border with the Gaza Strip--close enough that Israel's Iron Dome doesn't have time to intercept artillery aimed at us. When Hamas launches a mortar, we have seven seconds before it lands.

As soon as we shut the heavy iron door, an explosion shook the house. Then a second, and a third. Our two daughters, who sleep in the safe room, had been through this many times before. Three-year-old Galia didn't even stir. Carmel, nearly 2, raised her head but fell back asleep once she found her pacifier.


This article has been adapted from Tibon's new book.



It was 6:30. Miri and I took out our phones and quickly discovered that Hamas was firing on dozens of locations across Israel. Whenever violence breaks out, we immediately start packing suitcases so that we can leave the kibbutz at the first moment of quiet. Israel and Hamas would typically announce a cease-fire within 10 days, at which point we'd return and get on with our lives.

But as we were packing, Miri and I heard a sound that told us this time would be different: gunfire. It started in the fields and steadily got closer. Then we heard shouting in Arabic outside our house--a commander telling one of his men to try to break in.

We had woken up to a nightmare: The border had been breached. Hamas was here.

When we moved to Nahal Oz in 2014, no word terrified us more than tunnel. Earlier that year, Hamas had used its extensive underground network to cross the border and kill Israeli soldiers. In response, the government invested more than $1 billion in an underground border wall, digging as deep as 160 feet. Any threat of an invasion had apparently been eliminated: The military began withdrawing soldiers from the borderlands, including from the base a few minutes' drive from our home. The aboveground border fence, equipped with security cameras and machine guns, was supposed to be impenetrable.

On the morning of October 7, fewer than four full battalions guarded the border with Gaza. (Compare that with the roughly 25 battalions posted in the West Bank.) About 200 soldiers were stationed at the nearby base. It wasn't nearly enough. Thousands of Hamas fighters bulldozed, blew up, and broke through the fence. Drones had prepared the way by destroying its guns and cameras. By 8:30 a.m., terrorists had captured the base, killing dozens of soldiers. In recent weeks, those soldiers had told their commanders that they had seen Hamas storming large-scale models of Israeli kibbutzim--an obvious dress rehearsal. But their warnings were dismissed. Israel's leaders didn't think Hamas would be willing to start a war.

Read: 'We're going to die here'

Even with the local base out of commission, Nahal Oz wasn't entirely undefended. The kibbutz has a small security team that was heading off Hamas despite being outnumbered. But there was no chance of a military force arriving quickly enough to save us from the immediate danger. Mercifully, perhaps, Miri and I remained unaware. All we could do was wait.

Within minutes of the base being overrun, I got a call from my father. Cell reception in the safe room was spotty--it would soon go out for good--but I had been able to text him explaining that we were trapped. Our call was brief. He offered me the only words of hope that I would hear for hours: "We're coming to get you out of there."

While my mother drove him from Tel Aviv, my father, a retired army general, called all the senior military officials he knew--the army's chief of staff, the head of the Southern Command, the commander of the Gaza regional division. None answered, so he texted instead, warning them that terrorists were inside Nahal Oz. He received just one response: "I know."

Rockets flew overhead as my parents entered the border region. My father put down his phone and took out a pistol. Once they got to Sderot, about 15 minutes from Nahal Oz, they saw a police cruiser parked sideways, blocking the highway. Policemen took cover behind it, shooting at some enemy my parents couldn't see. My mother was preparing to make a U-turn when a young couple darted in front of the car. They were out of breath and--as my father recalled--"dressed for a party." He and my mother hurriedly let them in.

As my mother drove away, the couple told my parents that they had come from a music festival. "They shot everyone," the woman exclaimed. "Everyone's dead." My parents listened in terror, imagining what might be happening to us in Nahal Oz. They drove the young couple to safety and turned back for the border.

About eight miles from Nahal Oz, my mother suddenly stopped the car in disbelief. Dozens of corpses covered the highway: Israeli soldiers and policemen, civilians, Hamas fighters. Most of the cars were charred; some were overturned. Others were still running but empty inside. My father was stunned. He had served in the Israel Defense Forces for more than three decades, even operating behind enemy lines. And yet, he told me, "I've never seen so much death in one place before." My mother nosed the car forward, slowly steering between bodies.


The aftermath of Hamas's attack on the music festival (Jack Guez / AFP / Getty)



Within a few minutes, at around 10:30 a.m., my parents had to stop again. They had driven into their second firefight of the day. A soldier directed them to take cover in a nearby bomb shelter, where they discovered a heap of mutilated remains: Hamas had chased Israelis there from the festival and thrown in grenades.

As my parents walked outside in horror, three armored vehicles carrying Israeli special forces were approaching. My father was able to persuade one of the officers, Avi, to go with him to Nahal Oz. My mother stayed behind, knowing that the next phase of the journey would be the most dangerous.

Meanwhile, Miri and I were desperately trying to keep the girls quiet. We pretended to be calm for their sakes, knowing that Hamas fighters might be close enough to hear them if they cried. But around noon, when Galia and Carmel fell back asleep, we stopped pretending. The military still hadn't come, and we had lost contact with my father. I whispered to Miri that this was all my fault; it had been my idea to live in Nahal Oz. She tried to console me, saying that she loved our life here. "We both chose this place."

Then, briefly, my cell reception returned. It was my mother: "Dad is getting closer to you."

My father and Avi were two miles from the border when they heard shots up ahead. Hamas fighters had ambushed a group of IDF soldiers and pinned them behind their Jeep Wrangler. My father and Avi jumped out of their car and ran toward the soldiers. A brigade of Israeli paratroopers arrived at the same time, opening fire on the Hamas fighters as my father made it to the Wrangler. He found five commandos there--two on his right pleaded for ammunition; three on his left stayed silent. Once he realized they were dead, he stripped their ammo and threw it to the survivors. Then he took an M16 for himself and killed a Hamas fighter who was rushing the car. The Israeli soldiers shot at the ambushers until the enemy fire abated. Silence fell over the forest, and one of the paratroopers announced that he'd been hit. My father ran over and saw that he'd been struck in the stomach.

Franklin Foer: The war that would not end

By now my father understood, based on all the violence he'd seen, that reinforcements had not likely gotten to Nahal Oz. He faced a painful decision: The kibbutz lay within reach, but the paratrooper wouldn't survive unless he was evacuated immediately.

My father made the right choice. He saved the soldier, taking him back to my mother, while Avi and the others stayed behind to hunt for remaining Hamas fighters. She drove the paratrooper to a nearby hospital, leaving my father stranded without a car. By some miracle, he ran into a general he knew, Israel Ziv, who agreed to drive him to Nahal Oz.

Their way was clear. More than six hours after leaving home, my father reached the kibbutz. Along the perimeter fence, he encountered a group of soldiers who agreed to let him join their command. An armored vehicle pulled up, carrying the local security team that had been defending Nahal Oz on its own all day. My father listened anxiously as they reported that roughly two dozen Hamas fighters remained in the kibbutz. The terrorists had broken into at least several homes, but the security team didn't know how many. Then another group of IDF soldiers arrived, making my father one of about 70 fighters assembled on the eastern edge of Nahal Oz. They divided themselves into teams and started searching every building in the kibbutz.


Smoke rises from the Gaza Strip on January 30, 2024, seen behind a gap in the fence bordering Nahal Oz. (Sam McNeil / AP)



It was now around 2 p.m., but Miri and I had no way of knowing. Our phones had long since died, and the room was too dark for me to read my watch. The only light came from Carmel's glow-in-the-dark pacifiers.

We heard gunfire again, this time in the distance: short, disciplined bursts, nothing like Hamas's wild shooting from the morning. Miri and I felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe the military had finally come.

Making his way through the kibbutz, my father saw bodies everywhere: in the road, in yards, in driveways, in houses. Most were Hamas fighters. Many still held their weapons. By 4 p.m., he had reached our property. Everything in sight had bullet holes--the house, our two cars, our stroller. A dead terrorist lay on the front porch with a rocket-propelled grenade in his hand, pointed at our next-door neighbors. Two others blocked the sidewalk in front of our door. Another had died next to our lemon tree.

My father walked up to the exterior wall of the safe room, took a deep breath, and smacked the covered window. We heard a bang and then a familiar voice. The air inside was hot and thick by then; we worried that we were running out of oxygen. Galia was the first to speak. "Saba is here," she said simply, using the Hebrew word for grandfather. I could hear the exhaustion in her voice, but for the first time in hours, she sounded happy.

My father shouted for us to open the front door. It took me a second to start moving. I imagined a terrorist hiding in the house, waiting for me to emerge. Slowly I felt my way through the darkness and opened the safe-room door. The light was overwhelming. I covered my eyes and crept to the front of the house toward my father. We embraced as soon as he stepped in the door. For a few moments, we stood there silently, holding each other.

By evening, the soldiers had finished searching the kibbutz and killed almost 30 Hamas fighters. They had found the bodies of 15 of our neighbors, including a family who were clinging to one another in their safe room when terrorists broke in.

The kibbutz would be evacuated soon, but in the meantime, the soldiers began assembling survivors in our house. By 7 p.m., we had more than 40 people inside, including about 10 young children huddled in the safe room. Rumor spread that those of us who were missing had been kidnapped and smuggled into Gaza.

In the midst of all this, Ruti, a woman who lived across the street, asked Miri where she could find a pot for cooking. Miri seemed confused: "What are you talking about?" But Ruti insisted. "I know we've all had a very long day, but there are 10 children sitting in that little room, and they need to have dinner."

Miri accompanied Ruti to the kitchen. With the help of another neighbor, they made pasta for everyone in the house. As I watched people eating--the children in the safe room, their parents in the living room, and the soldiers on the porch, visible through the cracks that bullets had left in our windows--I realized that Ruti was doing more than feeding us. She was telling us, in very few words, that because we were alive, we were going to have to live.



This article has been adapted from Amir Tibon's new book, The Gates of Gaza: A Story of Betrayal, Survival, and Hope in Israel's Borderlands.
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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




Updated at 4:45 p.m. ET on October 4, 2024

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 Jewish 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 leaped 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.



This article originally misstated that no Israeli civilians were hurt in either of Iran's strikes against Israel.
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        AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment
        Matteo Wong

        When the Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel wrote his will in 1895, he designated funds to reward those who "have conferred the greatest benefit to humankind." The resulting Nobel Prizes have since been awarded to the discoverers of penicillin, X-rays, and the structure of DNA--and, as of today, to two scientists who, decades ago, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods th...

      

      
        Donald Trump Flirts With Race Science
        Ali Breland

        One of Donald Trump's signature rhetorical moves--and there are many--is wrapping his most heinous and controversial public statements in the faintest patina of ambiguity. Not enough to obscure his point. Not even enough to give actual plausible deniability. But enough for Trump and his followers to wave away their critics as hysterical.In 2015, when Trump famously said that Mexican immigrants are criminals and rapists, he also said, "Some, I assume, are good people." In 2020, when Trump told the P...

      

      
        What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment
        Jason Schreier

        Over the past three years, as I worked on a book about the history of the video-game company Blizzard Entertainment, a disconcerting question kept popping into my head: Why does success seem so awful? Even typing that out feels almost anti-American, anathema to the ethos of hard work and ambition that has propelled so many of the great minds and ideas that have changed the world.But Blizzard makes a good case for the modest achievement over the astronomical. Founded in Irvine, California, by two ...

      

      
        We're Entering Uncharted Territory for Math
        Matteo Wong

        Terence Tao, a mathematics professor at UCLA, is a real-life superintelligence. The "Mozart of Math," as he is sometimes called, is widely considered the world's greatest living mathematician. He has won numerous awards, including the equivalent of a Nobel Prize for mathematics, for his advances and proofs. Right now, AI is nowhere close to his level.But technology companies are trying to get it there. Recent, attention-grabbing generations of AI--even the almighty ChatGPT--were not built to handle...

      

      
        It's Time to Stop Taking Sam Altman at His Word
        David Karpf

        OpenAI announced this week that it has raised $6.6 billion in new funding and that the company is now valued at $157 billion overall. This is quite a feat for an organization that reportedly burns through $7 billion a year--far more cash than it brings in--but it makes sense when you realize that OpenAI's primary product isn't technology. It's stories.Case in point: Last week, CEO Sam Altman published an online manifesto titled "The Intelligence Age." In it, he declares that the AI revolution is on...

      

      
        The EV Culture Wars Aren't What They Seem
        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...
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AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment

The Nobel Committee officially recognizes artificial intelligence's godfathers in the pantheon of human achievement.

by Matteo Wong




When the Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel wrote his will in 1895, he designated funds to reward those who "have conferred the greatest benefit to humankind." The resulting Nobel Prizes have since been awarded to the discoverers of penicillin, X-rays, and the structure of DNA--and, as of today, to two scientists who, decades ago, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.

Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods that have advanced physics, chemistry, biology, and more. In the announcement, Ellen Moons, the chair of the Nobel Committee for Physics and a physicist at Karlstad University, celebrated the two laureates' work, which used "fundamental concepts from statistical physics to design artificial neural networks" that can "find patterns in large data sets." She mentioned applications of their research in astrophysics and medical diagnosis, as well as in daily technologies such as facial recognition and language translation. She even alluded to the changes and challenges that AI may bring in the future. But she did not mention ChatGPT, widespread automation and the resulting global economic upheaval or prosperity, or the possibility of eliminating all disease with AI, as tech executives are wont to do.



Hopfield's and Hinton's respective research did lay the groundwork for the generative-AI revolution that Google CEO Sundar Pichai has compared to the harnessing of fire. In 1982, Hopfield invented a way for computer programs to store and recall patterns, reminiscent of human memory, and three years later, Hinton devised a way for programs to detect patterns from a set of examples. Those two methods and subsequent advances enabled this century's machine-learning revolution, which is built upon machines that detect, store, and reproduce statistical patterns from huge amounts of data, such as genetic sequences, weather forecasts, and internet text.



The Nobel committee focused its remarks on the foundational aspects of artificial neural networks: the ability to feed unfathomably large and complex amounts of data into an algorithm that will then, more or less undirected, detect previously unseen and consequential patterns in those data. As a result, drug discovery, neuroscience, renewable-energy research, and particle physics are fundamentally changing. Last year, a biomedical researcher at Harvard told me, "We can really make discoveries that would not be possible without the use of AI." All sorts of nonchatbot algorithms across the internet, on social-media and e-commerce and media websites, use neural networks. In a presentation about today's award, the theoretical physicist Anders Irback, another committee member, noted how these neural networks have been applied in astrophysics, materials science, climate modeling, and molecular biology.



Following the announcement, journalists were eager to ask about generative AI and ChatGPT, and Hinton--who has frequently voiced fears of an AI apocalypse--likened its influence to that of the Industrial Revolution. "We have no experience of what it's like to have things smarter than us," Hinton, who called into the ceremony, said. But the two committee members giving answers, Moons and Irback, demurred on questions about "GPT" and danced around Hinton's doomerism.

Today's award, in other words, should not feed the AI-hype cycle. It is a celebration of the ways in which machine-learning research "benefits all of humanity," to borrow OpenAI's phrase, in largely unseen, grounded ways that are no less important for that pragmatism. The prize should not be taken as a prediction of a science-fictional utopia or dystopia to come so much as a recognition of all the ways that AI has already changed the world.
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Donald Trump Flirts With Race Science

The former president says that there are "a lot of bad genes in our country right now."

by Ali Breland




One of Donald Trump's signature rhetorical moves--and there are many--is wrapping his most heinous and controversial public statements in the faintest patina of ambiguity. Not enough to obscure his point. Not even enough to give actual plausible deniability. But enough for Trump and his followers to wave away their critics as hysterical.



In 2015, when Trump famously said that Mexican immigrants are criminals and rapists, he also said, "Some, I assume, are good people." In 2020, when Trump told the Proud Boys to "stand back and stand by," his comments were not an outright condemnation of the far-right group, nor were they more than a winking nod in support.



Today, Trump debuted the latest version of this game. During an interview with the right-wing radio host Hugh Hewitt, he danced around suggesting that migrants coming across the southern border are genetically inferior.   "When you look at the things that [Vice President Kamala Harris] proposes, they're so far off, she has no clue," Trump told Hewitt. "How about allowing people to come to an open border, 13,000 of which were murderers? Many of them murdered far more than one person, and they're now happily living in the United States. You know, now a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes. And we got a lot of bad genes in our country right now."



This number isn't quite right. There are 13,099 noncitizens that have been convicted of homicide and are not in ICE custody, according to the agency, though that doesn't mean they are roaming the country freely. These data span at least 40 years and include noncitizens who came in during the Trump administration.



Regardless, it was perhaps inevitable that Trump would eventually dip his toes into the grimy puddle of race science--the pseudoscientific belief that race carries specific genetic tendencies that explain differences in intelligence and other behavioral proclivities. He has also long expressed a belief that genes determine your life. In 1988, he went on The Oprah Winfrey Show and professed that "you have to be born lucky in the sense that you have to have the right genes." He has repeated versions of this sentiment since then. It was only a matter of time before he began linking his belief in genes with his belief in the inferiority of migrants.



That Trump would do so now makes sense. As I wrote in August, explicit race science has been surging out of the most decrepit corners of the fringe right and into its mainstream. Both Tucker Carlson and Charlie Kirk recently invited Steve Sailer, a prominent race-science proponent, on to their respective podcasts. A related belief in a "natural order" and eugenics has also taken hold among influential sets in the right, with the ascent of figures such as Bronze Age Pervert, the online pseudonym for Costin Alamariu. Elon Musk, who has become a right-wing influencer and spoke at a Trump rally on Saturday, has publicly engaged with posts from prominent pro-race-science accounts on X, his social-media platform.



If Trump is ever pressed on these race-science comments, he'll try to sidestep his way out of them, just as he did with his comments about the Proud Boys, Mexican people, and the like. He might say that he was simply talking about murderers in general, or a specific subset of immigrants who happen to be murderers. He might say that he's simply citing the numbers--a standard move for race-science adherents, especially in this ongoing moment of data fetishism. His supporters are already chiming in with explanations on his behalf. But we can all see the point he's making.
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What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment

A multibillion-dollar success story quickly turned into a curse.

by Jason Schreier




Over the past three years, as I worked on a book about the history of the video-game company Blizzard Entertainment, a disconcerting question kept popping into my head: Why does success seem so awful? Even typing that out feels almost anti-American, anathema to the ethos of hard work and ambition that has propelled so many of the great minds and ideas that have changed the world.



But Blizzard makes a good case for the modest achievement over the astronomical. Founded in Irvine, California, by two UCLA students named Allen Adham and Mike Morhaime, the company quickly became well respected and popular thanks to a series of breakout franchises such as StarCraft and Diablo. But everything changed in 2004 with the launch of World of Warcraft (or WoW), which became an online-gaming juggernaut that made billions of dollars. I started writing Play Nice because I wanted to examine the challenging relationship between Blizzard and the parent corporation that would eventually call the shots. After conducting interviews with more than 300 current and former Blizzard staff members, I found a tragic story--a cautionary tale about how the pursuit of endless growth and iteration can devastate a company, no matter how legendary its status.



When Blizzard was founded, the video-game industry had not yet become the $200 billion business it is today. The Super Nintendo console hadn't arrived in America, and Tetris was still one of the hottest things going. But Adham and Morhaime saw the unique appeal of the medium. With games, you didn't just watch things happen--you controlled them.

Adham and Morhaime started the company in 1991 with a little seed money from their families, some college-level programming knowledge, and a handful of artists and engineers. Within a decade, their games were critical and commercial hits, selling millions of copies and winning over players worldwide. None of these titles invented a genre, exactly--the original Warcraft and StarCraft followed strategy games such as Dune II and Herzog Zwei, while Diablo shared some DNA with games such as Rogue and Ultima--but Blizzard had a working formula. The company's games were streamlined and approachable, in contrast with more arcane competitors that, especially in the early days of PC gaming, seemed to demand that players reference dense manuals at every turn. Yet Blizzard games also maintained enough complexity to separate amateur and expert players. Most anyone could play these games, much as anyone could pick up a bat and smack a baseball--but there are Little Leaguers and then there is Shohei Ohtani.



Crucially, each game contained modes that allowed people to compete or cooperate with one another, first via local networks and then, beginning with 1995's Warcraft II, through the internet. Blizzard's success was tied to the rise of the web, and it even developed its own platform, Battle.net, that allowed customers to play online for free (an unusual move at the time). This was a bold approach back when fewer than 10 percent of Americans were regularly going online.



From the July/August 2023 issue: 'Hell welcomes all'



The company's bet paid off wildly with the release of WoW, an online game that had not just multiplayer matches but a persistent universe, allowing players to inhabit a vivid fantasy realm full of goblins and centaurs that existed whether or not they were playing. Unlike Blizzard's previous games, WoW required players to pay a $15 monthly fee to offset server costs, so Adham and Morhaime didn't know what to expect ahead of release. They thought they might be lucky to hit 1 million subscribers. Instead, they reached 5 million within a year. Employees popped champagne, and colorful sports cars began dotting the parking lot as WoW's designers and programmers received bonus checks that outpaced their salaries.



The company hired armies of developers and customer-service reps to keep up with the unprecedented demand, swelling from hundreds to thousands of employees. Within a few years, Blizzard had moved to a sprawling new campus, and its parent company had merged with a competitor, Activision, to become Activision Blizzard, the largest publicly traded company in gaming. By 2010, WoW had more than 12 million subscribers.



No company can scale like this without making changes along the way. For WoW to thrive, it would have to siphon talent from elsewhere. Players expected a never-ending stream of updates, so Blizzard moved staff from every other team to imagine new monsters and dungeons. Other projects were delayed or canceled as a result. WoW's unprecedented growth also tore away at Blizzard's culture. Staff on Team 2, the development unit behind the game, would snark to colleagues in other departments that they were paying for everyone else's salaries.



Innovating, as the company had done so successfully for years after its founding, seemed to become impossible. Blizzard attempted to create a new hit, Titan, with an all-star team of developers. Mismanagement and creative paralysis plagued the team, but most of all, the team struggled with the pressure of trying to create a successor to one of the most lucrative games in history. Titan was stuffed full of so many ideas--the shooting and driving of Grand Theft Auto alongside the house-building of The Sims--that it wound up feeling unwieldy and incoherent. In the spring of 2013, after seven years of development and a cost of $80 million, Blizzard canceled the game.



To Bobby Kotick, the CEO of Blizzard's corporate parent, this cancellation was a massive failure--not just a money drain but a wasted opportunity. Meanwhile, WoW was on the decline, losing subscribers every quarter, and an ambitious plan to release new expansions annually had not panned out. By 2016, the company had managed to release two more big hits: a digital card game called Hearthstone, based on the Warcraft universe, and a competitive shooting game, Overwatch, that was salvaged from Titan's wreckage. But both projects were almost canceled along the way in favor of adding more staff to WoW. And they weren't enough for Kotick, who watched Blizzard's profits rise and fall every year and wanted to see more consistent growth. He pushed the company to hire a new chief financial officer, who hired a squad of M.B.A.s to make suggestions that sounded a whole lot like demands about boosting profits. In the early days, Blizzard's philosophy had been that if they made great games, the money would follow; now the logic was flipped.



In October 2018, Morhaime resigned, writing, "I've decided it's time for someone else to lead Blizzard Entertainment." The pressure from Activision would only increase in the following years, leading to the departures of so many company veterans and leaders that the company stopped sending emails about them. Blizzard faced endless public-relations disasters, the cancellation of more projects, and frustration from Activision executives as its next two planned games, Diablo and Overwatch sequels, were delayed for years. In 2020, the company released its first bad game, a graphical remaster of an earlier Warcraft title, which was widely panned for its glitches and missing features.



Then things got even worse. In 2021, the state of California sued Activision Blizzard for sexual misconduct and discrimination in a complaint that largely focused on Blizzard. Current and former Blizzard staff spoke out on social media and with reporters about the harassment and discrimination they said they had faced. Blizzard replaced its president, fired or reprimanded dozens of employees, and even changed the names of characters in its games who had been named after alleged offenders. (The lawsuit was later settled for $54 million.) Microsoft agreed to purchase the disgraced game maker for $69 billion one year later.



Today, Blizzard is clearly not the company it once was. Although it retains millions of players and its games are successful, it has not released a new franchise in nearly a decade, and it is still reckoning with the reputational and institutional damage of the past few years. There were many factors, but you can draw a straight line from Blizzard's present-day woes all the way back to the billions of dollars generated by WoW. If not for that sudden success and the attempts to supercharge growth, Blizzard would be a very different company today--perhaps one following a steadier, more sustainable path.

Read: The quiet revolution of Animal Crossing

Other video-game makers have run into similar problems. Epic Games, once known for a variety of games and technological innovations, released Fortnite in 2017 and watched it turn into a cultural phenomenon; Epic grew exponentially and abandoned most other projects as that game exploded. Rockstar, the company behind Grand Theft Auto, has not released a new entry in the series since 2013 largely due to the billions of dollars generated by the previous game and its online component, which have sold 200 million copies but demanded extensive resources. The independent makers of smash hits such as Hollow Knight and Stardew Valley have struggled to deliver successors in a timely fashion, undoubtedly at least in part because of the creative pressures of surpassing art that millions of people loved.



Not everyone plays video games. But many people have felt the effects of enormous success changing something they once cherished, be it a rock band watering down its music to appeal to larger audiences or a search engine embracing AI garbage to appeal to insatiable investors. Why dedicate your resources to incubating new products when the old one makes so much money? Creative people often find themselves hoping for that one big hit to propel them on a course to greatness, but getting there can also mean losing your soul along the way. As one former Blizzard designer told me: "When millions turn into billions, everything changes."
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We're Entering Uncharted Territory for Math

Terence Tao, the world's greatest living mathematician, has a vision for AI.

by Matteo Wong




Terence Tao, a mathematics professor at UCLA, is a real-life superintelligence. The "Mozart of Math," as he is sometimes called, is widely considered the world's greatest living mathematician. He has won numerous awards, including the equivalent of a Nobel Prize for mathematics, for his advances and proofs. Right now, AI is nowhere close to his level.



But technology companies are trying to get it there. Recent, attention-grabbing generations of AI--even the almighty ChatGPT--were not built to handle mathematical reasoning. They were instead focused on language: When you asked such a program to answer a basic question, it did not understand and execute an equation or formulate a proof, but instead presented an answer based on which words were likely to appear in sequence. For instance, the original ChatGPT can't add or multiply, but has seen enough examples of algebra to solve x + 2 = 4: "To solve the equation x + 2 = 4, subtract 2 from both sides ..." Now, however, OpenAI is explicitly marketing a new line of "reasoning models," known collectively as the o1 series, for their ability to problem-solve "much like a person" and work through complex mathematical and scientific tasks and queries. If these models are successful, they could represent a sea change for the slow, lonely work that Tao and his peers do.

Read: OpenAI's big reset

After I saw Tao post his impressions of o1 online--he compared it to a "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student--I wanted to understand more about his views on the technology's potential. In a Zoom call last week, he described a kind of AI-enabled, "industrial-scale mathematics" that has never been possible before: one in which AI, at least in the near future, is not a creative collaborator in its own right so much as a lubricant for mathematicians' hypotheses and approaches. This new sort of math, which could unlock terrae incognitae of knowledge, will remain human at its core, embracing how people and machines have very different strengths that should be thought of as complementary rather than competing.



This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.





Matteo Wong: What was your first experience with ChatGPT?



Terence Tao: I played with it pretty much as soon as it came out. I posed some difficult math problems, and it gave pretty silly results. It was coherent English, it mentioned the right words, but there was very little depth. Anything really advanced, the early GPTs were not impressive at all. They were good for fun things--like if you wanted to explain some mathematical topic as a poem or as a story for kids. Those are quite impressive.



Wong: OpenAI says o1 can "reason," but you compared the model to "a mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student.



Tao: That initial wording went viral, but it got misinterpreted. I wasn't saying that this tool is equivalent to a graduate student in every single aspect of graduate study. I was interested in using these tools as research assistants. A research project has a lot of tedious steps: You may have an idea and you want to flesh out computations, but you have to do it by hand and work it all out.



Wong: So it's a mediocre or incompetent research assistant.



Tao: Right, it's the equivalent, in terms of serving as that kind of an assistant. But I do envision a future where you do research through a conversation with a chatbot. Say you have an idea, and the chatbot went with it and filled out all the details.



It's already happening in some other areas. AI famously conquered chess years ago, but chess is still thriving today, because it's now possible for a reasonably good chess player to speculate what moves are good in what situations, and they can use the chess engines to check 20 moves ahead. I can see this sort of thing happening in mathematics eventually: You have a project and ask, "What if I try this approach?" And instead of spending hours and hours actually trying to make it work, you guide a GPT to do it for you.



With o1, you can kind of do this. I gave it a problem I knew how to solve, and I tried to guide the model. First I gave it a hint, and it ignored the hint and did something else, which didn't work. When I explained this, it apologized and said, "Okay, I'll do it your way." And then it carried out my instructions reasonably well, and then it got stuck again, and I had to correct it again. The model never figured out the most clever steps. It could do all the routine things, but it was very unimaginative.



One key difference between graduate students and AI is that graduate students learn. You tell an AI its approach doesn't work, it apologizes, it will maybe temporarily correct its course, but sometimes it just snaps back to the thing it tried before. And if you start a new session with AI, you go back to square one. I'm much more patient with graduate students because I know that even if a graduate student completely fails to solve a task, they have potential to learn and self-correct.



Wong: The way OpenAI describes it, o1 can recognize its mistakes, but you're saying that's not the same as sustained learning, which is what actually makes mistakes useful for humans.



Tao: Yes, humans have growth. These models are static--the feedback I give to GPT-4 might be used as 0.00001 percent of the training data for GPT-5. But that's not really the same as with a student.



AI and humans have such different models for how they learn and solve problems--I think it's better to think of AI as a complementary way to do tasks. For a lot of tasks, having both AIs and humans doing different things will be most promising.



Wong: You've also said previously that computer programs might transform mathematics and make it easier for humans to collaborate with one another. How so? And does generative AI have anything to contribute here?



Tao: Technically they aren't classified as AI, but proof assistants are useful computer tools that check whether a mathematical argument is correct or not. They enable large-scale collaboration in mathematics. That's a very recent advent.



Math can be very fragile: If one step in a proof is wrong, the whole argument can collapse. If you make a collaborative project with 100 people, you break your proof in 100 pieces and everybody contributes one. But if they don't coordinate with one another, the pieces might not fit properly. Because of this, it's very rare to see more than five people on a single project.



With proof assistants, you don't need to trust the people you're working with, because the program gives you this 100 percent guarantee. Then you can do factory production-type, industrial-scale mathematics, which doesn't really exist right now. One person focuses on just proving certain types of results, like a modern supply chain.



The problem is these programs are very fussy. You have to write your argument in a specialized language--you can't just write it in English. AI may be able to do some translation from human language to the programs. Translating one language to another is almost exactly what large language models are designed to do. The dream is that you just have a conversation with a chatbot explaining your proof, and the chatbot would convert it into a proof-system language as you go.



Wong: So the chatbot isn't a source of knowledge or ideas, but a way to interface.



Tao: Yes, it could be a really useful glue.



Wong: What are the sorts of problems that this might help solve?



Tao: The classic idea of math is that you pick some really hard problem, and then you have one or two people locked away in the attic for seven years just banging away at it. The types of problems you want to attack with AI are the opposite. The naive way you would use AI is to feed it the most difficult problem that we have in mathematics. I don't think that's going to be super successful, and also, we already have humans that are working on those problems.



The type of math that I'm most interested in is math that doesn't really exist. The project that I launched just a few days ago is about an area of math called universal algebra, which is about whether certain mathematical statements or equations imply that other statements are true. The way people have studied this in the past is that they pick one or two equations and they study them to death, like how a craftsperson used to make one toy at a time, then work on the next one. Now we have factories; we can produce thousands of toys at a time. In my project, there's a collection of about 4,000 equations, and the task is to find connections between them. Each is relatively easy, but there's a million implications. There's like 10 points of light, 10 equations among these thousands that have been studied reasonably well, and then there's this whole terra incognita.

Read: Science is becoming less human

There are other fields where this transition has happened, like in genetics. It used to be that if you wanted to sequence a genome of an organism, this was an entire Ph.D. thesis. Now we have these gene-sequencing machines, and so geneticists are sequencing entire populations. You can do different types of genetics that way. Instead of narrow, deep mathematics, where an expert human works very hard on a narrow scope of problems, you could have broad, crowdsourced problems with lots of AI assistance that are maybe shallower, but at a much larger scale. And it could be a very complementary way of gaining mathematical insight.



Wong: It reminds me of how an AI program made by Google Deepmind, called AlphaFold, figured out how to predict the three-dimensional structure of proteins, which was for a long time something that had to be done one protein at a time.



Tao: Right, but that doesn't mean protein science is obsolete. You have to change the problems you study. A hundred and fifty years ago, mathematicians' primary usefulness was in solving partial differential equations. There are computer packages that do this automatically now. Six hundred years ago, mathematicians were building tables of sines and cosines, which were needed for navigation, but these can now be generated by computers in seconds.



I'm not super interested in duplicating the things that humans are already good at. It seems inefficient. I think at the frontier, we will always need humans and AI. They have complementary strengths. AI is very good at converting billions of pieces of data into one good answer. Humans are good at taking 10 observations and making really inspired guesses.
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It's Time to Stop Taking Sam Altman at His Word

Understand AI for what it is, not what it might become.

by David Karpf




OpenAI announced this week that it has raised $6.6 billion in new funding and that the company is now valued at $157 billion overall. This is quite a feat for an organization that reportedly burns through $7 billion a year--far more cash than it brings in--but it makes sense when you realize that OpenAI's primary product isn't technology. It's stories.



Case in point: Last week, CEO Sam Altman published an online manifesto titled "The Intelligence Age." In it, he declares that the AI revolution is on the verge of unleashing boundless prosperity and radically improving human life. "We'll soon be able to work with AI that helps us accomplish much more than we ever could without AI," he writes. Altman expects that his technology will fix the climate, help humankind establish space colonies, and discover all of physics. He predicts that we may have an all-powerful superintelligence "in a few thousand days." All we have to do is feed his technology enough energy, enough data, and enough chips.



Maybe someday Altman's ideas about AI will prove out, but for now, his approach is textbook Silicon Valley mythmaking. In these narratives, humankind is forever on the cusp of a technological breakthrough that will transform society for the better. The hard technical problems have basically been solved--all that's left now are the details, which will surely be worked out through market competition and old-fashioned entrepreneurship. Spend billions now; make trillions later! This was the story of the dot-com boom in the 1990s, and of nanotechnology in the 2000s. It was the story of cryptocurrency and robotics in the 2010s. The technologies never quite work out like the Altmans of the world promise, but the stories keep regulators and regular people sidelined while the entrepreneurs, engineers, and investors build empires. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



Read: AI doomerism is a decoy



Despite the rhetoric, Altman's products currently feel less like a glimpse of the future and more like the mundane, buggy present. ChatGPT and DALL-E were cutting-edge technology in 2022. People tried the chatbot and image generator for the first time and were astonished. Altman and his ilk spent the following year speaking in stage whispers about the awesome technological force that had just been unleashed upon the world. Prominent AI figures were among the thousands of people who signed an open letter in March 2023 to urge a six-month pause in the development of large language models ( LLMs) so that humanity would have time to address the social consequences of the impending revolution. Those six months came and went. OpenAI and its competitors have released other models since then, and although tech wonks have dug into their purported advancements, for most people, the technology appears to have plateaued. GPT-4 now looks less like the precursor to an all-powerful superintelligence and more like ... well, any other chatbot.



The technology itself seems much smaller once the novelty wears off. You can use a large language model to compose an email or a story--but not a particularly original one. The tools still hallucinate (meaning they confidently assert false information). They still fail in embarrassing and unexpected ways. Meanwhile, the web is filling up with useless "AI slop," LLM-generated trash that costs practically nothing to produce and generates pennies of advertising revenue for the creator. We're in a race to the bottom that everyone saw coming and no one is happy with. Meanwhile, the search for product-market fit at a scale that would justify all the inflated tech-company valuations keeps coming up short. Even OpenAI's latest release, o1, was accompanied by a caveat from Altman that "it still seems more impressive on first use than it does after you spend more time with it."

In Altman's rendering, this moment in time is just a waypoint, "the doorstep of the next leap in prosperity." He still argues that the deep-learning technique that powers ChatGPT will effectively be able to solve any problem, at any scale, so long as it has enough energy, enough computational power, and enough data. Many computer scientists are skeptical of this claim, maintaining that multiple significant scientific breakthroughs stand between us and artificial general intelligence. But Altman projects confidence that his company has it all well in hand, that science fiction will soon become reality. He may need $7 trillion or so to realize his ultimate vision--not to mention unproven fusion-energy technology--but that's peanuts when compared with all the advances he is promising.



There's just one tiny problem, though: Altman is no physicist. He is a serial entrepreneur, and quite clearly a talented one. He is one of Silicon Valley's most revered talent scouts. If you look at Altman's breakthrough successes, they all pretty much revolve around connecting early start-ups with piles of investor cash, not any particular technical innovation.



Read: OpenAI takes its mask off



It's remarkable how similar Altman's rhetoric sounds to that of his fellow billionaire techno-optimists. The project of techno-optimism, for decades now, has been to insist that if we just have faith in technological progress and free the inventors and investors from pesky regulations such as copyright law and deceptive marketing, then the marketplace will work its magic and everyone will be better off. Altman has made nice with lawmakers, insisting that artificial intelligence requires responsible regulation. But the company's response to proposed regulation seems to be "no, not like that." Lord, grant us regulatory clarity--but not just yet.



At a high enough level of abstraction, Altman's entire job is to keep us all fixated on an imagined AI future so we don't get too caught up in the underwhelming details of the present. Why focus on how AI is being used to harass and exploit children when you can imagine the ways it will make your life easier? It's much more pleasant fantasizing about a benevolent future AI, one that fixes the problems wrought by climate change, than dwelling upon the phenomenal energy and water consumption of actually existing AI today.



Remember, these technologies already have a track record. The world can and should evaluate them, and the people building them, based on their results and their effects, not solely on their supposed potential.
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The EV Culture Wars Aren't What They Seem

On the whole, Democrats are going electric and Republicans are not. Partisanship only partly explains the difference.

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 are 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 fewer 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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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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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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What Tensions in the Middle East Could Mean for Harris and Trump

Will conflict in the region change the dynamics of the presidential race?

by The Editors





 With a month left until the presidential election, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump have turned to issues of foreign policy on the campaign trail as tensions in the Middle East rise. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists join to discuss how potential intensification of the conflict could change the dynamics of the election.

President Joe Biden continues to support Israel's right to defend itself--with the U.S. joining Israel in shooting down Iranian missiles this week--but he has cautioned against actions that would further expand the war. Although Biden has been a "very comfortable figure for Israel" over the course of his administration, the Israelis "have big question marks" about Harris and Trump, Franklin Foer said last night.

Until recently, both candidates' campaigns have not centered on issues of foreign policy, with topics such as the economy taking a sharper focus. Whether Harris and Trump begin to outline specific policy aims for their approach to the Middle East as Election Day draws nearer remains to be seen.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Francesca Chambers, a White House correspondent at USA Today; Franklin Foer, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post.

Watch the full episode here.
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        Another Reason to Hate Ticks
        Sarah Zhang

        When Clark Giles first heard about ticks making people allergic to meat, he found the notion so unbelievable, he considered it "hogwash." Then, in 2022, it happened to him. Following a spate of tick bites, he ate a hamburger and went into sudden anaphylaxis. His lips became numb, his face swollen, and his skin a "red carpet from my knees to my shoulders," he says. Eventually, Giles--who raises sheep on a homestead in Oklahoma--had to give up eating not just beef but pork, and, yes, even lamb.From t...
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        Recently, in a few cities across the country, Starbucks quietly unveiled a pair of drinks, one resembling a pistachio milkshake, the other a mossy sludge. Unlike with green beverages already on the Starbucks menu, their hue does not come from matcha, mint, or grapes. They are green because they contain actual greens--or, at least, a dried and powdered form of them sold by the supplement company AG1. Now getting a hefty dose of vegetables--including, but not limited to, broccoli, spinach, and, uh, "...
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        Sunita Puri

        
The first person who taught me something about death and defiance was the mother of a family friend, an older woman who had moved from Punjab to the United States to be closer to her son. I remember her as delicate and draped always in pastel salwar kameezes. After she was diagnosed with breast cancer, which moved quickly to claim her bones and her brain, her desire to return to Punjab intensified. When my parents told me about the end of her life, it was with a mixture of disbelief and convicti...
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        Shayla Love

        Of the first three elements to appear after the Big Bang, only one is available to buy as a bath soak. The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment, which comes in shiny silver packaging, lists lithium as an ingredient and promises to take users "from weighed down to mellowed out." It's one of dozens of over-the-counter lithium supplements that claim to support a healthy mood. The metal is also an ingredient in Novos Core, a supplement marketed to "target the 12 root causes of aging," plus in Lif...
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They Were Made Without Eggs or Sperm. Are They Human?

Embryo models are getting remarkably realistic.

by Kristen V. Brown




The little clump of cells looked almost like a human embryo. Created from stem cells, without eggs, sperm, or a womb, the embryo model had a yolk sac and a proto-placenta, resembling a state that real human embryos reach after approximately 14 days of development. It even secreted hormones that turned a drugstore pregnancy test positive.

To Jacob Hanna's expert eye, the model wasn't perfect--more like a rough sketch. It had no chance of developing into an actual baby. But in 2022, when two students burst into his office and dragged him to a microscope to show him the cluster of cells, he knew his team had unlocked a door to understanding a crucial stage of human development. Hanna, a professor at the Weizmann Institute of Science in Israel, also knew that the model would raise some profound ethical questions.
 
 You might recall images of embryonic development from your high-school biology textbook: In a predictable progression, a fertilized egg morphs into a ball of cells, then a bean-shaped blob, and then, ultimately, something that looks like a baby. The truth is, though, that the earliest stages of human development are still very much a mystery. Early-stage embryos are simply too small to observe with ultrasound; at 14 days, they are just barely perceptible to the naked eye. Keeping them alive outside the body for that long is difficult. Whether anyone should is another matter--for decades, scientific policy and regulation has held 14 days as the limit for how long embryos can be cultured in a lab.

Embryo models--that is, embryos created using stem cells--could provide a real alternative for studying some of the hardest problems in human development, unlocking crucial details about, say, what causes miscarriages and developmental disorders. In recent years, Hanna and other scientists have made remarkable progress in cultivating pluripotent stem cells to mimic the structure and function of a real, growing embryo. But as researchers solve technical problems, they are still left with moral ones. When is a copy so good that it's equivalent to the real thing? And more to the point, when should the lab experiment be treated--legally and ethically--as human?

Around the 14th day of embryonic development, a key stage in human growth called gastrulation kicks off. Cells begin to organize into layers that form the early buds of organs. The primitive streak--a developmental precursor of the spine--shows up. It is also at that point that an embryo can no longer become a twin. "You become an individual," Jeremy Sugarman, a professor of bioethics and medicine at the Johns Hopkins Berman Institute of Bioethics, told me.

Read: A woman gave birth from an embryo frozen for 24 years

The primitive streak is the main rationale behind what is often referred to as the "14-day rule." Many countries limit the amount of time that a human embryo can be kept alive in a petri dish to 14 days. When a U.K. committee recommended the 14-day limit in the 1980s, IVF, which requires keeping embryos alive until they are either transferred or frozen around day five or six, was still brand-new. The committee reasoned that 14 days was the last point at which an embryo could definitively be considered no more than a collection of cells, without potential individual identity or individual rights; because the central nervous system is formed after the 14-day milestone, they reasoned, there was no chance it could feel pain.

But the recent rise of advanced embryo models has led some groups to start questioning the sanctity of the two-week mark. In 2021, the International Society for Stem Cell Research relaxed its 14-day guideline, saying that research could continue past 14 days depending on ethical review and national regulations. (The organization declined to set a new limit.) In July, U.K. researchers put out a similar set of guidelines specifically for models. Australia's Embryo Research Licensing Committee, however, recently decided to treat more realistic models like the real deal, prohibiting them from developing past 14 days. In the United States, federal funding of human-embryo research has been prohibited since 1996, but no federal laws govern experiments with either real or model embryos. "The preliminary question is, are they embryos at all?" Hank Greely, a law professor and the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University, told me. Allow one to develop further, and "maybe it grows a second head. We don't know." (Having a second head is not necessarily a reason to disqualify someone from being human.) In the absence of an ethical consensus, Hanna is at work trying to cultivate his models to the equivalent of day 21, roughly the end of gastrulation. So far, he said, he's managed to grow them to about day 18.

Researchers generally agree that today's models show little risk of one day becoming walking, talking human beings. Combining sperm and eggs the old-fashioned way is already no guarantee of creating new life; even women in their 20s have only about a 25 percent chance of getting pregnant each month. Making embryos in a lab, sans the usual source material, is considerably harder. Right now, only about 1 percent of embryo models actually become anything that resembles an embryo, according to Hanna. And because scientists don't have a great idea of what a nine-day-old embryo looks like inside the body, Greely said, they don't actually know for certain whether the models are developing similarly.

Read: The most mysterious cells in our bodies don't belong to us

And yet, in the past few years, scientists have already accomplished what seemed impossible not so long ago. Both Hanna and Magdalena Zernicka-Goetz, a developmental and stem-cell biologist at the California Institute for Technology and the University of Cambridge, have created models for mice with brains and beating hearts. Scientists and ethicists would be wise to consider what qualifies as human before human embryo models have beating hearts, too. The most important question, some ethicists argue, is not whether researchers can achieve a heartbeat in a petri dish, but whether they can achieve one with a model embryo implanted in a human womb. "It's no longer so much about how embryos are made or where they come from, but more what they can possibly do," Insoo Hyun, a bioethicist and the director of life sciences at Boston's Museum of Science told me. In an experiment published last year, seven-day-old model monkey embryos were successfully implanted in the uterus of three female monkeys. Signs of pregnancy disappeared about a week afterward, but the paper still raised the specter--or perhaps the promise--of a human version of the experiment.

Building more realistic embryo models could have enormous benefits--starting with basic understanding of how embryos grow. A century ago, scientists collected thousands of embryo samples, which were then organized into 23 phases covering the first eight weeks of development. Those snapshots of development, known as the Carnegie stages, still form much of the basis for how early life is described in scientific texts. The problem is, "we don't know what happens in between," Hanna said. "To study development, you need the living material. You have to watch it grow." Until recently, scientists had rarely sustained embryos in the lab past day seven or so, leaving manifold questions about development beyond the first week. Most developmental defects happen in the first trimester of pregnancy; for example, cleft palate, a potentially debilitating birth defect, occurs sometime before week nine for reasons that scientists don't yet understand. It's a mystery that more developmental research performed on embryo models could solve, Greely said.

Better understanding the earliest stages of life could yield insights far beyond developmental disorders. It could help reveal why some women frequently miscarry, or have trouble getting pregnant at all. Zernicka-Goetz has grown models to study the amniotic cavity--when it forms improperly, she suspects, pregnancies may fail. Embryo models could also help explain how and why prenatal development is affected by viruses and alcohol--and, crucially, medications. Pregnant people are generally excluded from drug trials because of potential risks to the fetus, which leaves them without access to treatments for new and chronic health conditions. Hanna has started a company that aims, among other things, to test drug safety on embryo models. Hanna told me he also envisions an even more sci-fi future: treating infertility by growing embryo models to day 60, harvesting their ovaries, and then using the eggs for IVF. Because stem cells can be grown from skin cells, such a system could solve the problem of infertility caused by older eggs without the more invasive aspects of IVF, which requires revving the ovaries up with hormones and surgery to retrieve the resulting eggs.

Read: Christian parents have a blueprint for IVF

Answering at least some of these questions may not require hyperrealistic models of an embryo. Aryeh Warmflash, a biosciences professor at Rice University, is studying gastrulation, but the cells that form the placenta aren't relevant to his research questions, so his models leave them out, he told me. "In some sense, the better your model goes, the more you have to worry," he said. Hyun told me he cautions scientists against making extremely complex models in order to avoid triggering debate, especially in a country already divided by ideas about when life begins. But given all the medical advances that could be achieved by studying realistic models--all the unknowns that are beginning to seem knowable--it's hard to imagine that everyone will follow his advice.
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Another Reason to Hate Ticks

Their saliva is making some farmers allergic to their own cattle and sheep.

by Sarah Zhang




When Clark Giles first heard about ticks making people allergic to meat, he found the notion so unbelievable, he considered it "hogwash." Then, in 2022, it happened to him. Following a spate of tick bites, he ate a hamburger and went into sudden anaphylaxis. His lips became numb, his face swollen, and his skin a "red carpet from my knees to my shoulders," he says. Eventually, Giles--who raises sheep on a homestead in Oklahoma--had to give up eating not just beef but pork, and, yes, even lamb.

From there, his allergy started to manifest in stranger ways. During lambing season, the smell of afterbirth left him with days of brain fog, fatigue, and joint aches. To touch his sheep, he now needs nitrile gloves. To shovel their manure, he now needs a respirator. And Giles doesn't even have it the worst of people he knows: A friend with the same allergy was getting so sick, he had to give up his sheep altogether.

This unusual allergy is most often caused by the lone-star tick, whose saliva triggers an immune reaction against a molecule, alpha-gal, found in most mammals besides humans. The allergy is also known as alpha-gal syndrome, or AGS. In recent years, the lone-star tick has been creeping northward and westward from its historical range, in the southeastern United States. (Oklahoma is in fact right on the edge; ticks are more prevalent in its east than its west.) Alpha-gal syndrome, too, is suspected to be on the rise. Farmers who spend their days outdoors are particularly exposed to lone-star ticks, and repeated bites may cause more severe reactions. And so, Giles is among a group of farmers who have become, ironically, allergic to the animals that they raise.



There are no official numbers for how many farmers are afflicted with alpha-gal syndrome. But AGS has become prevalent enough, says Charles Green, Virginia's deputy commissioner of agriculture, that the state farm bureau's upcoming annual convention is offering an alpha-gal-safe meal option. Green himself developed the allergy after getting tick bites on his family farm. And he isn't even the only ag commissioner I've interviewed with the condition: A couple of years ago, I spoke with the commissioner in North Carolina, a top hog-producing state, who could no longer, as his job usually requires, "eat more barbecue than any human being on the face of the Earth."

For most people with AGS, just avoiding the meat from mammals is enough. But for those who are more sensitive, anything of mammalian origin is off the table: dairy, wool, gelatin, lanolin, and even more obscure products such as magnesium stearate, a fat derivative often found in pills and drug capsules. And for farmers like Giles, who are extremely sensitive, even the fumes from manure, dander, and amniotic fluid can set off reactions. "It's so much more far-reaching than just, Don't eat this. It's, Don't touch it. Don't work with it. Don't be around it," says Jenna Olcott, who is no longer able to help out on her family's small cattle farm in Missouri. Farmers with severe AGS find it difficult, and in some cases impossible, to care for their animals at all.

Sonya Bowes has lost count of the number of tick bites she's gotten on her tiny farm in rural Kentucky. They're hard to avoid, she says, when taking care of grazing animals in tall grass. She knew something was wrong when she started experiencing mysterious symptoms around her dairy cows, such as sudden drops in her blood pressure, that turned out to be signs of an allergic reaction. She can no longer milk them without getting sick. When we spoke last week, she had already sold her three cows as well as her rabbits. She's planning to sell her pigs too, at a probable financial loss, because she cannot care for them anymore. Bowes's small farm has been her livelihood and her lifelong dream. "It's just been devastating" to give up on that dream.

Antonia Florence and her husband downsized their cattle farm in Virginia after their allergic reactions became so severe, they lost a calf because they were unable to physically help in the birthing process. "We had to stand back and ask ourselves, 'Did that calf die because we could not care for it?'" she says. "It wasn't ethical." Amniotic fluid from cows is known to contain alpha-gal, and anecdotally, it seems to be a strong trigger of AGS. It is also, however, sometimes simply unavoidable; when a calf gets stuck during birth, a farmer may have to get up to their shoulders inside the mother to help. When Olcott helped her husband pull a stuck calf, she told me, everywhere the fluid splattered on her skin became swollen and red, as if she had been scorched. A case study in Spain has also documented three cattle workers who reacted to touching or even breathing amniotic fluid.

A second factor in the Florences' decision was that their cattle were also becoming ill--with a different tick-borne illness called theileriosis. This bovine parasite does not affect humans, but managing it requires farmers to get up close with their cattle, which Florence and her husband could no longer do. Together, she told me, these two tick-borne illnesses are killing their farm. Raising cattle isn't their only source of income, but the couple had put "every evening, every weekend, and every holiday" into the endeavor. Her husband also grew up on this farm, and some of the animals they raised even traced their lineage back to his grandfather's cows. Unable to fully give up the animals, he still keeps about 10 cattle, but no more mothers or calves. Florence worries about the toll on his health, getting exposed to animals he's allergic to all the time. He needed a pacemaker recently, and she wonders if it is related to an increased risk of heart disease with AGS.

Alpha-gal syndrome is forcing affected farmers to ask existential questions--not just about their identity as a farmer but about even the long-term viability of their industry. AGS is still unusual enough that it is likely to be underdiagnosed; a survey published in 2023 found that 42 percent of health-care providers had never heard of the syndrome. But as lone-star ticks continue to spread across the country, more and more Americans may eventually find themselves unable to eat beef and pork. (Of course, those opposed to eating animals on ethical and environmental grounds might find cosmic justice in the spread of alpha-gal syndrome. A bioethicist, inspired by the lone-star tick, once proposed decreasing the world's red-meat consumption by inducing a human immune intolerance to it.)

A few farmers I spoke with have considered switching to raising poultry for other people with AGS, including chicken as well as more exotic species, such as emu and ostrich. The big, flightless birds have red meat that bears a striking resemblance to beef, and they've gained popularity in the AGS community. Olcott, in fact, is raising these birds for herself on her family's cattle farm. They've butchered and eaten an ostrich already--"I don't taste any difference between it and beef"--and still have four emus. She jokes to her husband about switching the whole farm to emus and ostriches, as more sustainable sources of red meat. He isn't sold yet. But he is much more careful about ticks these days.
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Eat Your Vegetables Like an Adult

There are so many better ways to get your greens than sneaking them into a drink.

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, in a few cities across the country, Starbucks quietly unveiled a pair of drinks, one resembling a pistachio milkshake, the other a mossy sludge. Unlike with green beverages already on the Starbucks menu, their hue does not come from matcha, mint, or grapes. They are green because they contain actual greens--or, at least, a dried and powdered form of them sold by the supplement company AG1. Now getting a hefty dose of vegetables--including, but not limited to, broccoli, spinach, and, uh, "grasses"--is as easy as ordering an iced AG1 Coconutmilk Blend or its sibling, the Watermelon Blend.



Powdered greens are hardly a new concept: Dehydrated, pulverized vegetables, sweetened with natural sugars, have been stirred into shakes and smoothies for decades. But AG1, formerly known as Athletic Greens, is one of many powdered-greens brands that are having a moment. Inescapable on the social-media feeds of wellness influencers, powdered greens are riding the same wave as green juices and Erewhon smoothies. These health-coded, aesthetically pleasing, status-symbol products are cool, pleasant-tasting vectors for plain old vegetables.



Powdered greens claim all sorts of benefits, such as more energy, stronger immunity, and a happier gut. But above all, they promise convenience--a "hack" for eating vegetables, as Suja, another powdered-greens company, frames it. The basic premise is that eating vegetables is a slog, but a necessary one. Buying and consuming fresh vegetables--cleaning, chopping, cooking, and chewing them--is apparently so energetically taxing, so time-consuming, so horrible that it's better to sneak them into tasty drinks, some of which are flavored like candy.



Yes, swirling powder into liquid is less strenuous than massaging kale. And drinking food is a faster way to choke down something foul-tasting. There was a time when eating vegetables was challenging and disgusting, but not now. Greens have never been so cheap, tasty, or accessible. There are so many better ways to eat veggies than slurping them down like baby food.



The wellness industry is full of products marketed as shortcuts to better health, some more dubious than others. At the very least, powdered greens can be a genuinely useful way to get a solid amount of vegetables. Americans "really under-consume leafy greens," Anna Rosales, a dietitian and senior director at the Institute for Food Technologists, told me. According to the USDA, only 10 percent of people eat the recommended amount of vegetables, which is roughly 2.5 cups a day. That's a problem because greens reduce the risk of chronic ailments such as diabetes, obesity, and heart disease.

Greens that are dried through freezing instead of heat retain more nutrients and fiber, Rosales said. But green powders should be viewed as a "safety net"--they're meant to "help us get to a place where we're closer to the dietary recommendations." They're not a replacement for greens, or an excuse to eat less of them. In pretty much every way, normal greens are better than the powdered kind. The classic complaint about vegetables is that people don't have time to buy and prepare fresh produce. As a working parent, I can relate. Often, grocery shopping and cooking are simply out of the question. How about just grabbing a salad to go?



Earlier this year, I wrote about the fast-casual salad chains expanding out of coastal cities and into Middle America. They aren't all $18-a-bowl places such as Sweetgreen; an exclusively drive-through chain called Salad and Go, based in the Southwest, offers options for less than $7--about the same price as a Big Mac.



Standard fast-food chains, some of which waffled on salad in previous decades, now regularly sell it: Wendy's and Chick-fil-A's offerings have even been praised for being quite tasty. Growing interest in salad is pressuring restaurants to make them better, or at least more interesting: Caesar salads are mutating to include all sorts of weird ingredients such as tequila and fava beans, as my colleague Ellen Cushing wrote, but "even bastardized ones rock, and people want to buy them."



Even if salad isn't your thing, ready-made vegetable dishes are easier than ever to get a hold of. Gone are the days when the only options available at fast-casual restaurants were the celery sticks that came with chicken wings. Crispy brussels sprouts, spinach-artichoke dip, and sweet-potato fries (along with salad) are now standard fare at national chains such as Applebee's, Olive Garden, and Cheesecake Factory. (While not particularly healthy in these forms, they count toward your vegetable intake: Just eight brussels sprouts comprise a single serving.)



Even at-home options are better now. It takes about the same time to shake up a cup of greens as it does to heat up a frozen dish of, say, roasted-squash-and-tomato pasta or spinach saag paneer. Many meal-subscription services will ship such dishes directly to your home. Most grocery stores offer precut vegetables to save on cooking prep time (or to eat directly out of the tray). And discount stores such as Dollar General have even begun to sell fresh produce. There are simply more ways than ever to get your greens.



Of course, eating at restaurants and subscribing to meal plans are out of budget for a lot of people. Many Americans struggle to meet the fruit-and-vegetable dietary guidelines because of cost, which has only increased with inflation. Regular vegetables aren't cheap, but neither is the powdered stuff. Powdered greens range from $1 to $3.30 per drink, according to a recent roundup by Fortune; a month's supply of AG1 would set you back $99. The number of vegetable servings in each unit of green powder depends on the brand, yet even those that offer three or four servings of vegetables per scoop aren't exactly cost-effective. A 12-ounce bag of frozen broccoli at Walmart, which would supply you with four servings of vegetables, costs a little more than $1.



The real allure of powdered greens may not be time or cost, but rather that they feel like a cheat code for health. A company called Kroma Wellness markets its Supergreens Elixir Jar as the "easiest way to nourish your body"; another, Bloom, claims that "you don't have to make any revolutionary changes to feel your best this year--all it takes is one daily scoop!" Andrew Huberman, a neuroscientist who hosts a popular health podcast, is also the science adviser for AG1, and has called it the "simplest, most straightforward way" to get his daily dose of nutrients. The hard way, in contrast, would be to overhaul your diet and lifestyle so that you consistently eat enough greens--and learn to like them. Doing so is guaranteed to improve your health, but not overnight, and not without significant effort. You certainly won't experience the immediate sense of accomplishment you get after downing a glass of greens.



Even so, as it has become easier than ever to eat vegetables, habits can be hard to break. Children holding their nose while they choke down lima beans is not so different from adults guzzling sweetened greens through a straw. Sometimes, parents add pureed beets to brownies, mash squash into macaroni and cheese, and fold black beans into burgers because children won't eat them otherwise. Yet this practice is contested: Some argue that kids should just learn to enjoy their vegetables. Adults should do the same.



Powdered greens are the latest complication in America's long, messy relationship with vegetables. At best, vegetables are thought of as side dishes; at worst, they're the thing you spit into a napkin when no one's looking. Vegetarians have been mocked for more than a century. That all children hate greens is baked into pop culture. The notion that vegetables are a second-tier food is so pervasive that it's easy to overlook the fact that vegetables are actually really good now--so good that you don't need to chug them down in sugary drinks. Powdered greens may be helping some adults get more vegetables, but they perpetuate the underlying problem: They still treat greens as something you have to, rather than want to, eat.
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Death Has Two Timelines

Why promises like former President Jimmy Carter's, to stay alive to vote one last time, have such appeal

by Sunita Puri





 The first person who taught me something about death and defiance was the mother of a family friend, an older woman who had moved from Punjab to the United States to be closer to her son. I remember her as delicate and draped always in pastel salwar kameezes. After she was diagnosed with breast cancer, which moved quickly to claim her bones and her brain, her desire to return to Punjab intensified. When my parents told me about the end of her life, it was with a mixture of disbelief and conviction: She survived the days-long journey to the village where she'd been born--laboring to breathe for nearly the entire flight, grimacing through prayers when she ran out of pain medication--and died two days after she arrived.



I thought of her story this week as I read about former President Jimmy Carter's intention to live long enough to vote for Kamala Harris. Carter, who has been on hospice for well over a year, turned 100 on Tuesday and has survived far longer than many expected he would. The notion that he has rallied in order to contribute in one final way to American democracy raises a familiar question that arises in my own work with patients and families: Do we have some control, conscious or not, over when we die? Can a person stretch the days of their life to include a last meaningful act or moment?



As a palliative-care physician, I have encountered the phenomenon of people dying only after specific circumstances materialize. There was the gentleman whose family held vigil in the intensive-care unit while he continued on, improbably, even without the support of the ventilator, dying only after his estranged son had arrived. There was the woman whose fragility precluded any further chemotherapy, but who survived long enough without it to witness the birth of her first grandchild. There was the woman who was deeply protective of her daughter, and died from cirrhosis only after she'd left for the night, possibly to spare her the agony of witnessing her death. The unexpected happens frequently enough that I tell patients and families that two timelines shape the moment of death: the timeline of the body, governed by the more predictable laws of physiology, and that of the soul, which may determine the moment of death in a way that defies medical understanding and human expectations. When people wonder about the circumstance of the last heartbeat, of the final breath, I can see how they never stop searching for their loved ones' personhood or intention, a last gesture that reveals or solidifies who that person is.



Despite the prevalence of stories suggesting that people may have the ability to time their death, no scientific evidence supports this observation. Decades ago, several studies documented a dip in deaths just before Jewish holidays, with a corresponding rise immediately afterward, suggesting that perhaps people could choose to die after one final holiday celebration. A larger study later found that certain holidays (Christmas and Thanksgiving, in this case) and personally meaningful days (birthdays) had no significant effect on patterns of dying. But this phenomenon doesn't lend itself easily to statistical analysis, either: The importance of holidays, for instance, can't quite stand in for the very individual motivations that define the anecdotes shared in hospital break rooms or around a dinner table. And the human truth that many recognize in these stories raises the question of whether we believe them any less fully in the absence of proof.



Palliative care often involves helping people confront and develop a relationship to uncertainty, which governs so much of the experience of illness. And when my patients tell me about themselves and about who they are now that they are sick, willpower often makes an appearance. Many say that if they focus on the positive, or visualize the disappearance of their cancer, or fight hard enough, they will win the battle for more time. I hear in their words echoes of what Nietzsche wrote, what the psychiatrist Viktor Frankl used to make sense of his years in German concentration camps: "He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how."



And we want to believe that love or desire or commitment or heroism is still possible right up until the very end. As my patients grow sicker, and as death approaches, I talk with them and their families about what they can hope for even if a cure isn't possible. That, in fact, death can still contain something generative. A time that may have seemed beyond further meaning becomes instead an opportunity, or an extension of the dying person's commitments to their country, their family, their dreams. Soon, President Carter will be able to cast that vote: Next week, Georgia registrars will start mailing out absentee ballots; early voting begins the week after that. His promise to himself is a reminder that dying cannot fully dampen purpose, even as a person's life narrows.



The idea that willpower can be an ally against death is appealing too, because it offers the possibility of transcendence, of defying the limits that the body, or illness, may impose. But, having also seen the many ways that the body does not bend to the mind, I do find myself regarding willpower with caution: What if you as a person are a fighter, but your body simply cannot fight the cancer any longer? I wonder, with my patients, if they can strive for more time without shouldering personal responsibility for the limits of biology. Similarly, two people on ventilators may love their families equally. One may die only after the final beloved family member arrives, whereas the other may die before the person rushing across the ocean makes it home. We don't always know why. If Carter casts his vote and dies shortly thereafter, that might affirm the notion that others, too, can write the final sentence in their story. But what would it mean if Carter died before casting his vote? If he lived another year, or if he lived to see Donald Trump take office again, or watch the election be violently contested? Living with loss requires remembering that we can locate the person we have loved or admired in any given set of events that comprised their life, not just the last one.



I try to imagine my family friend's long flight from Los Angeles to Delhi, and her ride in the taxi back to Punjab. I think about how she found a way to endure what she was told she couldn't, all to feel beneath her feet the soil she knew best, to die in the one place that she felt belonged to her. What if her doctors had been right and she had died on the plane? My family might have mourned her single-mindedness, or we might have admired her defiance nonetheless. What makes these stories so compelling is that they remind us that death, however ravenous, cannot devour hope or possibility, even if what transpires is not the ending we imagined.
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The Truth About Lithium Might Never Come Out

Longevity enthusiasts are microdosing a 19th-century cure-all. Are they onto something?

by Shayla Love




Of the first three elements to appear after the Big Bang, only one is available to buy as a bath soak. The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment, which comes in shiny silver packaging, lists lithium as an ingredient and promises to take users "from weighed down to mellowed out." It's one of dozens of over-the-counter lithium supplements that claim to support a healthy mood. The metal is also an ingredient in Novos Core, a supplement marketed to "target the 12 root causes of aging," plus in Life Extension, XtendLife, LifeLink, Youngevity, and AgeImmune. The anti-aging entrepreneur Bryan Johnson's "Essential" multivitamin includes lithium too. "I am on a 1mg daily dose," Johnson told me in an email.

Lithium, in other words, has become firmly entrenched in the wellness industry's extensive library of supplements. But in crucial ways, it is unlike the other trendy products that dance across your Instagram stories. At higher doses, lithium is a powerful treatment for severe mood disorders--and preliminary evidence suggests that lower doses might improve well-being for people without mood disorders too. The problem is, American companies have little business interest in finding out how effective it really is.

If you put pure lithium into water, it will explode into crimson flames, but mixed with acids, lithium forms stable salts. Lithium compounds also dissolve uric acid, which doctors in the mid-1800s believed to be the cause of many illnesses. Physicians began using lithium to treat "a wide range of ailments, including headaches, diabetes, asthma, indigestion, obesity, skin disorders, rheumatism," Walter Brown wrote in his book Lithium: A Doctor, a Drug, and a Breakthrough. By the end of the century, lithia water (water with a trace amount of lithium) was marketed as a patent medicine. (In that era, patent medicines--trademarked, proprietary cure-alls, many of which contained alcohol or opium--were a popular alternative to going to the doctor.) 7 Up was originally named Bib-Label Lithiated Lemon-Lime Soda, contained lithium citrate, and was marketed as a health tonic and hangover cure. Sears sold Schieffelin's Effervescent Lithia Tablets, which were marketed for a variety of health concerns, including gout.




In 1949, lithium chloride, a table-salt alternative marketed to people with heart conditions, caused an outbreak of lithium poisoning in which at least two people died. The FDA, which had already started cracking down on patent medicines, quickly banned lithium in food products; later, researchers found that high doses of lithium can cause kidney failure, thyroid damage, tremors, and nausea. In 1970, the agency approved lithium carbonate for bipolar disorder; today, it's also used off-label mostly for major depressive disorder. Then, in 1994, the FDA created the category of "dietary supplements," which it does not evaluate, ushering lithium--mostly in the form of lithium orotate--back into a patent-medicine-like gray zone.

For decades, scientists have debated whether the lithia-water craze had any truth to it--if low doses of lithium might benefit a larger population than people with mental-health conditions, maybe even everyone. Some researchers think it's worth investigating whether lithium is an essential micronutrient, like calcium or magnesium, with a recommended daily minimum of some yet-to-be-determined amount. Lithium carbonate is typically given at 600 to 900 milligrams a day for mood disorders. We get minuscule amounts of lithium from foods such as grains, potatoes, tomatoes, and cabbage. Depending on where you live and what mineral deposits are nearby, your tap water may also contain lithium. A 2024 review paper led by Allan Young, a psychiatrist at King's College London, determined that most lithium orotate supplements on the market today contain a "micro" dose of 5 to 20 milligrams, and many have a "trace" dose of just 1 milligram. (The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment contains 127 milligrams of lithium orotate, but it's meant to be absorbed through the skin, not ingested.)

From the May 1928 issue: The secret of longevity

The effects of such low doses remain a mystery. Although a 2020 meta-analysis of studies from nine countries (including the United States) found that higher amounts of naturally occurring lithium in tap water are indeed associated with lower suicide rates, studies from places such as Switzerland and the East of England have found no association. In a 2021 study of rural Argentina, places with more lithium in their tap water had more suicides. Martin Ploderl, a co-author of the recent Switzerland study, told me that his team has found a publication bias in studies of lithium in tap water: Those with positive findings are more likely to end up in journals. Research into lithium's effects on dementia, Alzheimer's, and longevity has also been promising but inconclusive. A 2011 study of tap-water data from Japan found that the more lithium in the water, the longer people lived. Lithium consumption has been linked to longer life spans in flies, roundworms, and yeast, perhaps because it regulates molecules involved in metabolism and resistance to stress, Michael Ristow, a medical researcher at Charite University Medicine Berlin and co-author of the Japan study, said. A 2019 study found that bipolar-disorder patients who take lithium have longer telomeres--a proxy for lower biological age--than patients with other psychiatric disorders. And a more recent study from Japan found that people who took lithium for mood disorders had lower rates of dementia than similar patients who did not take lithium.

These data are compelling enough for Ristow, who told me he takes a low dose of lithium every day. Nassir Ghaemi, a psychiatrist at Tufts University School of Medicine, did not comment on his personal use, but told me, "I think it's beneficial in people who are middle-aged and older, who have any risk factors for dementia." To really be sure, randomized trials in humans are needed. Because lithium is an ancient element, however, it can't be patented--only novel inventions are available for intellectual-property protection. In order to obtain a patent, a company would have to come up with some different delivery method or other improvement. Pharmaceutical companies, which are regulated by the FDA, therefore have little reason to fund an expensive clinical trial, especially when cheap versions are already sold over the counter. But supplement companies have incentive to sell lithium OTC without conducting rigorous research on its effects. Zero clinical trials for lithium orotate are currently registered in the U.S., despite its widening market availability.

Scientists don't yet know whether lithium-orotate supplementation would yield different results than lithium in tap water. Only two studies on such supplementation have ever been conducted in humans--one from 1973 and one from 1986--and they have small sample sizes and no placebo groups. "Given lithium does work at least for preventing bipolar disorder, it's a scandal that we don't know how it works," Young told me. If low-dose lithium remains akin to a patent medicine, Americans could miss out on understanding how and how well it works, and if taking it comes with any risks. In at least one case report from 2007, a woman took 18 tablets of a lithium supplement called Find Serenity Now at once and went to the hospital after vomiting. She was discharged with no other serious issues, but the risks of long-term use simply haven't been assessed.

Read: I went to a rave with the 46-year-old millionaire who claims to have the body of a teenager

In the late 19th century, people such as Mark Twain and President Theodore Roosevelt traveled to Lithia Springs, Georgia, to drink lithium-rich water. The springs' appeal endures: You can order water from its website, which states, "Locals have always believed Lithia Spring Water flows from the fountain of youth." Lithium predates human life, is extracted from stone, and can have a profound impact on a person's emotional life. No wonder it tempts our never-ending desire for some primordial cure-all, whether it be found in a groundwater spring or in our very own bathtubs.
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Florida's Risky Bet

Hurricane Milton was a test of the state's coast, which has everything to recommend it, except the growing risk of flooding.

by Zoe Schlanger




In the night hours after Hurricane Milton smashed into Siesta Key, a barrier island near Sarasota, Florida, high winds and a deluge of water pummeled the state's coastal metropolises. In St. Petersburg, a construction crane toppled from its position on a luxury high-rise, meant to soon be the tallest building on the flood-vulnerable peninsula. The crane crashed down into the building across the street that houses the newspaper offices of the Tampa Bay Times. High winds ripped the roof off a Tampa stadium set to house emergency workers. Three million homes and businesses are now without power.

As this morning dawned, Hurricane Milton was exiting Florida on its east coast, still maintaining hurricane-force winds. The storm came nerve-rackingly close to making what experts had feared would be a worst-case entrance into the state. The storm hit some 60 miles south of Tampa, striking a heavily populated area but narrowly avoiding the precarious geography of Tampa's shallow bay. Still, the destruction, once tallied, is likely to be major. Flash flooding inundated cities and left people trapped under rubble and cars in the hurricane's path. Multiple people were killed yesterday at a retirement community in Fort Pierce, on Florida's Atlantic coast, when one of the many tornadoes whipped up by Milton touched down there.



The barrier islands, if they've done their job, may have protected Sarasota from the worst of the storm surge, but those vulnerable strips of sand have their own small civilizations built on them, too. This stretch of southwestern Florida happens to be one of the fastest-growing parts of the state, where people are flocking to new developments, many of them on the waterfront. Milton is the third hurricane to make landfall in Florida this year, in an area that has barely had time to assess the damage from Hurricane Helene two weeks ago. Because it skirted a direct strike of Tampa Bay, the storm may soon be viewed as a near miss, which research has found can amplify risky decision making going forward. But this morning, it is a chilling reminder of the rising hazards of living in hurricane-prone places as climate change makes the most ferocious storms more ferocious.



The threat of catastrophic inundation has for years loomed over that particular cluster of cities--Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Clearwater--and on some level, everyone knew it. About a decade ago, Karen Clark & Company, a Boston-based firm that provides analysis to the insurance industry, calculated that Tampa-St. Petersburg was the U.S. metropolitan area most vulnerable to flooding damage due to storm surge. Even Miami, despite all the talk of its imminent climate-fueled demise, is in a better situation than Tampa, where the ocean is relatively shallow and the bay "can act almost like a funnel," leading to higher peak storm surge, according to Daniel Ward, an atmospheric scientist and the senior director of model development for Karen Clark. The regional planning council has simulated the impacts of a Category 5 storm, including fake weather reports that sound eerily similar to those of Milton; estimates of the losses, should a storm hit directly enough, were on the order of $300 billion.



The region's building spree has only upped the ante, adding to the tally of potential damages. Siesta Key, the barrier island where Milton hit first, had been locked in a battle over proposed high-density hotel projects for years; Sarasota is adding people at one of the fastest rates in the county. Farther south, Fort Myers is expanding even faster (and in recent years has been battered by storms, including this one). Tampa in particular has been a darling of Florida development. Billions of dollars in investment remade its waterfront districts with glassy condo towers, and the traditional retirement city was reborn as a beacon for young people. The population of the Tampa metro area, which includes St. Petersburg and Clearwater, swelled to more than 3.2 million; median home values nearly doubled from 2018 to June of this year, according to Redfin data cited by The Wall Street Journal.

Read: America is lying to itself about the cost of disasters

Like everyone in Florida, people who live on the southwestern coast understand that hurricanes are a risk, perhaps even one that climate change is accentuating. (More than Americans on average, Floridians believe that climate change is happening.) But "every coastal area has a mythology about how they're going to escape climate change," Edward Richards, a professor emeritus at Louisiana State University Law School, told me. "We have a culture of downplaying risk." The last time Tampa Bay was directly affected by a major hurricane was in 1921, when a Category 3 storm hit the metro area, then home to about 120,000 people. It sent an 11-foot storm surge crashing into houses, wiped out citrus fields, and killed eight people. The possibility of another hit was always a real danger, even before the effects of global warming started setting in. "Climate change absolutely makes the storms worse," Richards said. "But we focus so much on how they will get worse, we haven't paid attention to how bad they've already been."



Most days, Tampa has plenty of benefits to beckon people, and a century-old storm is likely not on their minds. "The amenities of jobs and economic opportunities and, quite honestly, just the amenity of being close to the beach oftentimes outweigh the disamenity of climate exposure," Jeremy Porter, the head of climate-implications research at the analytics firm First Street, told me. Getting a mortgage in a FEMA-designated flood zone requires flood insurance, which is mostly supplied by the National Flood Insurance Program, but plenty of people drop it after a year or two, either because they don't feel they need it or because they can't pay the bill, Porter said. If your home is paid off, there's also no requirement to carry flood insurance. Developers pass future risk on to the people who buy their condos; city managers generally welcome developments, which are good for the local economy, as long as they're still standing. If they're destroyed, the federal government helps pay to rebuild. "Any time you disassociate the profit from the risk, you get these catastrophic problems," Richards said. Attempts to undo any of this--by making people face the actual risk of the places they live--can also be a trap: Raise flood-insurance rates to market price, and suddenly plenty of people can't afford it. Continue subsidizing insurance, and you keep people in dangerous places.



Even before Milton's blow, though, the region's great real-estate boom was faltering. Homeowners in the floodplain zone were watching their insurance prices go up dramatically, after FEMA rolled out new adjustments to make its highly subsidized National Flood Insurance Program premiums better reflect the true cost of risk. Thanks to rising insurance costs and repetitive flood incidents in recent years, more homeowners are now looking to sell. But they're finding that difficult: Supply of homes in Tampa is rising, but demand is falling, and roughly half of the homes for sale--the third-highest share of all U.S. major metropolitan areas--had to cut their asking price as of September 9, according to The Wall Street Journal. That was before Hurricane Helene sent six feet of storm surge into the city and Milton crashed through, damaging properties and likely undercutting chances of a good sale. Plus, Florida passed a flood-disclosure law this year, which took effect on October 1. That means homeowners who try to sell their home after this storm will have to tell prospective buyers about any insurance claims or FEMA assistance they received for flood damage, no matter when they sell.



In the short term, both Richards and Porter predict that people will simply rebuild in the same place. No levers currently exist to encourage any other outcome, Richards said. FEMA has a buyout program for homes in frequently damaged areas, but the process takes years. In the meantime, homeowners have little choice but to rebuild. And even knowing the risk of floods might not dissuade people from coming back, or moving in. A report on New Orleans, for instance, found that almost half of homebuyers surveyed did not consult risk-disclosure statements required after Hurricane Katrina: When people can afford to live only in a flood-prone part of a city, knowing the risk doesn't change their options.
 
 In the longer term, "from a geologic point of view, we know what's going to happen," Richards told me. Over the course of the next century, parts of Florida's coast will be suffering from regular floods, if not permanently underwater. Hurricane flooding will reach farther inland. Living in certain places will simply no longer be possible. "Eventually we'll hit a tipping point where people will begin to avoid the area," Porter said. But he doesn't think Milton will be it.
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Hurricane Milton Made a Terrible Prediction Come True

This monster storm has matched early forecasts for a season of major hurricanes.

by Marina Koren




Updated at 5:59 a.m. on October 10, 2024

After several days of whirling across the Gulf of Mexico, blowing at up to 180 miles per hour, Hurricane Milton made landfall on Florida's Gulf Coast last night as the terrible embodiment of a historically destructive season. Milton inflated at a near-record pace, growing from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 behemoth in half a day, to become one of the most intense hurricanes in recorded history. The hurricane had already dispatched plenty of dangers, including a string of deadly tornadoes, before coming ashore as a Category 3 storm south of Tampa. Since then, it has torn across the state, knocking out power for more than 3 million people and destroying the roof of Tampa Bay Rays stadium, which was housing emergency workers. It will be hours before the extent of Milton's damage in Florida becomes clear.

The 2024 Atlantic hurricane season was forecast to be monstrous, but what has actually happened is something more nuanced--and stranger. July began with Hurricane Beryl, a Category 5 storm that emerged much earlier than any other in history. Then, what should have been the busiest part of the season was instead eerily quiet. It was "fairly surprising," Emily Bercos-Hickey, a research scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, told me. Then, beginning late last month, came a tremendous burst of activity: Hurricane Helene, which broke storm-surge records in Florida and dropped devastating rains far inland; a flurry of named storms that spun up in quick succession; and now Milton.

Hurricane experts are still trying to understand why the current season is so scrambled. The extreme storm in July, the sudden lull during the traditional hurricane peak in late August and early September, and the explosion of cyclones in October together suggest that "the climatological rules of the past no longer apply," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Florida who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me. For Truchelut, who has been in the business for 20 years, "there is a dreamlike unreality to living through this time," as if he's no longer living on the same planet he grew up on. During that summer lull, this hurricane season seemed like it might be a welcome bust. Instead, it is an indication that our collective sense of how hurricane season should proceed is fast becoming unreliable.

Read: An alarming new trend in hurricane deaths

The dire forecasts for the 2024 hurricane season were based on variables that are familiar to experts. This summer, Earth entered La Nina, which weakens the winds that can prevent hurricanes from growing too strong or forming at all. Meteorologists warned that record-high ocean temperatures across the tropical Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, along with the moisture stockpiled in our warming atmosphere, would fuel intense storms: four to seven major hurricanes compared with the usual three. Already, the 2024 season has conjured four major hurricanes. And it won't end until November.

The mid-season lull, by contrast, was unexpected. Meteorologists also seem to have overpredicted the overall number of named storms--17 to 25 were forecast, and so far only 13 have arrived--though, again, there's still time. "All the ingredients can be in place for an active or inactive season, but it's the week-to-week variability that we can't predict but which often controls what happens," Jeff Masters, a hurricane expert in Michigan who previously worked for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, told me. Many Atlantic hurricanes are fueled by atmospheric conditions along the coast of western Africa. But this summer, the region stifled hurricane formation instead, thanks to an unprecedentedly heavy monsoon season. Scientists understand the basic mechanics of the quiet period. What experts can't say, right now, is whether this scenario occurred because of natural happenstance. "We don't know for sure if that's going to continue to happen with a warmer climate," Bercos-Hickey said.

The summer hiatus isn't the only way that this hurricane season has surprised meteorologists: More hurricanes than usual are making landfall in the mainland United States. With Milton, the season is one landfall away from tying the existing record of six. Hurricane experts have chalked this up to simple bad luck, just one more variable of hurricane activity that we can't do anything about. But humans bear some responsibility for the fact that the hurricanes that arrive are, on average, worse. Preliminary studies suggest that climate change made Helene 10 percent rainier and 11 percent windier. "Eleven percent may not seem like much, but the destructive power of a hurricane increases by 50 percent for every 5 percent increase in the winds," Masters said. Scientists believe that global warming is making hurricanes intensify more rapidly too. Milton, Helene, and Beryl all underwent rapid intensification this year.

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

This hurricane season may be charting slightly behind predictions, but "if we look at actual impacts instead of general metrics, it has been a catastrophic year," Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me. In Florida, residents had just begun cleaning up from Helene's wrath when Milton emerged. Two weeks is not nearly enough time between two major storms, each one dialed up to unleash more water, whether from the skies or the seas, than they likely would have several decades ago. Meteorologists cannot perfectly predict the trajectory of any given hurricane season--too much is up to chance. Now, in Florida, as the storm once again races toward open ocean, millions of people are about to find out what the odds have yielded for them.
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Milton Is the Hurricane That Scientists Were Dreading

Climate change set up the Gulf of Mexico to birth a storm this strong, this fast.

by Zoe Schlanger




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


As Hurricane Milton exploded from a Category 1 storm into a Category 5 storm over the course of 12 hours yesterday, climate scientists and meteorologists were stunned. NBC6's John Morales, a veteran TV meteorologist in South Florida, choked up on air while describing how quickly and dramatically the storm had intensified. To most people, a drop in pressure of 50 millibars means nothing; a weatherman understands, as Morales said mid-broadcast, that "this is just horrific." Florida is still cleaning up from Helene; this storm is spinning much faster, and it's more compact and organized.



In a way, Milton is exactly the type of storm that scientists have been warning could happen; Michael Wehner, a climate scientist at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, in California, called it shocking but not surprising. "One of the things we know is that, in a warmer world, the most intense storms are more intense," he told me. Milton might have been a significant hurricane regardless, but every aspect of the storm that could have been dialed up has been.



A hurricane forms from multiple variables, and in Milton, the variables have come together to form a nightmare. The storm is gaining considerable energy thanks to high sea-surface temperatures in the Gulf of Mexico, which is far hotter than usual. And that energy translates into higher wind speeds. Milton is also taking up moisture from the very humid atmosphere, which, as a rule, can hold 7 percent more water vapor for every degree-Celsius increase in temperature. Plus, the air is highly unstable and can therefore rise more easily, which allows the hurricane to form and maintain its shape. And thanks to La Nina, there isn't much wind shear--the wind's speed and direction are fairly uniform at different elevations--"so the storm can stay nice and vertically stacked," Kim Wood, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Arizona, told me. "All of that combined is making the storm more efficient at using the energy available." In other words, the storm very efficiently became a major danger.



That perfect combination--of hot seas, humid air, and little wind shear--is being aided by Milton's path through the Gulf of Mexico's western part, which hasn't seen much major storm activity yet this season. When a storm passes over hot water, it sucks up much of that heat, using it as fuel and lowering the water temperature. But in the western gulf, "nothing else had been there to cool off the water," Wood told me.



Milton is also a very compact storm with a highly symmetrical, circular core, Wood said. In contrast, Helene's core took longer to coalesce, and the storm stayed more spread out. Wind speeds inside Milton picked up by about 90 miles an hour in a single day, intensifying faster than any other storm on record besides Hurricanes Wilma in 2005 and Felix in 2007. Climate scientists have worried for a while now that climate change could produce storms that intensify faster and reach higher peak intensities, given an extra boost by climate change. Milton is doing just that.



Rapid intensification has become more common in recent years. Hurricane Otis, which made landfall near Acapulco, Mexico, last year as a Category 5, intensified from a tropical storm in a single day, confounding forecasters and leaving residents very little time to prepare for a direct hit of that magnitude. Hurricane Idalia, also in 2023, was another example of rapid intensification, as was 2022's Hurricane Ian. Kerry Emanuel, a meteorologist and professor emeritus at MIT, predicted less than a decade ago that hurricanes' rapid intensification just before landfall was likely to become "increasingly frequent and severe as the globe warms," and in the past few years, that prediction has borne out in additional modeling studies. It's a new addition to the canon of climate-change knowledge, so it's not yet firmly established, but this early research points toward a connection between rising temperatures and these storms' rapid escalation. Climate change might actually decrease the total number of tropical storms and hurricanes (though the mechanism causing that decrease is still being debated), but the storms that do manage to form will likely be more intense, according to Tom Knutson, a senior scientist at the National Ocean and Atmospheric Administration's Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory. His recent research found that more storms may make landfall in the U.S. as Category 4s and 5s by the end of this century. Even if we get fewer storms, they will be worse.



Trying to ride out storms of that size can be deadly. Overnight, Milton downgraded to a Category 4 but grew in size. It could also still reintensify to a Category 5. Florida is now preparing to evacuate potentially more than 6 million people ahead of Milton's predicted landfall. And the conditions it will collide with on shore have already been worsened by climate change. The Gulf of Mexico has seen twice the global average rate of sea-level rise since 2010, according to an analysis by The Washington Post, and the sea along the Tampa Bay coast is now nearly five inches higher than it was 14 years ago. So when the storm surge floods the coast, salt water will probably travel farther inland, and likely with more force, than it would otherwise.



Milton also looks like a "very wet" storm, Gabriel A. Vecchi, a climate-science professor at Princeton University, told me, and Florida is already sopping wet. The state has been inundated with rain, and more will precede the storm. The ground is already saturated and so is unable to act as a sponge; ordinarily, it would serve as a partial buffer against flooding.



Rainfall is one of the best-understood areas of "attribution science," the discipline that models how much worse climate change likely made any given weather scenario. And climate change is quite clearly making hurricane rainfall worse. Wehner and two colleagues at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory put out a provisional analysis that found that, in some places in Georgia and the Carolinas, climate change may have caused as much as 50 percent more rainfall during Hurricane Helene. "Instead of 10 inches, they got 15 in some places. Instead of 20 inches, they got 30," Wehner told me.



Only after Milton passes will scientists try to account for the ways that climate change made it more horrific than it might otherwise have been--perhaps still a major storm, but not so intense and so fast that it stopped a veteran meteorologist cold. And the world is expected to keep warming dramatically over the coming century; storms such as Milton are a preview of the types that will become more common, Vecchi told me. "We're having a hard time dealing with storms this wet," he said. "How are we going to do with storms that are wetter?" Surely those, too, will be shocking. But they should not be surprising: We'll have known all along that they were coming.
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America Is Lying to Itself About the Cost of Disasters

Exceptional circumstances, too often repeated, cease to be exceptions.

by Zoe Schlanger








The United States is trapped in a cycle of disasters bigger than the ones our systems were built for. Before Hurricane Helene made landfall late last month, FEMA was already running short on funds; now, Alejandro Mayorkas, the Homeland Security secretary, told reporters on Wednesday, if another hurricane hits, it will run out altogether. At the same time, the Biden administration has announced that local expenses to fix hurricane damage in several of the worst-affected states will be completely reimbursed by the federal government.
 
 This mismatch, between catastrophes the government has budgeted for and the actual toll of overlapping or supersize disasters, keeps happening--after Hurricane Harvey, Hurricane Maria, Hurricane Florence. Almost every year now, FEMA is hitting the same limits, Carlos Martin, who studies disaster mitigation and recovery for the Brookings Institution, told me. Disaster budgets are calculated to past events, but "that's just not going to be adequate" as events grow more frequent and intense. Over time, the U.S. has been spending more and more money on disasters in an ad hoc way, outside its main disaster budget, according to Jeffrey Schlegelmilch, the director of the National Center for Disaster Preparedness at Columbia Climate School.


 Each time, the country manages to scrape by, finding more money to help people who need it. (And FEMA does have money for immediate Helene response.) But each time, when funds get too low, the agency winds up putting its other relief work on hold in favor of lifesaving measures, which can slow down recovery and leave places more vulnerable when the next storm hits. In theory, the U.S. could keep doing that, even as costs keep growing, until at some point, these fixes become either unsustainable or so normalized as to be de facto policy. But it's a punishing cycle that leaves communities scrambling to react to ever more dramatic events, instead of getting ahead of them.



The U.S. is facing a growing number of billion-dollar disasters, fueled both by climate change and by increased development in high-risk places. This one could cost up to $34 billion, Moody's Analytics estimated. Plus, the country is simply declaring more disasters over time in part because of "shifting political expectations surrounding the federal role in relief and recovery," according to an analysis by the Brookings Institution.



Meanwhile, costs of these disasters are likely to balloon further because of gaps in insurance. In places such as California, Louisiana, and Florida, insurers are pulling out or raising premiums so high that people can't afford them, because their business model cannot support the current risks posed by more frequent or intense disasters. So states and the federal government are already taking on greater risks as insurers of last resort. The National Flood Insurance Program, for instance, writes more than 95 percent of the residential flood policies in the United States, according to an estimate from the University of Pennsylvania. But the people who hold those policies are almost all along the coasts, in specially designated flood zones. Inland flooding such as Helene brought doesn't necessarily conform to those hazard maps; less than 1 percent of the homeowners in Buncombe County, North Carolina, where the city of Asheville was badly hit, had flood insurance.
 
 For Helene-affected areas, after the immediate lifesaving operations are done, this is the question that most haunts Craig Fugate, the FEMA administrator under President Barack Obama: "How do you rebuild or provide housing for all those folks?" The Stafford Act, the legislation that governs U.S. disaster response, was written with the idea that most people will use insurance to cover their losses and was not built for this current reality of mass damage to essentially uninsured homes, he told me. "The insurance model is no longer working, and the FEMA programs are not designed to fill those gaps," Fugate said.



Fugate would like to see major investments in preparing homes and infrastructure to withstand disasters more gracefully. This is a common refrain among the people who look most closely at these problems: Earlier this week, another former FEMA administrator, Brock Long, told my colleague David A. Graham that the country should be rewarding communities for smarter land-use planning, implementing new building codes, and working with insurance companies "to properly insure their infrastructure." They keep hitting this note for good reason. A study by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce found that every dollar of disaster preparedness saves communities $13 in damages, cleanup costs, and economic impacts. But since 2018, the government has set aside just 6 percent of the total of its post-disaster grant spending to go toward pre-disaster mitigation.



That actually counts as a major increase in federal funding for resilience, Fugate told me, but it's still nothing compared with the trillions of dollars needed to protect infrastructure from current risk. Disaster costs are only going to keep growing unless the country invests in rebuilding its infrastructure for the future. Martin put it to me like this: "If I were to have a heart attack, heaven forbid, and I survived it, I would say, Okay, I'm going to start eating better. I'm going to start exercising. I'm going to do all the things to make sure it doesn't happen again." The country keeps sustaining shocks to its system that won't stop without work.



But some of these measures, such as adopting stronger building codes, tend to be unpopular with the states that hold the authority to change them. "There is a sort of quiet tension between states and the federal government in terms of how to do this," Schlegelmilch said. The way things work right now, states and local governments would likely end up shouldering more of the cost of preparing for disasters. But they know the federal government will help fund recovery.
 
 Plus, spending money on disaster recovery helps win elected officials votes in the next election. "The amount of funding you bring in has a very strong correlation to votes--how many you get, how many you lose," Schlegelmilch said. But the same cannot be said for preparedness, which has virtually no correlation with votes. Nonprofits working on disasters face a similar problem. Schlegelmilch told me that some have websites that they keep dark, and then fill in "like a Mad Libs" when disasters inevitably hit. "Insert the disaster name here, insert a photo here, and then they're up and ready to go, in terms of fundraising, because that's when people give." That is natural enough: People want to help people who are obviously in distress. It's more abstract to imagine helping before any danger arrives, even if that would be more effective.



None of these dynamics are going away, and Schlegelmilch thinks changing them could mean rethinking federal emergency management altogether, "the way we reimagined homeland security after 9/11," he said. He counts as many as 90 disaster-assistance programs across as many as 20 different agencies; a reorganization into a central disaster department would at least streamline these. "I say this knowing full well that the creation of the Department of Homeland Security was a mess," he told me. But, he added, "We have to get ahead of this with a greater investment in preparedness and resilience. And greater efficiency and coordination."



Fugate's expectations are more pragmatic. "Have you ever seen a committee chairman in Congress willingly give up their program areas?" he asked. (Notably, even after DHS was created, its first secretary, Tom Ridge, had to navigate 88 congressional committees and subcommittees that took an interest in the department's work.) He would like to see the U.S. establish a National Disaster Safety Board, similar to the National Transportation Safety Board--an organization funded by Congress, and separate from any executive agency--that would assess storm responses and make recommendations.



But he isn't sure the country has gone through enough yet to fundamentally change this cycle of expensive, painful recoveries. "Every time I think there's some event where you go, Okay, we're going to come to our senses, we seem to cope enough that we never get to that tipping point," he said. Some catastrophic failures--Hurricane Katrina, for example--have changed disaster policy. But Americans have yet to change our collective mind about preparing for disaster adequately. People still can't even agree about climate change, Fugate notes. "I mean, you keep thinking we're going to get one of these storms, that we're going to hit the tipping point and everybody's going to go, Yeah, we got a problem." So far, at least, we haven't reached it yet.
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An Alarming New Trend in Hurricane Deaths

The biggest threat from tropical cyclones is no longer storm surge but rains like those dumped by Helene on North Carolina.

by Marina Koren




A week after Hurricane Helene ripped through the American Southeast, it has careened into a terrible category of natural disasters: By some measures, it is now the third-deadliest storm to make landfall in the United States, after Hurricane Maria and Hurricane Katrina. More than 200 people have now been reported dead. Over half of the fatalities so far occurred in North Carolina's mountainous western region, where entire towns were crushed beneath the weight of relentless rains and crumbling earth. And the death toll is expected to keep rising.

Hurricanes can be extraordinarily lethal. Winds can send trees lurching into living rooms and debris hurtling through the air. Fallen power lines can cause electrocutions. Historically, storm surge--the treacherous rise of seawater as hurricane winds push waves toward shore--has been the deadliest hurricane hazard. But Helene, which did most of its killing far from the reach of the sea, is an emblem of a new trend in fatalities. From 2013 to 2022, drowning from rainfall flooding, not storm surge, was the top cause of tropical-cyclone deaths, according to data from the National Hurricane Center--and the shift is already having profound effects. For individuals, this means reassessing established wisdom about hurricane safety. And American emergency-preparedness organizations, which have spent decades working to minimize fatalities from storm surge, haven't fully adapted to combat the new leading killer.

As with any other major storm, Helene's lethal nature was a product of numerous variables, assembled in just the wrong way. In North Carolina, there was simply too much rain all at once. A hot summer had saturated the air with moisture. Helene conjured rains in the area days before the massive cyclone arrived in the state, and merged with other storm systems, which resulted in even more rain. The mountains gave the storm winds an extra lift, sending moisture high up into the air, where it condensed and delivered still more precipitation. Remnant showers added to the total rainfall as the storm spun away.

Read: 'The death toll is going to be tremendous'

Rainfall flooding is becoming deadlier than storm surge in part because of human-caused climate change, Michael Brennan, the director of the National Hurricane Center, told me. The warmer the ocean, the more moisture a hurricane can suck up. The warmer our atmosphere, the more moisture it can lend to a cyclone. Climate change may also be allowing storms to retain their strength farther inland than they would have otherwise--which means more of the U.S. might be vulnerable to the extreme rain they bring. "Anywhere it can rain, it can flood," Brennan said. In the days since Helene, researchers have attempted to quantify climate change's influence on the severity of the storm. One preliminary estimate, from Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, suggests that climate change may have caused up to 50 percent more rain to fall in some parts of the Carolinas and Georgia.

As Helene approached, North Carolinians expected rain and flash floods, but no mass-evacuation orders were issued. Buncombe County, home to Asheville and one of the worst-affected counties in North Carolina, relies on outdated flood maps from 2010 for its emergency planning, so officials may not have had the tools to appropriately warn residents in the highest-risk zones. And the mountainous, heavily wooded west of the state lacks the kind of evacuation infrastructure that is standard on the coast, including signage about exit routes. "Doing a mass hurricane evacuation right on the Gulf Coast is difficult enough, and there you have communities that have a cultural memory of evacuating," says Samantha Montano, an emergency-management professor at the Massachusetts Maritime Academy and the author of Disasterology: Dispatches From the Frontlines of the Climate Crisis. When the rivers started overflowing and the rain kept coming, it was likely already too late to leave. The deluge weakened the soil, triggering cascading landslides that crumpled homes and roads.

Read: Hurricane Helene created a 30-foot chasm of earth on my street

Despite these failures of preparation, the response to the storm likely saved many lives. Hurricane Katrina, for example, claimed an estimated 1,400 lives in 2005 in part because of the federal government's abysmal reaction. Compared with the Helene response, "it's a night-and-day difference," Montano told me. (Not every recent U.S. hurricane has resulted in appropriate aid: The federal government's response to Hurricane Maria in 2017 was slow, and far too small in proportion to the destruction Puerto Rico suffered. About 3,000 people were killed.) Official decisions made before Katrina arrived also contributed to the casualty list: Despite alarming forecasts, New Orleans waited to issue evacuation orders until less than a day before the hurricane made landfall. And when the advisory went out, many residents of the city, which has some of the worst income disparities in the country, were unable to leave. Then, of course, New Orleans's aging levees broke, submerging most of the city.

Storm-related deaths in the U.S., including from storm surge, have declined in recent decades, largely owing to advancements in forecasting and improvements in emergency management, Montano told me. But at the same time, a new threat has risen to the top. Meeting it, Brennan said, is "still a work in progress." Updated flood maps are in the works in Buncombe County but won't be ready until the end of next year. The National Weather Service, which houses the National Hurricane Center, has rolled out new flood-mapping services covering about 30 percent of the U.S., and expects to have data available for the entire country by 2026. In the meantime, Brennan said, evacuation notices should target people who live farther inland, who are at greater risk from hurricane weather than they might have been 40 years ago.



Read: America needs a disaster corps

Calculating the true toll of Helene's wrath will take years. Hundreds of people are still missing. And official tallies don't always factor in the deaths that follow in the months to come, caused by a shortage of drinkable water, electricity, and medical assistance. One study of U.S. tropical cyclones from 1930 to 2015, published yesterday, found that storms can contribute hundreds of additional deaths for as many as 15 years after they strike, because of stress, financial difficulties that prevent people from getting health care, and other long-term hardships.

The Southern Appalachian Mountains were supposed to be resilient against many effects of climate change. The area is cooler than other parts of the South. It is not usually subject to the winds that threaten coastal communities every time a hurricane comes through. But in the aftermath of Helene, the region has proved vulnerable to at least one danger that climate change is amplifying. It could not escape our moisture-laden skies or the fury they are poised to unleash.
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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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s November Cover Story: Tom Nichols on How Donald Trump Is the Tyrant George Washington Feared






This election is the moment of truth. In The Atlantic's final cover story ahead of the election, staff writer Tom Nichols lays out why "the votes cast in November will be more consequential than those in any other American election in more than a century"--because every essential norm and duty that George Washington established for the U.S. presidency could come to an end if Donald Trump is reelected. Trump is "Washington's Nightmare"--the tyrant the first president feared, and one more capable now of finishing the authoritarian project he began in his first term.
 
 Among Washington's countless accomplishments and heroic actions, Nichols also focuses on what Washington would not do: "As a military officer, Washington refused to take part in a plot to overthrow Congress. As a victorious general, he refused to remain in command after the war had ended. As president, he refused to hold on to an office that he did not believe belonged to him. His insistence on the rule of law and his willingness to return power to its rightful owners--the people of the United States--are among his most enduring gifts to the nation and to democratic civilization." The 44 men who succeeded him in office adhered to Washington's example and those norms--all except Trump.
 
 Nichols writes: "Trump and his authoritarian political movement represent an existential threat to every ideal that Washington cherished and encouraged in his new nation. They are the incarnation of Washington's misgivings about populism, partisanship, and the 'spirit of revenge' that Washington lamented as the animating force of party politics. Washington feared that, amid constant political warfare, some citizens would come to 'seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual,' and that eventually a demagogue would exploit that sentiment."
 
 Nichols writes that America stands at such a moment with this election: "Trump has left no doubt about his intentions; he practically shouts them every chance he gets." He continues, "As we judge the candidates, we should give thought to Washington's example, and to three of Washington's most important qualities and the traditions they represent: his refusal to use great power for his own ends, his extraordinary self-command, and, most of all, his understanding that national leaders in a democracy are only temporary stewards of a cause far greater than themselves."
 
 Nichols concludes: "Washington's character and record ensured that almost any of his successors would seem smaller by comparison. But the difference between Washington and Trump is so immense as to be unmeasurable. No president in history, not even the worst moral weaklings among them, is further from Washington than Trump. Washington prized patience and had, as Adams put it, 'the gift of silence'; Trump is ruled by his impulses and afflicted with verbal incontinence. Washington was uncomplaining; Trump whines incessantly. Washington was financially and morally incorruptible; Trump is a grifter and a crude libertine who still owes money to a woman he was found liable for sexually assaulting. Washington was a general of preternatural bravery who grieved the sacrifices of his men; Trump thinks that fallen soldiers are 'losers' and 'suckers.' Washington personally took up arms to stop a rebellion against the United States; Trump encouraged one."
 
 Tom Nichols's "Washington's Nightmare" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Nichols on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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A Great President, and His Opposite

Even those who believe they understand George Washington's legacy will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


(World History Archive / Alamy) (The painter John Trumbull's depiction of George Washington resigning his military commission to Congress in 1783)



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.


Recently, I was rereading Livy's History of Rome (I am obligated, contractually, to write sentences like this), in order to better understand the story of Cincinnatus, the soldier and statesman who desired only to look after his farm. "Put on thy robe and hear the words of the people," a delegation of messengers said as they approached him. Cincinnatus, plowing his land, was a bit startled. "Is all well?" he asked.

Obviously not. "The people of Rome make thee dictator, and bid thee come forthwith to the city," the messengers said, explaining that the city was under siege by an enemy tribe, the Aequi.

Quite an offer. We are all familiar with the tendency of great men to be tempted by the matchless possibilities of dictatorship. Cincinnatus put on his robes and went to Rome, where, over a 16-day period, he organized the defeat of the Aequi. But then he went home.

America's first president did many great things, but as Tom Nichols notes in his new Atlantic cover story, the greatest thing George Washington ever did was return to Mount Vernon. Like Cincinnatus, he was called upon by the people to defend his nation. Like Cincinnatus, he won the affection and esteem of soldier and citizen alike. And like Cincinnatus, he could have made himself a leader for life, a despot, a king. If he'd been of different character or temperament, the American experiment--a great, noble, flawed, self-correcting, indispensable gift to humankind --would not have lasted to this day.

Washington was imperfect. He was a beneficiary of the sin of chattel slavery. But as a leader of a newly born democracy, he was also an avatar of self-restraint and self-mastery. As Tom writes in his cover story, Washington's life and leadership were a guide for his successors. Through his example, he taught presidents how to rule, and how to return power to the people when it was time to go home.

"Forty-four men have succeeded Washington so far," Tom writes. "Some became titans; others finished their terms without distinction; a few ended their service to the nation in ignominy. But each of them knew that the day would come when it would be their duty and honor to return the presidency to the people."

All but one, of course: the ex-president trying to regain the office he lost in a free and fair election four years ago, and signaling that he will refuse to concede should he lose again.

The story of George Washington and Donald Trump is the sad tale of a country once led by a Cincinnatus but now being duped by a grifter. Yet Washington's example is alive to us, if we choose to pay attention. Several months ago, I told Tom of my preoccupation with Washington. Tom, who writes this newsletter for us, served for many years with distinction on the faculty of the Naval War College, and he has the correct sort of reverence for the nation's founders (which is to say, a critical sort of reverence). Tom did not initially react with fervent enthusiasm. Later--long after I had hectored him into writing this story--he explained why. "Like many Americans, I found Washington intimidating. He didn't seem quite human. In every picture of Washington, he's giving you this disapproving side-eye. Now I know that that was the look he was giving Gilbert Stuart, whom he didn't like. But in any case, other presidents always seemed real to me--I grew up in Massachusetts, and we called Kennedy 'Jack.' Even Lincoln was real to me, but Washington just seemed unapproachable, like the obelisk built in his honor."

Tom's subsequent exploration of Washington's record and character is what I suggest you read tonight, or as soon as possible. Even those who believe they understand Washington's greatness will be surprised by the degree to which Donald Trump is so obviously his opposite--Trump, who seeks to be a dictator, who believes he is smarter than any general or statesman, who evinces no ability to learn, who possesses no humility, who divides Americans rather than unites them.

Tom writes of Washington, "Although he was a man of fierce ambition, his character was tempered by humility and bound up in his commitment to republican ideals: He led an American army only in the name of the American people and its elected representatives, and he never saw that army as his personal property. His soldiers were citizens, like him, and they were serving at his side in a common cause."

We are a month away from an election that will decide America's future. My suggestion, particularly for those of you who are still undecided about the path forward, is to read about the past, and understand what a great president can be.

Read the cover story here.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Hurricane disinformation is a precursor to November.
 	The Trump believability gap
 	Bill Adair: What I didn't understand about political lying
 	The most dramatic shift in U.S. public opinion




Today's News

	Hurricane Milton, a Category 3 storm, is expected to make landfall tonight near Florida's Tampa Bay coastline.
 	President Joe Biden and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu spoke on the phone for the first time in two months. They were expected to discuss Israel's plans to strike back against Iran.
 	Brazil lifted its ban on X yesterday after the company complied with the Brazilian supreme court's orders.




More From The Atlantic

	Hillels are under attack, Mayim Bialik argues.
 	Michael Oren: The mistakes Israel can't afford to repeat
 	Hurricane Milton made a terrible prediction come true.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment

By Jason Schreier

Over the past three years, as I worked on a book about the history of the video-game company Blizzard Entertainment, a disconcerting question kept popping into my head: Why does success seem so awful? Even typing that out feels almost anti-American, anathema to the ethos of hard work and ambition that has propelled so many of the great minds and ideas that have changed the world.
 But Blizzard makes a good case for the modest achievement over the astronomical.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Miguel Porlan



Read. These six books are for people who love watching movies.

Phone a friend. "Whenever a friend tells me something, I blab about it to other people. Why can't I stop?" a reader asks James Parker in his new advice column, "Dear James."

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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Why Trump and Harris Are Turning to Podcasts

A conversation with Helen Lewis on how independent podcasters became the new mainstream

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.


Kamala Harris is in the midst of a media blitz this week, including an interview on CBS's 60 Minutes yesterday evening and an appearance on The Late Show With Stephen Colbert tonight. But she is also dipping into the world of mega-popular, not straightforwardly journalistic podcasts--notably appearing on the show Call Her Daddy last weekend. I spoke with my colleague Helen Lewis, who covers the podcast-sphere, about why Donald Trump and Harris are both spending time on these sorts of shows, what these interviews avoid, and how independent podcasters became major players in political media.





The New Mainstream

Lora Kelley: How does the value to the viewer of a traditional press interview--one focused on the specific issues and policies of the race--differ from that of a lifestyle podcast?

Helen Lewis: Roughly speaking, there are two types of sit-down conversations in politics: the accountability interview and the talk-show appearance. One focuses on pinning down candidates on their past statements and their future promises; the other, which most podcasts fall into, tries to understand the candidate as a person. The latter aren't necessarily soft options--being charismatic and engaging while making small talk or fielding deeply personal questions is a skill in itself. (And I found Donald Trump's appearance on Theo Von's podcast, where he talked about his elder brother's struggle with alcoholism, very revealing indeed.)

But only with the accountability interviews do you get candidates pressed repeatedly on questions that they're trying to dodge. On Logan Paul's podcast, Impaulsive, Trump was asked about the transmission of fentanyl over the border, and he got away with rambling about how "unbelievable" the German shepherds Border Patrol officers use are. On Lex Fridman's podcast, Trump asserted that he could easily sort out the crisis in Ukraine--and that was it. Who needs details? When Kamala Harris went on Call Her Daddy, the host, Alex Cooper, gave her a chance to lay out her message on reproductive rights but didn't, for example, challenge her on whether she supports third-trimester abortions, which are deeply divisive.

Lora: From the perspective of a political campaign, are there any downsides to appearing on a podcast such as Call Her Daddy?

Helen: The obvious criticism of Harris appearing on Call Her Daddy, which has a young, female audience, is that she already has a big lead among young women aged 18-25. You can say the same about Trump appearing on podcasts that are popular with young men. But both groups contain many people who will be undecided about whether to vote at all.

Lora: Harris has done some traditional press interviews during this campaign cycle, including her 60 Minutes interview yesterday. But are we in a new era in which chats with friendly podcasters rival (or even overtake) traditional media interviews?

Helen: Well, quite. An article I think about a lot is John Herrman's 2015 "Access Denied," in which he asked why an A-lister--someone like Kim Kardashian--would give an interview to a celebrity magazine if she had something to sell, instead of simply putting a picture on Instagram. Why cooperate with the old guard of media when they are no longer the gatekeepers of attention? Herrman argued that the traditional media was suffering a "loss of power resulting in a loss of access resulting in further loss of power."

That dynamic has now migrated to politics. The legacy brands no longer have a monopoly on people's attention, and the online right, in particular, has been extremely successful in building an alternative, highly partisan media. Fox News is no longer the rightmost end of the spectrum--beyond that is Tucker Carlson's podcast, or the Daily Wire network, or Newsmax, or Elon Musk's X.

Now candidates tend to talk to the traditional media only when they want to reset the narrative about them, because other journalists still watch 60 Minutes or whatever it might be. There's still a noisiness around a big legacy interview that you don't get with, say, Call Her Daddy--even if more people end up consuming the latter.

Lora: Are these podcasts really doing anything new, or are they largely replicating traditional media interviews without the same standards and accountability?

Helen: The better ones strive for impartiality and don't, for example, reveal their questions in advance--but many political podcasts are wrapped in an ecosystem where big-name guests mean more advertising revenue, and thus bigger profits for the hosts personally; plus, their only hope of getting a second interview is if the candidate feels the first one was sympathetic. Compare that with 60 Minutes, which interviewed Trump so robustly in 2020 that he has asked for an apology.

I'm as guilty as anyone, but we need to stop treating these podcasts as the "alternative" media when they are absolutely the mainstream these days. The top ones have audiences as big as, if not bigger than, most legacy outlets. If they don't want to hire all the editorial infrastructure that traditional journalism has (such as fact-checkers, research assistants, etc.), or risk being unpopular by asking difficult questions, that's on them. Joe Rogan renewed his Spotify contract for $250 million. Alex Cooper signed a deal with SiriusXM this year worth $125 million. We should stop treating the mega-podcasts like mom-and-pop outfits competing with chain stores. They're behemoths.

Lora: You recently wrote about The Joe Rogan Experience, which is the top-listened-to podcast on Spotify and arguably the most influential behemoth of them all. Why haven't the candidates gone on the show yet? Who from each ticket do you think would make the most sense as a guest?

Helen: As I understand it, Team Trump would love to get on The Joe Rogan Experience. The two politicians that Rogan adores are Tulsi Gabbard and Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who are now both working with the Republicans, and Team Trump would hope to encourage some of Rogan's audience of crunchy, COVID-skeptic libertarians to follow them in moving from the independent/Democrat column to the GOP. But Rogan isn't a full MAGA partisan like some of his friends, and Trump recently said that Rogan hasn't asked him to appear.

In any case, I think Rogan would prefer to talk to J. D. Vance, who is very much part of the heterodox Silicon Valley-refugee tendency that he admires. For the Democrats, Harris might struggle to relax into the stoner-wonderment vibe of Rogan, given the tight-laced campaign she's running. Rogan and Tim Walz could probably have a good chat about shooting deer and the best way to barbecue.

Related:

	What going on Call Her Daddy did for Kamala Harris
 	How Joe Rogan remade Austin






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading.
 	David Frum: Behind the curtain of Mexico's progress
 	Donald Trump flirts with race science.




Today's News

	Florida Governor Ron DeSantis announced that roughly 8,000 National Guard members will be mobilized by the time Hurricane Milton, a Category 5 storm, makes landfall this week.
 	The Supreme Court appears likely to uphold the Biden administration's regulation of "ghost gun" kits, which allow people to buy gun parts and build the weapons at home.
 	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu claimed that the Israeli military has killed the replacement successors of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, who was killed in an Israeli air strike last month.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: The list of Nobel laureates now contains two physicists whose 1980s research laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



They Were Made Without Eggs or Sperm. Are They Human?

By Kristen V. Brown

The little clump of cells looked almost like a human embryo. Created from stem cells, without eggs, sperm, or a womb, the embryo model had a yolk sac and a proto-placenta, resembling a state that real human embryos reach after approximately 14 days of development. It even secreted hormones that turned a drugstore pregnancy test positive.
 To Jacob Hanna's expert eye, the model wasn't perfect--more like a rough sketch ... But in 2022, when two students burst into his office and dragged him to a microscope to show him the cluster of cells, he knew his team had unlocked a door to understanding a crucial stage of human development. Hanna, a professor at the Weizmann Institute of Science in Israel, also knew that the model would raise some profound ethical questions.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves, Hussein Ibish argues.
 	The New York race that could tip the House




Culture Break


Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



Read. Lauren Elkin's latest novel, Scaffolding, suggests that total honesty can take a marriage only so far, Lily Meyer writes.

Watch (or skip). Joker: Folie a Deux (out now in theaters) has nothing interesting to say about the challenges of fame, Spencer Kornhaber 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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A Nobel Prize for Artificial Intelligence

The award should not feed the AI-hype cycle.

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.


The list of Nobel laureates reads like a collection of humanity's greatest treasures: Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Francis Crick, Toni Morrison. As of this morning, it also includes two physicists whose research, in the 1980s, laid the foundations for modern artificial intelligence.

Earlier today, the 2024 Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded to John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton for using "tools from physics to develop methods that are the foundation of today's powerful machine learning." Hinton is sometimes referred to as a "godfather of AI," and today's prize--one that is intended for those whose work has conferred "the greatest benefit to humankind"--would seem to mark the generative-AI revolution, and tech executives' grand pronouncements about the prosperity that ChatGPT and its brethren are bringing, as a fait accompli.

Not so fast. Committee members announcing the prize, while gesturing to generative AI, did not mention ChatGPT. Instead, their focus was on the grounded ways in which Hopfield and Hinton's research, which enabled the statistical analysis of enormous datasets, has transformed physics, chemistry, biology, and more. As I wrote in an article today, the award "should not be taken as a prediction of a science-fictional utopia or dystopia to come so much as a recognition of all the ways that AI has already changed the world."

AI models will continue to change the world, but AI's proven applications should not be confused with Big Tech's prophecies. Machines that can "learn" from large datasets are the stuff of yesterday's news, and superintelligent machines that replace humans remain the stuff of yesterday's novels. Let's not forget that.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Science & Society Picture Library / Getty.



AI's Penicillin and X-Ray Moment

By Matteo Wong

Today, John Hopfield and Geoffrey Hinton received the Nobel Prize in Physics for groundbreaking statistical methods that have advanced physics, chemistry, biology, and more. In the announcement, Ellen Moons, the chair of the Nobel Committee for Physics and a physicist at Karlstad University, celebrated the two laureates' work, which used "fundamental concepts from statistical physics to design artificial neural networks" that can "find patterns in large data sets." She mentioned applications of their research in astrophysics and medical diagnosis, as well as in daily technologies such as facial recognition and language translation. She even alluded to the changes and challenges that AI may bring in the future. But she did not mention ChatGPT, widespread automation and the resulting global economic upheaval or prosperity, or the possibility of eliminating all disease with AI, as tech executives are wont to do.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Today's Nobel Prize announcement focused largely on the use of AI for scientific research. In an article last year, I reported on how machine learning is making science faster and less human, in turn "challenging the very nature of discovery."
 	Whether the future will be awash with superintelligent chatbots, however, is far from certain. In July, my colleague Charlie Warzel spoke with Sam Altman and Ariana Huffington about an AI-based health-care venture they recently launched, and came away with the impression that AI is becoming an "industry powered by blind faith."




P.S.

A couple weeks ago, I had the pleasure of speaking with Terence Tao, perhaps the world's greatest living mathematician, about his perceptions of today's generative AI and his vision for an entirely new, "industrial-scale" mathematics that AI could one day enable. I found our conversation fascinating, and hope you will as well.

-- Matteo
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The Phony Populism of Trump and Musk

They are plutocrats masquerading as ordinary Americans.

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.


A Donald Trump rally is always a strange spectacle, and not only because of the candidate's incoherence and bizarre detours into mental cul-de-sacs. (Journalists have faced some criticism for ignoring or recasting these moments, but The New York Times, for one, has finally said that the candidate's mental state is a legitimate concern.) Trump's rally on Saturday in Butler, Pennsylvania, was a hall-of-fame entry in political weirdness: Few survivors of an attempted assassination hold a giant lawn party on the spot where they were wounded and someone in the crowd was killed.

The candidate's tirades are the most obviously bizarre part of his performances, but the nature of the gathering itself is a fascinating paradox. Thousands of people, mostly from the working and middle class, line up to spend time with a very rich man, a lifelong New Yorker who privately detests the heartland Americans in his audience--and applaud as he excoriates the "elites."

This is a political charade: Trump and his running mate, the hillbilly turned multimillionaire J. D. Vance, have little in common with most of the people in the audience, no matter how much they claim to be one of them. The mask slips often: Even as he courts the union vote, Trump revels in saying how much he hated having to pay overtime to his workers. In another telling moment, Trump beamed while talking about how Vance and his wife both have Yale degrees, despite his usual excoriations of top universities. (He always carves out a glittering exception for his own days at the University of Pennsylvania, of course.)

Trump then welcomed the world's richest man, Elon Musk, to the stage. Things got weirder from there, as Musk--who, it should be noted, is 53 years old--jumped around the stage like a concertgoing teenager who got picked out of the audience to meet the band. Musk then proceeded to explain how democracy is in danger--this, from a man who has turned the platform once known as Twitter into an open zone for foreign propaganda and has amplified various hoaxes. Musk has presented himself on his own platform as a champion of the voiceless and the oppressed, but his behavior reveals him as an enemy of speech that isn't in his own interest.

What happened in Butler over the weekend, however, was not some unique American moment. Around the world, fantastically wealthy people are hoodwinking ordinary voters, warning that dark forces--always an indistinct "they" and "them"--are conspiring to take away their rights and turn their nation into an immense ghetto full of undesirables (who are almost always racial minorities or immigrants or, in the ideal narrative, both).

The British writer Martin Wolf calls this "pluto-populism," a brash attempt by people at the top of the financial and social pyramid to stay afloat by capering as ostensibly anti-establishment, pro-worker candidates. In Britain, former Prime Minister Boris Johnson dismissed the whole notion of Brexit behind closed doors, and then supported the movement as his ticket into 10 Downing Street anyway. In Italy, a wealthy entrepreneur helped start the "Five-Star Movement," recruiting the comedian Beppe Grillo to hold supposedly anti-elitist events such as Fuck-Off Day; they briefly joined a coalition government with a far-right populist party, Lega, some years ago. Similar movements have arisen around the world, in Turkey, Brazil, Hungary, and other nations.

These movements are all remarkably alike: They claim to represent the common voter, especially the "forgotten people" and the dispossessed, but in reality, the base voters for these groups are not the poorest or most disadvantaged in their society. Rather, they tend to be relatively affluent. (Think of the January 6 rioters, and how many of them were able to afford flights, hotels, and expensive gear. It's not cheap to be an insurrectionist.) As Simon Kuper noted in 2020, the "comfortably off populist voter is the main force behind Trump, Brexit and Italy's Lega," a fact ignored by opportunistic politicians who instead claim to be acting on behalf of stereotypes of impoverished former factory workers, even if there are few such people left to represent.

One of the pioneers of pluto-populism, of course, is the late Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, a rake and a grifter who stayed in office as part of staying out of jail. That strategy should sound familiar to Americans, but even more familiar is the way the Italian scholar Maurizio Viroli, in a book about Italian politics, notes how Berlusconi deformed Italian democracy by seducing its elites into joining the big con against the ordinary voter: Italy, he wrote, is a free country, but Viroli calls such freedom the "liberty of servants," a sop offered to people who are subjects in a new kind of democracy that is really just the "court at the center of which sits a signore surrounded by a plethora of courtiers, who are in turn admired and envied by a multitude of individuals with servile souls."

The appeals of the pluto-populists work because they target people who care little about policy but a great deal about social revenge. These citizens feel like others whom they dislike are living good lives, which to them seems an injustice. Worse, this itching sense of resentment is the result not of unrequited love but of unrequited hate: Much like the townies who feel looked down upon by the local college kids, or the Red Sox fans who are infuriated that Yankees fans couldn't care less about their tribal animus, these voters feel ignored and disrespected.

Who better to be the agent of their revenge than a crude and boorish magnate who commands attention, angers and frightens the people they hate, and intends to control the political system so that he cannot be touched by it?

Musk, for his part, is the perfect addition to this crew. Rich beyond imagination, he still has the wheedling affect of a needy youngster who requires (and demands) attention. Like Trump, he seems unable to believe that although money can buy many things--luxury digs, expensive lawyers, obsequious staff--it cannot buy respect. For people such as Musk and Trump, this popular rejection is baffling and enraging.

Trump and those like him thus make a deal with the most resentful citizens in society: Keep us up in the penthouses, and we'll harass your enemies on your behalf. We'll punish the people you want punished. In the end, however, the joke is always on the voters: The pluto-populists don't care about the people cheering them on. Few scores will truly be settled, and life will only become harder for everyone who isn't wealthy or powerful enough to resist the autocratic policies that such people will impose on everyone, regardless of their previous support.

When the dust settles, Trump and Vance will still be rich and powerful (as will Musk, whose fortune and power transcends borders in a way that right-wing populists usually claim to hate). For the many Americans who admire them, little will change; their lives will not improve, just as they did not during Trump's first term. Millions of us, regardless of whom we voted for, will have to fend off interference in our lives from an authoritarian government--especially if we are, for example, a targeted minority, a woman in need of health care, or a member of a disfavored immigrant community.

This is not freedom: As Viroli warned his fellow citizens, "If we are subjected to the arbitrary or enormous power of a man, we may well be free to do more or less what we want, but we are still servants."

Related:

	Elon Musk bends the knee to Donald Trump.
 	Elon Musk has reached a new low.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What going on Call Her Daddy did for Kamala Harris
 	How Jack Smith outsmarted the Supreme Court
 	Third-trimester abortions are rare--but they are happening in America.
 	October 7 created a permission structure for anti-Semitism, Dara Horn argues.




Today's News

	Hurricane Milton has strengthened into a Category 5 storm. It is expected to make landfall on Wednesday near the Tampa Bay, Florida, region.
 	The Supreme Court allowed a lower court's decision on Texas's abortion case to stand; the decision ruled that Texas hospitals do not have to perform emergency abortions if they would violate the state's law.
 	Philip B. Banks III, the deputy mayor for public safety in New York City and one of Mayor Eric Adams's top aides, has resigned. His phones were seized by federal investigators last month as part of a probe into bribery and corruption allegations.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: In a new short story, Lauren Groff captures the precise moment when a friendship changes forever, Walt Hunter writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: Henry David Thoreau once argued in The Atlantic that autumn doesn't get enough attention. "This season, I'm wondering whether Thoreau had a point," Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Karlotta Freier



Couples Therapy, but for Siblings

By Faith Hill

Cam and Dan Beaudoin's three-decade-old problem began when they were kids. Dan would follow his big brother around. Cam, who's about three years older, would distance himself. Dan would get mad; Cam would get mad back. Although their mom assured them that they'd be "best friends" some day, nothing much changed--until about three years ago, when a fight got so bad that the brothers stopped talking to each other completely. Dan left all of their shared group chats and unfriended Cam on LinkedIn.
 But the brothers, who didn't speak for about a year and a half, started to understand the gravity of this separation.


Read the full article.



Reflections on October 7

Today marks one year since Hamas's attack on Israel and the start of the subsequent Israel-Hamas war in Gaza. Below, we've compiled some of our writers' recent reporting, analysis, and reflection:

	The war that would not end: In the year since October 7, the Biden administration has focused on preventing the escalation of a regional war in the Middle East, Franklin Foer reports. But it has failed to secure the release of Israeli hostages or end the fighting in Gaza.
 	Gaza's suffering is unprecedented: "In my brother's story, you can get a small glimpse of what the most destructive war in Palestinian history has meant in human terms," Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib writes.
 	"How my family survived the October 7 massacre": "We heard shouting in Arabic outside our house--a commander telling one of his men to try to break in. We had woken up to a nightmare: The border had been breached. Hamas was here," Amir Tibon writes in an article adapted from his new book, The Gates of Gaza.
 	A naked desperation to be seen: In books about the aftermath of October 7, Israelis and Palestinians seek recognition for their humanity, Gal Beckerman writes.
 	The Israeli artist who offends everyone: Long a fearless critic of Israel, Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi has made wrenching portraits of her nation's suffering since October 7, Judith Shulevitz writes.




Culture Break


NBC



Watch. The return of Nate Bargatze and his now-classic George Washington sketch points to what really works about Saturday Night Live, Amanda Wicks writes.

Grow up. Rather than sneak your greens into a smoothie, it's time to eat your vegetables like an adult, Yasmin Tayag 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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When a Friendship Changes Forever

Lauren Groff captures the precise moment when someone realizes their memories are theirs alone.

by Walt Hunter




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


In her new short story, "The Ghosts of Wannsee," the author Lauren Groff captures the precise moment when a friendship changes forever. "Wannsee" follows two friends from high school who reunite one afternoon after many years apart; the encounter alters their understanding of each other in ways that neither anticipated. Groff's narrator remembers her old friend Leslie as a childhood crush--and she remembers his father, who abused him and belittled her. But Leslie, now the partner of a wildly successful designer, is not eager to summon old ghosts from his past. When the narrator meets up with him on a brief layover in Berlin, she realizes that the person standing in front of her is no longer her Leslie: "Oh, I thought, how strange to see people whom you've loved for so long," Groff writes. "You don't really see their current face; instead, you see the faces of your greatest intensity of love."

Groff's most recent novel, The Vaster Wilds, which the Atlantic contributor Judith Shulevitz likened to a "pilgrimage," followed a solitary young girl running through the wilderness on foot in 17th-century America. The narrator in "Wannsee" takes a cab through contemporary Berlin, surrounded by people, museums, and bars. The two settings couldn't be more different, but Groff's novel and her short story share an interest in the revelations and limitations of a single point of view. In "Wannsee," the narrator is caught off guard by Leslie's anger at her attempts at sympathy. Groff taps into the deeply unsettling reality that, no matter what experiences we share, the memories we have are shaped by our perspectives, and are ours alone.






The Ghosts of Wannsee

By Lauren Groff

In Berlin, the winter sky is screwed on so tight that all the world beneath becomes dark and gray and grim. On my runs around Wannsee, from the corner of my eye, I could glimpse the furious ghosts of the place seething in the middle of the lake, transforming into whitecaps if I looked at them directly. Around some bends, I'd come across naked old men, bright red with the cold of their swim, vigorously toweling off their withered loins. When I'd come to the ferry launch to Pfaueninsel, the peacocks across the spit of water would cry out so loudly in their winter rutting, I could easily imagine that the island was entirely made of peacocks, in layers four thick upon the ground, that the castle there was wrapped in a hissing sheet of iridescent blue, the million eyes of Argos on their tail feathers staring up, affronted by the low gray clouds.


Read the full story.






When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Advice for Those Who Are a Mystery to Themselves

Do you suffer from spiritual fatigue, uncontrollable moods, or compulsive idiocy?

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, featuring our newest advice column, "Dear James," from James Parker.

Are you something of a mystery to yourself?

Do you suffer from existential panic, spiritual fatigue, libidinal tangles, and compulsive idiocy? Are your moods beyond your control? Is every straw, for you, the last straw? Do you suspect, from time to time, that the world around you might be an enormous hallucination? Do you forget people's names and then worry about it terribly? Do you weep at bad movies but find yourself unaccountably numb in the face of genuine sadness? Is stress wrecking your complexion, your joints, your digestive system? Do you experience a surge of pristine chaotic energy at precisely the moment that you should be falling asleep? Are you doing much too much of this, and not nearly enough of that?

If so, "Dear James" might be for you.

Below are the latest editions, which tackle issues as varied as post-graduation anxiety and an addiction to wellness podcasts.

If you're looking for advice, drop a note to dearjames@theatlantic.com. Sign up here to receive this column weekly.





The Reading List

I See Every Tiny Problem as a Social Injustice

I'm totally exhausted with myself.


By James Parker

I Hate My Post-College Life

I'm utterly lost.


By James Parker

Cold Showers Are Free

So is meditation. And push-ups. And breathing.


By James Parker



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The elite college students who can't read books
 	Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?
 	The rise of the right-wing tattletale




The Week Ahead

	Saturday Night, a comedy film about the 90 minutes of preparation before the October 1975 debut of Saturday Night Live (in theaters everywhere Friday)
 	Season 4 of Abbott Elementary, a sitcom about a group of Philadelphia public-school teachers (streaming Wednesday on Hulu)
 	Our Evenings, a novel by Alan Hollinghurst about the son of a Burmese man and a British dressmaker who gets a scholarship to a prestigious boarding school (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic



Revenge of the Office

By Rose Horowitch

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The playwright in the age of AI
 	Gisele Pelicot and the most unthinkable, ordinary crime
 	Your individuality doesn't matter. Industry knows why.
 	Lost bullied its unlikeliest hero.
 	Kris Kristofferson was country music's philosopher king.
 	Game Change knew exactly what was coming.
 	What's the appeal of indie rock's new golden boy?
 	More evidence that celebrities just don't like you






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Did Donald Trump notice J. D. Vance's strangest answer?
 	The Christian radicals are coming.
 	An alarming new trend in hurricane deaths




Photo Album


A woman holds a plastic bag over her head to shelter herself from the rain as she walks along Fifth Avenue in New York City. (Charly Triballeau / AFP / Getty)



Check out these photos of the week from around the world, showing a woman walking in the rain, devastating floods in Nepal and the United States, early Christmas celebrations in Venezuela, and more.



P.S.

Take a look at James Parker's latest TikTok video about his column and why he wants to hear what's ailing, torturing, and nagging readers.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/advice-for-those-who-are-a-mystery-to-themselves/680164/?utm_source=feed
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The Singular Wonder of October

"October is the month of painted leaves," Thoreau wrote in 1862. "Their rich glow now flashes round the world."

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.


This time last year, I revisited an 1862 Atlantic article in which Henry David Thoreau argued that autumn wasn't getting enough attention. At the time, I noted that fall didn't exactly seem to be slipping from public consciousness--a trip to Starbucks makes that clear enough. But this season, I'm wondering whether Thoreau had a point. Perhaps because of the increase in extreme weather around the world, or the sheer volume of other news to keep track of right now, my own personal circles aren't as full of chatter about apple picking or foliage as they once were.

Today I'm joining Thoreau in making the case for fall. In his exploration of the changing colors of leaves, Thoreau makes an observation that has stuck with me: "As fruits and leaves and the day itself acquire a bright tint just before they fall, so the year near its setting," he writes. "October is its sunset sky; November the later twilight." Maybe autumn's red hue can brighten the year that was, helping us take stock of some of the joy and wonder within it.



On Fall

Fall Is in the Air: Images of the Season

By Alan TaylorA collection of images of autumn--the best season

Read the article.

Autumnal Tints

By Henry David Thoreau

"A great many, who have spent their lives in cities, and have never chanced to come into the country at this season, have never seen this, the flower, or rather the ripe fruit, of the year."

Read the article.

How Starbucks Perfected Autumn

By Ian Bogost

The pumpkin spice latte has defined fall for 20 years.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why leaves change color: Those brilliant reds, oranges, and yellows? They're preparations for a hungry winter, Megan Garber wrote in 2015.
 	"An autumn walk": "Leaves lie down so lightly dead / That they are neither there nor here / And I remain alive instead / Along the year," Witter Bynner writes in this 1958 poem.




Other Diversions

	The elite college students who can't read books
 	What's the appeal of indie rock's new golden boy?
 	The White Sox even lost at losing.




P.S.


Courtesy of Debbie Stone



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "After several days of rain, my husband was taking his usual walk through our neighborhood when he spotted this flowerlike mushroom that had sprouted in an ordinary pile of leaves," Debbie Stone, 71, from Charlottesville, Virginia, writes. "It awed us by its beauty in drab colors and its happy mix of fungus and flora!"

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/october-fall-air/680169/?utm_source=feed
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The Trouble With Party Invites Today

In our scattered social-media age, gathering people can feel like an exercise in IT management.

by Lora Kelley




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


In our scattered social-media age, a strange little problem has emerged: It is hard to figure out how to invite people to a party. A slew of digital tools is available--Paperless Post, Instagram stories, Partiful, a simple group text--that should theoretically make it easier to reach people. But it also means you have no one way to contact everyone you want to invite, and you're left sending out multiple emails and posts for a single party. Sending a few extra texts hardly ranks among the world's most pressing problems, but finding ways to gather people together is a meaningful act during a time when so many Americans--even the ones with friends--deal with loneliness and isolation. The challenge of the modern party invite is the story of the changing web in miniature: In recent decades, everyone seemed to be hanging out in the same few places online. Now people are dispersed widely across platforms, with even more variability based on age and affinity.

If you are loyal to a particular invitation method--or if you simply call your friends when you're having a party--you may be scratching your head, wondering what I am talking about here. That's fair enough. But according to my unscientific surveys, I am not the only one living in a dispersed invitation landscape. The other day, I texted a group of family members asking in what formats they get invited to parties. My Boomer mom responded first: Paperless Post, always, she said. My Gen Z sister, scoffing at the idea of receiving an email invite, said she mostly gets invites via the app Partiful, or group texts with friends ("grexts," as she called them). My Millennial sister-in-law said she usually receives emails or texts from friends. Another, just as unscientific, poll of my colleagues indicated a similarly diverse range of invite approaches.

Geography seems to play a part too: My East Coast colleagues, especially those based in New York City, were familiar with Partiful, whereas that name meant little to people in other regions. (Partiful declined to share information about its users' age and regional distribution with me.) These different experiences mirror the broader feeling of spending time online right now. Compared with a decade ago, when the internet was loosely understandable as a cohesive body, the web now is splintered and evacuated of any semblance of monoculture, as my colleague Charlie Warzel has written. That lack of common practices can breed a sense of disorientation--there's no one TV show everyone seems to be watching, or one funny post or viral moment of the day. It can also cause logistical headaches.

The party-invite patchwork is especially new to Millennials, many of whom, for years, relied on the trusty Facebook event as their go-to method--one that let hosts be very inclusive about whom they were inviting without needing to have everyone's phone number or email address. But now the platform has dramatically declined in popularity among younger generations. Hosts, turning to other options, risk inadvertently excluding potential invitees who aren't on the same apps--especially those outside one's inner circle. (Meta didn't respond to my inquiry about its event feature.)

Am I being dramatic? Perhaps. Lizzie Post, the great-great-granddaughter of the etiquette doyenne Emily Post and a co-president of her eponymous institute, was far too polite to say as much to me when we spoke on the phone. She did note that although navigating a varied invite landscape is not an entirely new phenomenon, the digital world has introduced novel etiquette questions: For example, if you see an Instagram story about a party, are you really invited?

Post told me that my approach for inviting people to my recent birthday party, at which I served a six-foot sandwich to my friends in Prospect Park, was both clear and "so cool" (not to brag or anything). In addition to my Instagram "close friends" story invite, which stated that anyone who saw it was invited, I sent some personal messages to people who may have missed it, and told other friends about it in person. Was this extra work? A bit. Was it worth it? Absolutely. That our online lives are so diffuse only reinforces the value of in-person gathering. Parties alone can't fix what my colleague Derek Thompson has called "a hang-out depression," caused in part by the demands of technology. But, for all the annoyance of our new party landscape, putting in a bit of extra effort to get people together can be a beautiful thing.

Related:

	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out
 	Partiful calls itself "facebook events for hot people."






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How do you forgive the people who killed your family?
 	It's time to stop taking Sam Altman at his word, David Karpf argues.
 	Yuval Noah Harari wants to reclaim Zionism.




Today's News

	The longshoremen's strike has been suspended until January 15, after the union reached a tentative agreement with the U.S. Maritime Alliance.
 	Last month, 254,000 jobs were added to the U.S. economy, and the unemployment rate dropped to 4.1 percent.
 	The U.S. military launched strikes that hit more than a dozen Houthi targets in Yemen, according to U.S. officials.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Karl Ove Knausgaard's exploration of the art of Edvard Munch is moving and worthwhile, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: What if your ChatGPT transcripts leaked?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



More Evidence That Celebrities Just Don't Like You

By Spencer Kornhaber

Examples are stacking up: Celebrities just don't like us. Last year, Donald Glover enlisted his famous friends to make a gruesome TV show about a killer pop fan. This year, Chappell Roan, the breakout singing sensation of 2024, called her most ardent admirers creepy. Now Joker: Folie a Deux offers a tedious lecture about the challenges of fame. Audience members may walk out feeling punished for the crime of wanting to be entertained by a comic-book-inspired movie-musical starring some of the most successful performers on Earth.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Lithium is making a comeback.
 	We're entering uncharted territory for math.
 	Amir Tibon: "How my father saved my life on October 7"




Culture Break


Simon Ridgway / HBO



Watch. Ever feel like your life is determined by powerful forces beyond your reach? Industry (streaming on Max) is the show for you, Zachary Siegel writes.

Read. "The Ghosts of Wannsee," a short story by Lauren Groff:

"On my runs around Wannsee, from the corner of my eye, I could glimpse the furious ghosts of the place seething in the middle of the lake, transforming into whitecaps if I looked at them directly."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Among the many meats on my six-foot birthday sandwich was capicola. This cured meat has long been a staple of my Italian sandwiches, so I was tickled to see it among the words and phrases Merriam-Webster added to its dictionary this year. It is in good company with touch grass and nepo baby.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What If Your ChatGPT Transcripts Leaked?

Data collection is once again at the forefront of a new technology.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Shortly after Facebook became popular, the company launched an ad network that would allow businesses to gather data on people and target them with marketing. So many issues with the web's social-media era stemmed from this original sin. It was from this technology that Facebook, now Meta, would make its fortune and become dominant. And it was here that our perception of online privacy forever changed, as people became accustomed to various bits of their identity being mined and exploited by political campaigns, companies with something to sell, and so on.

AI may shift how we experience the web, but it is unlikely to turn back the clock on the so-called surveillance economy that defines it. In fact, as my colleague Lila Shroff explained in a recent article for The Atlantic, chatbots may only supercharge data collection.

"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," Lila writes. "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."

Ad targeting may be inevitable--in fact, since Lila wrote this article, Google has begun rolling out related advertisements in some of its AI Overviews--but there are other issues to contend with here. Users have long conversations with chatbots, and frequently share sensitive information with them. AI companies have a responsibility to keep those data locked down. But, as Lila explains, there have already been glitches that have leaked information. So think twice about what you type into that text box: You never know who's going to see it.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Shh, ChatGPT. That's a Secret.

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	It's time to stop taking Sam Altman at his word: "Understand AI for what it is, not what it might become," David Karpf writes.
 	We're entering uncharted territory for math: "Terence Tao, the world's greatest living mathematician, has a vision for AI," Matteo Wong writes.




P.S.

Meta and other companies are still trying to make smart glasses happen--and generative AI may be the secret ingredient that makes the technology click, my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in a recent article. What do you think: Would you wear them?

-- Damon
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The Knausgaard Book That Deserves More Attention

The author's exploration of the art of Edvard Munch is moving and worthwhile.

by Emma Sarappo


The Vampire II, 1895-1900. Private Collection. Edvard Munch. (Heritage Images / Getty)



This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

Karl Ove Knausgaard is a strange kind of literary star. He's globally famous even though he writes in his native language, Norwegian, which only a few million people speak. He's not even the most popular Norwegian writer. That might be Jo Nesbo, who churns out mysteries featuring the grizzled detective Harry Hole. Knausgaard isn't that country's most critically acclaimed author, either; Jon Fosse just won the Nobel Prize for literature last year. Although Knausgaard is prolific and nakedly confessional, so is Vigdis Hjorth, whose family-exposing novel Will and Testament catapulted her to tabloid fame. But Knausgaard's status is singular. His six-volume, multi-thousand-page work of autofiction, My Struggle, was a bona fide worldwide phenomenon. Since completing that mammoth project, he's written, among other things, a quartet of books named for the seasons and a set of novels that follows what happens when a foreboding star suddenly appears in the sky. Lev Grossman wrote for us this week about the newest installment in that series to appear in English, The Third Realm, calling it "maddening but enthralling."

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	You are going to die.
 	Yuval Noah Harari wants to reclaim Zionism.
 	The journalist who cried treason
 	The Enlightenment is just one side of the story.


This is a good moment for me to say I've long been a Knausgaard skeptic. I'm put off by his tortured relationship to masculinity and domesticity, and though I can appreciate how distinctive his long-windedness is, he can be a slog to read. I'm also not convinced of the artistic value of his edgy titles: My Struggle is named for Hitler's manifesto, and, as Grossman points out, The Third Realm is a bit of a sanitized translation. In the original Norwegian, the Nazi allusions are even more in-your-face--Min kamp tracks even for English speakers, and Det tredje riket usually means "The Third Reich."

But one of Knausgaard's books knocked me flat when I first read it: So Much Longing in So Little Space, about the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch. In the fall of 2017, despite my cynicism, I went to an exhibition in Oslo of Munch's work, which Knausgaard had curated. Munch is most famous for The Scream, but his fame, and that particular painting's notoriety, means people rarely see the artist, Knausgaard has argued.

Many of the pieces that Knausgaard selected for this reintroduction to Munch had never been displayed publicly before. The exhibition was arranged as a journey into the man's soul: The viewer was first greeted by light, bright, and colorful depictions of the world that surrounded the artist; then the paintings became darker and more introspective. Munch's work is intensely psychologically vulnerable, a vivid collection of mundane images--girls on a bridge, cabbages in a field, a man standing above the Oslo fjord--that are made unfamiliar through his gaze. The exhibition's penultimate room was full of paintings of vampiric women and broken relationships, works that showed Munch's anxieties, his jealousies, his self-loathing and attempts at self-protection. In the final space of the show, Knausgaard turned us outward again, herding us into a collection of mostly life-size, full-body portraits. After witnessing the agonies of a man alienated from others, the audience was surrounded by the gazes of people Munch knew, loved, worked for, and lived among. Knausgaard told the Norwegian broadcaster NRK that he wanted people to emerge from the dark room into the embrace of the portraits and cry, which is exactly what I did.

After the exhibition closed, Knausgaard published So Much Longing. In that book, he identifies the long shadow Munch cast over his own career--as another Norwegian man who attempted to buck cultural expectations of Scandinavian stoicism, to express his deep emotions publicly, to record the mundane in a transcendent way--and interviews other artists, experts, and appreciators. He struggles to put into words how, and why, the art moves him; he tries to connect with a man who was, as he writes, "extremely monomaniacal, extremely dedicated, extremely solitary." It's a beautiful, searching little book, brief and worthwhile, and it changed how I saw both men.






Knausgaard Gave You All the Clues

By Lev Grossman

In his latest novel, the extreme realist dips into fantasy--and taps into the human hunger for meaning.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Brodeck, by Philippe Claudel, translated by John Cullen

The past is another country, as the famous saying goes. But novels can help us enter territories otherwise closed off to us. In Brodeck, a stranger arrives in a remote French village in the mountains, disturbing the everyday existence of its inhabitants, who have secrets to hide. Brodeck, a nature wanderer who has himself returned to the village after time away, then assembles a "report" on the clash between the world the stranger brings to the villagers and the world they try to force him to accept--a disconnect that creates a dramatic, tragic conflict between the past and the present. But Brodeck's own experiences outside the community begin to influence the telling of the tale. As the stranger suffers from the clash of two crucially different views of reality, the report becomes an indictment and a record of human folly with political undertones. By the end, Claudel's novel is a heartbreaking and stunning work of fiction about provincialism and secrets that I think about frequently, unable to escape the unknowable place it documents in such meticulous yet compassionate detail. -- Jeff VanderMeer

From our list: Five books that conjure entirely new worlds





Out Next Week

? American Teenager, by Nico Lang

? Our Evenings, by Alan Hollinghurst


? Slaveroad, by John Edgar Wideman







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



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

By Ross Andersen

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.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Why Helene Caught So Many Residents Off Guard

As the process of rebuilding begins, many survivors face an expensive obstacle: a lack of flood insurance.

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 5:32 p.m. ET on October 4, 2024


Western North Carolina lies hundreds of miles inland from any coast. The counties around the Blue Ridge Mountains sit at high elevations, away from the dense flood zones along the Atlantic. The idea that more than a foot of rain would rapidly overwhelm the region, sweeping up homes and ripping up vegetation, seemed almost unthinkable. But a week after Hurricane Helene made landfall, at least 200 people have died, and the death toll is expected to rise as the floodwaters recede and the debris clears. Many inland residents in North Carolina have never experienced flooding like this in their lifetime, and only a sliver have the flood insurance necessary to help them rebuild.

Flood insurance isn't included in homeowner's insurance, and Americans are generally not required to buy it. (One exception is the homeowners who live in high-risk areas, who must purchase flood insurance to get a federally backed mortgage.) Without this special coverage, floods can be "a huge financial shock to households," Carolyn Kousky, the associate vice president for economics and policy at the Environmental Defense Fund, told me. Those living in storm-torn areas without coverage are looking at a massive list of expenses--home repairs, debris removal, temporary lodging--that they may have to pay for out of pocket after Helene. Still, just a tiny share of homeowners currently own flood insurance. Most of the North Carolina counties hit hard by Helene did not fall within high-risk areas on flood maps from the Federal Emergency Management Agency; one estimate found that less than 2.5 percent of homeowners in the region have flood insurance--and that number is even lower in some counties.

"In a perfect world, everyone with some degree of flood risk could and would carry flood insurance on their homes," my colleague Zoe Schlanger, who covers climate change, told me. But the reality is that even some of the residents in flood-prone areas do not buy the plans because they are so expensive. The average premium cost $700 a year in 2019, but that number can reach the thousands for some coastal communities. Lower-income residents face an especially daunting situation: They are less likely to be able to afford flood insurance, and they also have less money on hand to rebuild.

Many people assume that they face little risk if they aren't living in an area included in high-risk zones on FEMA's flood maps, Sarah Pralle, a political-science professor at the Maxwell School at Syracuse University, told me. But FEMA's maps don't capture the full picture of flood risk. They are drawn "based on the assumption that the past will help us predict the future. In a rapidly changing climate, that's not the case." The maps can quickly become outdated as climate risks evolve, she noted, and don't take into account pluvial flooding, or flooding from heavy-rain events, which is what North Carolina saw last week. Even people who have personally experienced flooding sometimes drop their policies, Pralle said, adding that "if people have lived in a place where it hasn't flooded in decades, they lose that memory of what can happen and what kind of losses they might suffer."

Those who do buy flood insurance usually live in areas prone to flooding. The result is a system in which the risk is not evenly spread out, making flood-insurance premiums hugely pricey--Pralle likened it to a health-insurance system in which only the sick buy coverage. Some countries organize their disaster-insurance programs so everyone pays a flat rate, Kousky explained. In the United States, that would mean someone living on Florida's coastline would pay the same premium as someone living on the top of a mountain. That's a tough sell for many Americans, and overhauling the National Flood Insurance Program, which is saddled with debt, would be politically contentious.

Those without flood insurance will need to rely on a "patchwork" system of federal aid, loans, and charity, Kousky said, as they recover from Helene. One option is accepting government loans, but she noted that many people are not in a position to take on more debt after a hurricane--and their applications may be denied too. FEMA disaster-assistance grants are another pathway, and most of them do not need to be repaid--but those are "just an emergency stopgap," Kousky said. They're not designed to fully help people recover, usually providing only a few thousand dollars for each household--a fraction of what residents would need to rebuild.

The process of recovering from Helene is just beginning. Still, hurricane season is not over for the rest of the country, and FEMA currently does not have enough funding to make it through the rest of the season. Last week, President Joe Biden signed a short-term spending bill authorizing another $16 billion for the agency, but further funding would need to come from Congress, which is currently in recess until after the election.

So much of the response following disasters can feel piecemeal and reactive, Pralle said. Insurance is important--but not the full story. "Every dollar we put into prevention is going to be a lot more efficiently spent," she explained. In a world reshaped by climate change, "this idea that there's safe places you can go hide is unrealistic."

Related:

	North Carolina was set up for disaster.
 	Hurricane Helene through the eyes of a former FEMA chief






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of the right-wing tattletale
 	America isn't ready for the new reality of hurricane deaths.
 	Gisele Pelicot and the most unthinkable, ordinary crime




Today's News

	A court filing from Special Counsel Jack Smith was unsealed yesterday, revealing key evidence in his federal election-subversion case against Donald Trump.
 	Israel will continue striking targets linked to Hezbollah in Beirut, the Bekaa Valley, and southern Lebanon, according to the Israeli military chief. Kamel Ahmad Jawad, a resident of Dearborn, Michigan, was killed by an air strike in Lebanon on Tuesday, his family said in a statement.
 	Tina Peters, a former Colorado county clerk, was sentenced to nine years in prison for a data-breach scheme that involved tampering with voting machines used in the 2020 presidential election.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking, Roge Karma writes. The economics of immigration is not one of them.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Liana Finck



Please Don't Make Me Download Another App

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The EV culture wars aren't what they seem.
 	What conservatives mean by "freedom of speech"
 	Georgia's election-law problems aren't legal ones.
 	Health care is on the ballot again.
 	For how much longer can life continue on this troubled planet?




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



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

Read. In Olga Tokarczuk's novel, The Empusium: A Health Resort Horror Story, Tokarczuk champions a world governed by myth, not reason.

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally misstated the type of flooding that occurs after heavy rains. In addition, this article originally misstated that Olga Tokarczuk's novel, The Empusium, was posthumously published.

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 Atlantic Photo

      
        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath (27 photos)
        Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for...

      

      
        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain (20 photos)
        In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are some of the images of these amazing structures, and the effort involved in forming them.
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        Photos: Florida Braces for Milton's Wrath

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 9, 2024

            	27 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Florida are preparing themselves for Hurricane Milton, currently a Category 4 storm, which is expected to make landfall later tonight or early tomorrow morning. Milton arrives less than two weeks after many Florida cities and towns were hit by Hurricane Helene--piles of storm debris still line the streets. Mandatory-evacuation orders are in place in cities along Florida's central west coast, and residents have spent recent days boarding up windows, piling sandbags, and looking out for loved ones as they ready themselves for this enormous storm.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child holds a scoop to help fill sandbags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Eli Perez, 2, of Stuart, Florida, helps his mother fill a bag with sand at the Sailfish Ballpark distribution site on October 7, 2024, in Stuart, Florida.
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                [image: A man in camouflage pants carries two sandbags among a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Marine Sergeant Delmonte Battle helps residents carry sandbags ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton, in Orlando, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a split highway; one direction is completely filled with cars, and the other has only a few]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles fill the road as they drive to the east on I-75 from the west coast of Florida before the arrival of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024 in Big Cypress, Florida.
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                [image: A view of a large, swirling storm, seen from orbit through a spacecraft window]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton advances toward Florida, seen in this view from Dragon Endeavor, docked with the International Space Station, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses deck chairs into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                David Jalving throws outdoor furniture into his father's pool in advance of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Fort Myers, Florida. The house was damaged during Hurricane Ian and flooded recently during Hurricane Helene.
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                [image: A man lifts a cat in a carrier into a pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ted Carlson puts his friend Evan Purcell's cat, McKenzie, into a pickup truck as the pair recover her along with other important items from Purcell's home ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton. Debris from Hurricane Helene still sits on the driveway, in Holmes Beach, on Anna Maria Island, Florida, on October 8, 2024. "This place couldn't handle Helene," Carlson said. "It's all going to be gone."
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks will be staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hits Florida.
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                Stephen M. Dowell / Orlando Sentinel / Tribune News Service / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person lifts a large box holding a generator into his car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cape Coral resident Pedro Gonzalez places a newly purchased generator into his trunk while preparing for the potential impact of Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A cloudy sunrise sky, seen above a wrecked pier on a beach]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises over the destroyed Fort Myers Beach pier as Hurricane Milton approaches Florida on October 9, 2024. The town is empty, because most residents have evacuated.
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                [image: A car sits half-buried in sand outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car sits stranded, half-buried in sand as a result of Hurricane Helene, in Bradenton Beach, Florida, as Hurricane Milton approaches Anna Maria Island on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: Storm debris removed from houses sits along the curb on both sides of a residential street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from Hurricane Helene lines a street in the Redington Beach section of St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall.
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                [image: A person uses spray paint to write the message "We are open, stay safe" on boarded-up windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A store employee spray-paints a "We Are Open" announcement in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the expected landfall of Hurricane Milton.
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                [image: A person lifts one of two penguins inside a room in an aquarium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A penguin is carried to be relocated to higher ground at Florida Aquarium ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A zookeeper watches as a porcupine makes its way into a large carrier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees move an African porcupine named Chompers to a pet carrier at ZooTampa ahead of Hurricane Milton, on October 7, 2024, in Florida. The zoo has several hurricane-proof buildings where it plans to move all of its animals. Tiffany Burns (not pictured), the director of the ZooTampa's animal program, said, "We hope they suffer as little stress as possible; that's always our goal."
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                [image: A rooster walks down a street in an empty town.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rooster walks down a street as the old town of Ybor City, in Tampa, stands mostly empty, as the state prepares for the arrival of Hurricane Milton on October 8, 2024 in Tampa, Florida.
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                [image: A reporter in a raincoat stands outside with a microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teri Hornstein, with CBS Miami, works ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Empty shelves in a grocery store, with a sign that reads "Water products limited to 2 per person"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shelves in a local grocery store have been cleared of bottled water ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two workers dismantle a railroad-crossing bar.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Transit American Services workers dismantle rail-crossing bars in Kissimmee, Florida, on October 8, 2024, ahead of the upcoming hurricane.
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                [image: A person holds a tall board on a sidewalk, preparing to board up a storefront.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers board up a business ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall in St. Petersburg, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A long line of cars wait on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-block-long line of cars waits to get into Holly Hill Public Utilities, where the city is allowing residents to pick up free bags of sand ahead of Hurricane Milton, in Volusia County, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: One person offers money to another person, who is politely declining.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teresa Abrahamson offers money to Valerie Jackson, whom she just met, but Jackson politely declines, at Woerner Turf and Landscaping Supply, in Jacksonville, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Patrons prepared for the upcoming hurricane, filling sandbags to curtail potential floodwaters. The landscaping company provided everything free of charge, including bags and ties, use of shovels, and dig-your-own sand.
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                [image: An aerial view of a pier where some planks have been removed, with several surfers seen in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers ride waves next to the Lake Worth Pier, where planks were removed to lessen the impact of Hurricane Milton, on October 8, 2024, in Lake Worth Beach, Florida.
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                [image: An elevated view of a long, temporary flood barrier in front of a hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood barriers stand in front of Tampa General Hospital ahead of Hurricane Milton's expected landfall, in Tampa, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A boy leads a dog on a leash on the porch of a house with boarded-up windows, one of which has the words "Go away Milton" spray-painted on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Weibel and his dog Cookie climb the steps to their home as their family prepares for Hurricane Milton on October 7, 2024, in Port Richey, Florida.
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                [image: An elementary-school hallway is lined with cots and pet crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hallway inside Virgil Mills Elementary School, which is being used as a shelter from the storm with more than 400 people already inside, seen in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024
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                [image: A small dog looks out of its crate in a storm shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog looks out of its crate, sheltered at Virgil Mills Elementary School, in Palmetto, Florida, on October 8, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Thomas Bender / Sarasota Herald-Tribune / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Skyscrapers are seen in the distance, obscured by clouds and rain, with choppy water in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rain begins to fall ahead of the arrival of Hurricane Milton in Tampa, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos: Building Human Towers in Spain

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 8, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            In Tarragona, Spain, more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered for the city's 29th biannual human-tower competition--working together to build the highest and most complex human towers (castells) possible. Winning teams reached as high as 10 tiers above the ground. Gathered here are some of the images of these amazing structures, and the effort involved in forming them.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overhead view of many people wearing green shirts crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Castellers de Vilafranca team form a castell during the 29th Castells Competition in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers watch as a group of people climb onto each other's shoulders to form a tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Colla Moixiganguers d'Igualada work together to build their tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: People stand together, looking up, making worried faces.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls react as they form their castell.
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                [image: An elevated view of a group of people packed close together, linking their arms over each other's shoulders, forming a radial pattern]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Sabadell build a human tower on October 5, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd watches as a team forms a human tower that is at least eight tiers high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Member of Castellers de Vilafranca form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: People look up, reacting, and taking pictures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Assistants react as members of Castellers de Vilafranca try to form a castell on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of many people that just collapsed after trying to form a human tower, piled on top of many other standing people below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls fall down as they try to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona.
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                [image: A large crowd of competitors and onlookers fill an arena space, looking up at a troupe that is forming a tall human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca build a human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of part of a large team of people crowding together, linking their arms over each other's shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls work together on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated top-down view of a large crowd of people wearing red shirts, smashed tightly together, seen as three other people walk across their shoulders and heads]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls build a human tower in Tarragona on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Four people climb across the shoulders and heads of a crowd of green-shirted people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Vilafranca climb across the shoulders of teammates on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A person reacts with joy while climbing down from a human tower, on top of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Sant Cugat react after successfully completing their castell.
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                [image: A close of view of the upper tears of a human tower, with a large crowd of people in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona support one another as a child climbs toward the top of their tower.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people wearing red shirts smashed together, all facing a group of organizers in the center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An overhead view of the Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls, as they work together to form the base for their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An arena is filled with competitors and onlookers, all watching a human tower forming in the center of the arena, at least nine tiers tall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Castellers de Vilafranca form a human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a large team of people all smashed together, with several distressed-looking people at center, after a fall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Castellers de Mollet react after falling down as they were building their human tower on October 5, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Ramos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overhead view of a team of people wearing pink shirts, all smashed together, facing inward, with four others standing on their shoulders at center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Xiquets de Tarragona begin to build their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A large arena space is filled with about eight or nine teams of people, all watching another team form a human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Other teams look on as members of Colla Vella dels Xiquets de Valls form their human tower on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people lie scattered about on top of a large crowd smashed together after falling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Colla Joves Xiquets de Valls fall as they attempt to build a human tower on October 6, 2024, in Tarragona, Spain.
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                [image: Two people hug and kiss an emotional girl who is wearing a helmet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl from Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona cries with happiness after her team successfully dismantled its human tower on October 6, 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: Iron Buffalo, Sunset Camel, Annular Eclipse
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            	35 Photos
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            Wildfires and drought in South America, a celebration of China's National Day in Hong Kong, Israeli missile strikes in Lebanon, early Christmas celebrations in Venezuela, a dahlia show beside Stonehenge, devastating floods in Nepal and the U.S., and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five people in costume play illuminated drums in a street surrounded by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drummers from Worldbeaters perform "Fireflies" to the crowds on the esplanade in Weymouth, England, on September 28, 2024. Activate Performing Arts presented the world premiere of "Fireflies" as part of We Are Weymouth's Dusk Til Dark 2024 event. The processional show combines a fusion of drumming, light, and community performers.
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                [image: The moon passing in front of the sun forms an orange ring in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An annular solar eclipse is seen in Las Horquetas, Santa Cruz, Argentina, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two people lie on their backs on a field of grass, looking at the sky while wearing eclipse glasses, near several of the Moai statues on Easter island.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch the annular solar eclipse in Tahai, Easter Island, Chile, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a wreath of leaves and mirrored eclipse glasses looks up toward the sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ana Maria Velasco tests special protective glasses to observe the upcoming solar eclipse in the Hanga Roa area of Easter Island, Chile, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: One person stands in a dresslike structure, partly covered in dahlias, while another person adjusts the dress, in front of Stonehenge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sophie Powell (left), florist from UFLO, and Emily Parker, of English Heritage, pose for a photo with a floral-dress display at the Stonehenge site at the Grand Stonehenge Dahlia Show, on September 27, 2024, in Wiltshire, England. The event re-created the Victorian dahlia shows--during the 1840s, Stonehenge hosted dahlia exhibitions that attracted crowds of thousands. The historic shows involved a variety of competitions, including the creation of sculptures made entirely from flowers and the cultivation of prize-winning dahlias.
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                [image: Water from several waterfalls is blown back over clifftops by high winds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water from waterfalls is blown back over clifftops by high winds coming off the North Sea, after heavy rainfall fell across the country causing disruption in many places, in Saltburn-by-the-Sea, England, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Water is dropped from a helicopter flying through a smoky sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water is dropped from a helicopter as the Line Fire burns more than 43,000 acres near Big Bear Lake, in San Bernardino County, California, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter walks through smoky air on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hotshot firefighter walks through smoke as the Line Fire burns near Big Bear Lake, in San Bernardino County, California, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people are silhouetted by a sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People enjoy the sunset near Lake Champlain, in Venise-en-Quebec, Canada, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two storks stand in their nest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two storks stand in their nest in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on October 1, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wearing helmets and costumes race in a homemade cart decorated like a large lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants ride a homemade cart during the "Balineras" race in Bogota on September 29, 2024. Dozens watched the homemade, nonmotorized vehicles race down a slope in Colombia's capital.
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                [image: A rescue team paddles down a river past piles of flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescue team paddles down the Swannanoa River in Swannanoa, North Carolina, on September 29, 2024. The remnants of Hurricane Helene caused widespread flooding, downed trees, and power outages across western North Carolina.
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                [image: A drone view shows a damaged neighborhood littered with debris, following a hurricane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows a flooded and damaged area in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in Horseshoe Beach, Florida, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: The surface of a lake is completely covered by floating debris and stranded boats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris is strewn across Lake Lure after Hurricane Helene, in North Carolina, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of vehicles driving on a desert highway]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles drive on a desert highway in Bazhou, Xinjiang province, China, on September 23, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans over, surrounded by many opened books that have been laid out to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dries books that were soaked during a deadly flood, following heavy rainfall, along the bank of Bagmati River, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a riverbed after a heavy flood, with houses and vehicles strewn about]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the area affected by monsoon flooding in the village of Roshi village, in Nepal's Kavre district, on September 30, 2024. Search-and-rescue teams in Nepal's capital picked through wrecked homes after waters receded from monsoon floods that killed at least 209 people around the Himalayan republic.
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                [image: Several children walk on a path past huge piles of garbage left behind after floodwaters receded.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students walk past debris, mostly plastic waste dumped into the river, left behind after the floodwater receded from the bank of Bagmati River in Kathmandu, Nepal, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a modern, elaborately designed two-story staircase and open space inside a bookstore]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view inside the Zhongshuge Bookstore in Tianjin, China, on September 27, 2024
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                [image: A woman jumps rope in front of a Christmas tree in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman jumps rope in front of a Christmas tree in Caracas, Venezuela, on , October 1, 2024. The Christmas season kicked off early, as decreed by Venezuela's President Nicolas Maduro, following the recent disputed presidential election.
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                [image: A model walks, displaying a garment, in front of a giant inflated shark's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Ottolinger for the Women's Ready-to-Wear Spring-Summer 2025 collection as part of Paris Fashion Week, in Paris, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial photograph of a stranded boat in crashing surf, near a breakwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph shows a stranded boat in Tarkwa Bay, in Lagos, Nigeria, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: Multiple streaks of light show missiles falling from a cloudy sky toward the ground at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A soldier stands atop a self-propelled cannon as it fires a shot, with flames erupting out of its muzzle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian servicemen of the 43rd Artillery Brigade fire a 2S7 Pion self-propelled cannon towards Russian positions at a front line in the Donetsk region on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person races, standing behind a two-wheeled tractor that is pulling him through swampy mud.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tractor racers compete in the Iron Buffalo tractor drag race on September 28, 2024, in Kamphaeng Phet, Thailand. In Thailand, Iron Buffalo racing has brought a modern twist to the country's long-standing farming traditions and the traditional buffalo races held annually in Chonburi. Farmers and racers modified two-wheeled tractors to race through muddy rice-paddy fields. On the first day, professional racers competed; the second day featured local farmers.
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                [image: A woman shelters herself from the rain with a plastic bag over her head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman shelters herself from the rain with a plastic bag over her head as she walks along Fifth Avenue in New York City, on September 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds a small child who reaches out toward a light display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A baby views an installation at a preview ahead of the Enchanted Forest 2024 event, an annual sound-and-light show, at Faskally Wood Pitlochry, Scotland, on October 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a sash raises her arms, smiles, and holds up a ceremonial staff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Claudia Sheinbaum, Mexico's new president, waves after receiving a ceremonial staff from indigenous peoples at Zocalo Square, in Mexico City, on October 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of students in red costumes stand side by side, holding their arms up, during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                About 1,000 students sing patriotic songs at an event to celebrate the 75th anniversary of China's National Day in Hong Kong, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people use handheld fire extinguishers to try to put out a fire, which is made up of burning chairs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the National Guard use fire extinguishers as members of the opposition burn their chairs outside the Parliament building, to protest against the government and the imprisonment of their colleague Ervin Salianji, in Tirana, Albania, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides on the back of a camel, at the head of a five-camel train that is walking along the top of a dune at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camels return home at sunset in Ulan Butong Grassland, in Chifeng city, Inner Mongolia autonomous region, China, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of small boats stranded in ponds left behind in the uneven bottom of a dried-up river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows stranded boats among the sandbanks exposed due to dry conditions at the Solimoes River, one of the largest tributaries of the Amazon River, during the most intense and widespread drought Brazil has experienced since records began, in 1950, near Manacapuru, Amazonas state, Brazil, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players practice on a pitch, backdropped by buildings and dramatic stone hillsides.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bolivia's national soccer team trains during a practice session in La Paz, Bolivia, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: Houses on a hillside in silhouette, with a raging wildfire burning on the hill behind them]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise as a wildfire burns next to the village of Ano Loutro, near Corinth, Greece, on September 29, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops water on a smoldering forest, with a large snow-topped volcano in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A helicopter drops water on a burning forest, with the Cotopaxi volcano in the background, in Latacunga, Cotopaxi province, Ecuador, on September 27, 2024. An unusual drought has hit the country this year, and fueled nearly 3,500 forest fires.
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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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