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        The iPhone Broke Its Calculator
        Ian Bogost

        I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never kno...

      

      
        How to Bring the Light of Joy to Others
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Last night at sundown, the annual Jewish holiday of Sukkot began. This seven-day celebration, known as both the Feast of Tabernacles and the Holiday of the Harvest, commemorates the exodus from Egypt and the end of the harvest season. Those observing the festival do so by erecting tent-like structures outdoors, in which they eat, pray, and even sleep, to recall the temporary dwellings made by the...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Roomful of Suspiciously Friendly Women
        Helen Lewis

        Have you ever looked after toddlers who insist on showing you everything they have done--terrible stick-figure drawings, what they've left in the potty--and demand that you admire it? If you have, then you've experienced something very similar to Donald Trump's performance at a Fox News town hall yesterday in Cumming, Georgia, with an all-female audience. "FEMA was so good with me," he said at one point. "I defeated ISIS," he added later. "I'm the father of IVF," he claimed, with no further explana...

      

      
        Autocracy Is in the Details
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsTo a casual observer, Donald Trump's claim about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, eating cats and dogs seemed like a bizarre or mistaken claim that ultimately fueled millions of memes, jokes, and racist insults. But to someone who knows what to look for, the story he told read as much more calculated and familiar. Making an outrageous claim is one common tactic of an autocrat. So is sticking to it far beyond the t...

      

      
        Seven True Stories That Read Like Thrillers
        Jared Sullivan

        People love underdogs. Researchers have time and again observed that the public, and perhaps especially the American public, is drawn to stories in which an average person, through some combination of luck and gumption, trounces a far more formidable opponent in a lopsided conflict. One of the most plausible explanations for this appeal is that underdog narratives stir our deep-seated desire for a just world, one where virtuous people actually get what they deserve. Personally, as a writer, I'm a...

      

      
        What Does That Bark Mean?
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks;...

      

      
        Mike Pence Is Haunting This Election
        Mark Leibovich

        You can't blame Mike Pence for wanting to keep his head down in this presidential election, given that he nearly had his head in a noose after the last one."I'm staying out of this race," Pence said plaintively--more plaintively even than usual--in a rare interview with Lyndsay Keith on something called Merit Street Media (founded, apparently, by Dr. Phil). Pence sat stiffly, and his voice was hushed and dramatic, as it typically is. He was repeating what he has said before: that he could not suppo...

      

      
        I Hate Didactic Novels. Here's Why This One Works.
        Randy Boyagoda

        This article contains spoilers for Playground.From paintings on ancient cave walls to parables, fables, and memes, animals have served as important storytelling tools. For instance, in Saul Bellow's novel Humboldt's Gift, the narrator describes the novel's title character, a fearsome, mercurial poet, by observing, "A surfaced whale beside your boat might look at you as he looked with his wide-set gray eyes." This deceptively simple metaphor challenges us to imagine an unsettling encounter with a ...

      

      
        The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date
        Matteo Wong

        Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming ...

      

      
        What Is This 'Post-Birth Abortion' Donald Trump Keeps Talking About?
        Jill Wieber Lens

        Donald Trump's recent comments on abortion have been evasive and contradictory. He takes credit for appointing the Supreme Court justices who overturned Roe v. Wade, but says his administration would be "great for women and their reproductive rights." He first refused to commit to vetoing a national abortion ban, but later said he would. He criticized Florida's six-week ban as too early, but only a day later said that he would vote against a ballot measure there that would expand abortion rights....

      

      
        The General's Warning
        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.In March 2023, when Mark Milley was six months away from retirement as a four-star general and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he met Bob Woodward at a reception and said, "We gotta talk."Milley went on to describe the grave degree to which former President Donald Trump, under whom Milley had...

      

      
        The End of Parallel Parking
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car ...

      

      
        The Colors of Early Autumn
        Alan Taylor

        As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this yea...

      

      
        The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere
        Diane Roberts

        Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite cl...

      

      
        Shoplifters Gone Wild
        Marc Fisher

        Illustrations by Ben DenzerThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The splendor of the American big-box store lay before me, with its endless variety of shaving products in every imaginable size and color--a retail extravaganza, all of it locked behind Plexiglas. I needed a razor, and in order to obtain one at my neighborhood Target, I had to press a red button to summon a store clerk. Depending on where you live, you may know the drill. I waited in...

      

      
        Afghan Women Have Been Brought Back in Time
        Bushra Seddique

        Mariam was 12 years old when a relative sold her into a marriage with a 40-year-old soldier in the Taliban, who was already married. She was repeatedly sexually and physically assaulted. By the time she was 19, she had four children. Mariam's story is not unusual; her four sisters each had similar experiences, as have countless other Afghan women. I know this all too well--I was born in Afghanistan during the Taliban's first regime, and left the country when the United States withdrew its troops i...

      

      
        GLP-1 Is Going the Way of Gut Health
        Yasmin Tayag

        If you had come across the abbreviation GLP-1 a few years ago, chances are you'd have had no idea what it stood for. Intro to Greek lyric poetry? Low-level Great Lakes precipitation? A member of the 1990s rap group Get Low Playaz?These days, the initialism is much more recognizable. The new blockbuster obesity drugs, made famous by Ozempic, are collectively known as GLP-1 agonists, for the hormone they mimic in the body: glucagon-like peptide 1. It's impossible to hear about the voraciously in-de...

      

      
        The Branch of Philosophy All Parents Should Know
        Elissa Strauss

        Of the many challenges I encountered as a parent of young children, the biggest was trying to answer the question: Am I doing a good job? I found plenty of people, drawing on expertise in biology, psychology, economics, and evolutionary history, eager to offer opinions and tips. Some of this information was useful. But none of it gave me what I really wanted--a big-picture vision of what it meant to be a "good" parent, or of what I fundamentally owed my kids.Care is as much practical work as it is...

      

      
        A Trump Loyalist on the Brink
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Scott Perry seemed to be in a good mood. When I found him on a recent Saturday, the Pennsylvania representative was visiting a local Republican office, joking with volunteers as he helped them prepare campaign materials for canvassers who would be knocking doors later that day. Perry was friendly with me too, until I asked whether he regretted any of his actions leading up to January 6.That's when I got a taste of Perry's...

      

      
        Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was origina...

      

      
        The Man Who's Sure That Harris Will Win
        Gilad Edelman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.If you follow politics, you can hardly escape Allan Lichtman, the American University history professor known for correctly forecasting the victor of all but one presidential election since 1984. In a whimsical New York Times video published over the summer, the 77-year-old competes in a Senior Olympics qualifying race--and confidently declares that Kamala Harris will win the race (get it?) for the White House. You might a...

      

      
        What Really Happened Inside the 'Patriot Pod'
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsFor various reasons, January 6 rioters have been held together in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail that they came to call the "Patriot Pod." They developed their own rituals and inside jokes, and reinforced one another's narratives. Over time, the expected happened: They became further radicalized. And through connections with right-wing media, they have attempted to recast themselves with terms such as political pr...

      

      
        The Atmosphere of a Trump Rally
        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.Across the country, Donald Trump's faithful fans sport MAGA merch--much of it emblazoned with antagonistic slogans--and line up to cheer for their candidate in arenas and event centers. His rallies are a cultural phenomenon, giving him a platform to boost violent rhetoric and deliver gibberish tirades. I ...

      

      
        The Secret of Trump's Economic Message
        David A. Graham

        When Donald Trump speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child. China gives us billions of dollars via tariffs. American auto workers take imported cars out of a box and stick the pieces together. These are very light paraphrases of statements he made today at the Economic Club of Chicago, in a sometimes combative interview with the Bloomberg editor in chief John Micklethwait.Yet voters consistently say they trust Trump more to handle the economy than they do Kamala Harris. Why? Perhaps becau...

      

      
        Images Circulating of Fabricated <em>Atlantic</em> Headlines
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "To Save Democracy Harris May Need To Steal An Election."An image with this fabricated headline (see above) is circulating on social media, appearing to show an article published by The Atlantic. This headline is fabricated. No such article has ever been published by The Atlantic. The fake headline distorts an Atlantic article that was published on October 6, 2021, which ran under the headline "Kamala Harris Might Have to Stop the Steal."I...
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A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed

This is clearly a mistake.

by Ian Bogost




I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never know what a centimeter is. But there also was a startling omission: The calculator's "C" button--the one that clears input--was gone. The "C" itself had been cleared.

Until today, the iPhone's calculator mimicked the buttons of its forebears: If you keyed in 48.375, for instance, instead of 43.875, tapping "C" within your app would zero out your entry so you could try again. "Forty-three point eight seven five," you might say aloud to remember, and then again while you tried to press the buttons in their proper order. Now that zeroing function is no more. In place of "C," the app provides a backspace button ([?]). Pressing it removes the last digit from your input: 48.375 becomes 48.37, then 48.3, and so on.
 
 This may seem like an insignificant development, or a minor change for the better. Instead of clearing an errant figure and then incanting its digits while trying to reenter them, I can simply reverse to the point where I made the error--backspace, backspace, backspace--and type again from there, just as I'd do for text. By all measures of reason, this process is superior. Yet the loss of "C" from my calculator app has been more than a shock to me. It feels like an affront.

Read: Lithium-ion batteries have gone too far

The "C" button's function is vestigial. Back when calculators were commercialized, starting in the mid-1960s, their electronics were designed to operate as efficiently as possible. If you opened up a desktop calculator in 1967, you might have found a dozen individual circuit boards to run and display its four basic mathematical functions. Among these would have been an input buffer or temporary register that could store an input value for calculation and display. The "C" button, which was sometimes labeled "CE" (Clear Entry) or "CI" (Clear Input), provided a direct interface to zero out--or "clear"--such a register. A second button, "AC" (All Clear), did the same thing, but for other parts of the circuit, including previously stored operations and pending calculations. (A traditional calculator's memory buttons--"M+," "M-," "MC"--would perform simple operations on a register.)

By 1971, Mostech and Texas Instruments had developed a "calculator on a chip," which condensed all of that into a single integrated circuit. Those chips retained the functions of their predecessors, including the ones that were engaged by "C" and "AC" buttons. And this design continued on into the era of pocket calculators, financial calculators, and even scientific calculators such as the ones you may have used in school. Some of the latter were, in essence, programmable pocket computers themselves, and they could have been configured with a backspace key. They were not. The "C" button lived on.

For me, that persistence fed a habit that I barely knew had been engrained. Decades of convention have made my mind and fingers expect the comforting erasure "C" provided. Destroy that input; make it zero! And zero it became, in an instant, a placeholder for any possibility. When I saw that "C" was gone, I was hanging art in my bedroom and trying to calculate a measurement for the center of the wall. Which is to say, my hands and brain were full: I was holding pencils and measuring tape as I balanced on a ladder and clung to the edge of the art frame. This was not the time for me to readjust my calculator's input one digit at a time. I needed to zero that thang--but I couldn't.

Read: Please don't make me download another app

I am pleased but also confused to report that the iPhone's "AC" button remains. When no value sits in the input buffer awaiting its desired mathematical operation, the [?] button changes to "AC." The ability to destroy all local mathematics remains, at least for now. Also confusing: As TikTok influencers and tech tipsters have been pointing out for years, you could already backspace in the iPhone's Calculator app just by swiping on the screen. (In the new app, that ability seems to have been removed.)
 
 I will acclimate, like I did to all the other ways in which having a magical general-purpose computer in my pocket has altered familiar interactions with formerly stand-alone devices. I've come to accept, for example, that the shutter button in my camera app doesn't capture the lens view that I see on screen; instead, it initiates a set of software processes that construct the processed version of the scene that a thousand engineers think I want instead.

But the "C" button's quiet departure feels different. A computer computes, and calculation was one of its first and most important tasks. Today's calculator programs are--or were--simulations of calculators, the electronic machines that had been designed to perform mathematical operations--the old, chunky machine with a printed tape that sat on your accountant's desk; the Casio or TI calculator that you used for high-school trigonometry; the rugged Hewlett-Packard that you swiped off Dad's desk so you could make its display read BOOBIES upside-down (5318008). It feels silly to lament their loss, or to miss a virtual button that did little more than refer to its precursor. Swapping "C" for [?] may be overdue, and it could end up making the software versions of electronic calculators better. Yet this small change has been upending. I worry that the calculator, like many other smartphone apps, is not evolving so much as being fiddled with, and for the joy of fiddling at that. Maybe the whole calculator project needs to press "AC" on itself, before that button is gone forever too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/iphone-broke-its-calculator/680271/?utm_source=feed
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How to Bring the Light of Joy to Others

The Jewish holiday of Sukkot offers a great formula for generating happiness.

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.

Last night at sundown, the annual Jewish holiday of Sukkot began. This seven-day celebration, known as both the Feast of Tabernacles and the Holiday of the Harvest, commemorates the exodus from Egypt and the end of the harvest season. Those observing the festival do so by erecting tent-like structures outdoors, in which they eat, pray, and even sleep, to recall the temporary dwellings made by the Israelites during their 40 years in the desert, as well as the shelters that farmers used in earlier times when they were bringing in the crops.

Sukkot is a joyful celebration--in the Talmud, it is written that any Jew who has not celebrated Sukkot "never saw rejoicing in his lifetime." That's a claim I've never heard about any other holiday. I don't recall anyone saying, for example, that Christmas is guaranteed to make you happy, let alone that you can't be truly happy if you don't celebrate Christmas.

The spirit of Sukkot is in sharp contrast to the holiday that immediately precedes it: Yom Kippur, which calls upon Jews to make somber atonement for their sins. That change of mood will be especially poignant and difficult this year, coming so soon after the anniversary of the October 7 massacre in Israel. For some, Sukkot's joyful celebration may understandably feel out of reach.

But Sukkot has an ingenious method for bringing joy even in the midst of suffering, if people choose to accept it--what's known as "reverse emotional causation." Sukkot instructs its observants as follows: to, as they recall being saved, be humble, even if they feel proud; to be grateful for the abundance they enjoy, in spite of their resentments; to celebrate as befits the holiday, even if their hearts are hard. By this means, Sukkot engineers the joy it seeks to instill.

You don't need to be Jewish to benefit from Sukkot's technique of reverse emotional causation. Learning this method can help you find more to rejoice in.

Yair Rosenberg: When you're not in control of your life

We live in an age in which emotional authenticity is considered paramount. Many people talk about their feelings constantly and feel warranted in acting according to them. A common justification for saying something unkind might easily be "Because I felt angry." As I have written a number of times, this rationale cedes a lot of behavioral autonomy to the brain's limbic system, which largely functions below the level of conscious control. Negative basic emotions, for example--fear, anger, disgust, sadness--are at root a physiological response to perceived threats. To act because you feel these emotions is to allow yourself to be managed by what amounts to an entity of low intelligence.

For greater happiness, a better way to live employs what behavioral scientists call metacognition. This simply refers to an impartial awareness of your emotions, a capacity to see them as important information but not as a mandate for any particular behavior. Good ways to practice metacognition include Vipassana meditation, journaling, and prayers, which shift the experience of involuntary emotion into the realm of conscious attention.

Once you have this cognitive awareness of your feelings, you can consider what they mean, and how to act most appropriately in response.

Social scientists have also found that emotions can be reeducated through conscious decisions and actions. Put simply, if you want to feel differently, act as if you do. Many experiments demonstrate this so-called as-if effect.

Take humility, for example, which is a sentiment with both attitudinal and emotional components. Being humble is virtuous but devilishly elusive, especially for some people. As Benjamin Franklin--known by contemporaries for his lack of humility--joked in his autobiography, "Even if I could conceive that I had completely overcome [my pride], I should probably be proud of my humility."

In 2014, a team of psychologists set out to test whether humility training could work. Participants were assigned a 7.5-hour set of exercises intended to help them recognize and acknowledge their limitations: Although they were not specifically seeking to become humbler, completion of the course did result in their becoming more open to ideas, acquiring a broader perspective with less focus on themselves and an enhanced ability to see value in other things. The researchers concluded that the intervention they'd designed increased humility by about 8 percent among participants (compared with no significant change among a control group that was not exposed to the exercises). The improved humility also came with a greater capacity for forgiveness and patience, and reduced negative feelings.

Gratitude works the same way. You might think that being grateful requires feeling grateful. Researchers have successfully run the process in reverse. A 2011 study in Applied Psychology documented an experiment by three Canadian psychologists, in which one group of participants was asked to adopt a practice of thinking about what they were grateful for in life and to try to maintain this gratitude; a control group simply recalled a memorable event from their lives, with no prompt about feeling thankful. After four weeks of this exercise, the scholars found that those in the gratitude group reported almost 8 percent more life satisfaction, while the simply memorable controls were slightly less happy than when they'd begun.

Finally, consider celebration itself. A holiday per se doesn't necessarily stimulate positive emotion; that depends on how you decide to celebrate the occasion. In 2011, a team of Spanish and Chilean psychologists studying Christmas and New Year celebrations found that when the holidays were purposely ritualized through traditional practices, families on average experienced greater satisfaction with their life after the holiday than beforehand. In other words, people don't celebrate because they feel joy; they feel joy because they have made a specific commitment to celebrate.

Arthur C. Brooks: Eight ways to banish misery

Sukkot devised an ancient formula for joy: No matter how you feel, for seven days, practice humility, count your blessings, and gather with family and friends to share in food and drink--and joy will find you.

It might find others as well. The holiday in fact has a third name--the Festival of Lights, because the people of old Jerusalem would light great lamps that would illuminate the entire city. "And it shall be one day that shall be known to the Lord, neither day nor night," wrote the prophet Zechariah, "and it shall come to pass that at eventide it shall be light." From miles around, Jerusalem would be a brilliant, gleaming beacon, and all across the countryside, people would rejoice at the sight.

Even if you are (like me) not Jewish, you can adopt your own personal Sukkot whenever your well-being isn't where you want it to be. As an act of humility, set aside a week during which you will resolve to focus less on yourself and your professional or personal life; instead, try taking on a project that has no immediate benefit for you but gives a lot to others. Strive not to talk about yourself the entire week but concentrate on the things outside yourself for which you are grateful. One effective way of doing this is to make a gratitude list that you keep studying and updating over the week. And then make sure to celebrate with others whom you love: A ritual you could adopt would be to have dinner with a different friend or family member each night, and to use it as an occasion to bring joy to them as much as you can.

By doing these things, you yourself will light up, creating the joy you seek. And like a little Jerusalem, you will shine on others and bring them the inspiration they need.

Gut yom tov. Happy Sukkot.



This essay is based on a Sukkot reflection delivered on October 16, 2024, at Temple Beth Elohim in Wellesley, Massachusetts.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/sukkot-holiday-happiness/680262/?utm_source=feed
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Donald Trump's Roomful of Suspiciously Friendly Women

A female-focused town hall gets very weird indeed.

by Helen Lewis


Cardboard cutouts of Donald and Melania Trump on sale in Johnstown, Pennsylvania (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Have you ever looked after toddlers who insist on showing you everything they have done--terrible stick-figure drawings, what they've left in the potty--and demand that you admire it? If you have, then you've experienced something very similar to Donald Trump's performance at a Fox News town hall yesterday in Cumming, Georgia, with an all-female audience. "FEMA was so good with me," he said at one point. "I defeated ISIS," he added later. "I'm the father of IVF," he claimed, with no further explanation.

The former president set a boastful tone early. The Fox News moderator, Harris Faulkner, told Trump that the Democrats were so worried about the town hall that the party had staged a "prebuttal" to the event, featuring Georgia's two Democratic senators and the family of Amber Thurman, who died after having to leave the state to access abortion care. "We'll get better ratings, I promise," Trump replied, smirking. (Finally, someone willing to tell grief-stricken relatives to jazz it up a little.)

This event was supposed to involve Trump reaching beyond his comfort zone, after he had spent the past few weeks shoring up his advantage with men by embarking on a tour of bro podcasts. But these women were extremely friendly--suspiciously so. CNN later reported that Republican women's groups had packed it with Trump supporters. Still, even in this gentle setting, the former president blustered, evaded questions, and contradicted himself.

Read: The women Trump is winning

This election cycle has been dominated by podcast interviews with softball questions, but the Fox town hall reveals that the Trump campaign still believes that the legacy media can impart a useful sheen of gravitas, objectivity, and trustworthiness. If a candidate can get that without actually facing tough questions or a hostile audience, then so much the better. Why complain about "fake news" when you can make it? Thanks to Fox, Trump could court female voters without the risk of encountering any "nasty women"--or revealing his alienating, chauvinist side. (Fox did not respond to CNN's questions about the event.)

This has been called the "boys vs. girls election": Kamala Harris leads significantly among women, and Trump among men; in the final stretch of the campaign, though, each is conspicuously trying to reach the other half of the electorate. Hence Harris's decision to release an "opportunity agenda for Black men"--including business loans, crypto protections, and the legalization of marijuana--and talk to male-focused outlets such as All the Smoke, Roland Martin Unfiltered, The Shade Room, and Charlamagne Tha God's radio program.

For Trump, the main strategic aim of the Georgia town hall was surely to reverse out of his party's unpopular positions on abortion and IVF. The former drew the most pointed question. "Women are entitled to do what they want to and need to do with their bodies, including their unborn--that's on them," a woman who identified herself as Pamela from Cumming said. "Why is the government involved in women's basic rights?"

This was the only time the former president made an attempt at being statesmanlike, focusing on the topic at hand rather than his personal grievances or dire warnings about immigration. The subject had been rightfully returned to the states, Trump maintained, and many had liberalized their regimes thanks to specific legislation and ballot measures. Some of the anti-abortion laws enacted elsewhere, he allowed, were "too tough, too tough." He personally believed in exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. This unusual clarity suggests that his strategists have hammered into him that the Dobbs decision, which overturned Roe v. Wade, has repelled swing voters. He took credit, though in a peculiar way, for saving IVF in Alabama after that state's supreme court ruled that frozen embryos should be regarded as children. In his telling, he was alerted to the situation by Senator Katie Britt, whom he described as "a young--just a fantastically attractive person--from Alabama." He put out a statement supporting IVF, and the legislature acted quickly to protect it. "We really are the party for IVF," he added. "We want fertilization."

Read: The people waiting for the end of IVF

Others dispute Trump's account, and his claims to moderation on reproductive issues yesterday weren't entirely convincing. (Project 2025, a blueprint for a second Trump term that was compiled by many of his allies, calls for a raft of restrictions on abortion.) But at least it was something close to a direct answer. The first questioner, Lisa from Milton--whom CNN later identified as the president of Fulton County Republican Women--asked Trump about the economy. She got the briefest mention of the "liquid gold" underneath America, which will allegedly solve its economic problems. Then Trump segued into musing about his "favorite graph"--the one on illegal immigration that supposedly saved his life in Butler, Pennsylvania.

To give Faulkner some credit, she did try to return the conversation to reality at several points, with vibe-killing questions such as "And we can pay for that?" (That was in response to Trump's suggestion that he would cut taxes on benefits for seniors. Trump sailed on without acknowledging it.) He told Linda, also from Milton, that transgender women competing in female sports was "crazy," ruefully shaking his head. "We're not going to let it happen," he added.

"How do you stop it?" Faulkner asked. "Do you go to the sports leagues?"

Nothing so complicated! "You just ban it," he said. "The president bans it. You just don't let it happen." Now, the U.S. commander in chief might oversee the world's biggest military and its largest economy, but he or she is not currently charged with setting the rules of Olympic boxing.

Next up was a single mom, Rachel, struggling with the cost of daycare. She was visibly emotional as she stood at the mic. "You have a beautiful voice, by the way," Trump said, to put her at ease. In response to Rachel's question about how her child tax credit had decreased, he mentioned his daughter Ivanka, who, he said "drove me crazy" about the issue. "She said, Dad, we have to do tax credits for women. The child tax credits. She was driving me crazy." (Typical woman, always banging on about economic freedom this and reproductive rights that.) "Then I did it, and I got it just about done, and she said: Dad, you've got to double it up." He noted that fellow Republicans had told him he would get no gratitude for this, and then promised Rachel that he would "readjust things."

Read: Trump called Harris 'beautiful.' Now he has a problem.

Audience members seemed not to mind that there was only the vaguest relationship between many of their questions and the former president's eventual answers. (Contrast that with Bloomberg News's interview the day before, in which the editor in chief, John Micklethwait, rebuked Trump for referring to "Gavin Newscum" and dragged him back from a riff about voter fraud with the interjection: "The question is about Google.") Some solid objects did appear through the mist, however. Trump promised an end to "sanctuary cities" and a 50 percent reduction in everyone's energy bills, and he defended his "enemies from within" comments as a "pretty good presentation."

Much like a toddler, Trump occasionally said something insightful in a naive and entirely unselfconscious manner. Talking about Aurora, Colorado, where he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, have claimed that Venezuelan gangs are running rampant--a claim that the city's mayor has called "grossly exaggerated"--a brief cloud of empathy passed across the former president's face. "They've taken over apartment buildings," he said. "They're in the real-estate business, just like I am." (So true: The industry does attract some unsavory characters.) Later, talking about the number of court cases filed against him, Trump observed, "They do phony investigations. I've been investigated more than Alphonse Capone." Sorry? Had someone left a pot of glue open near the stage? Did the former president really just compare himself to a big-time criminal who was notoriously convicted only of his smaller offenses?

And then, all too soon, the allotted hour was up. Fox, according to CNN, edited out at least one questioner's enthusiastic endorsement of Trump. Even so, it was obvious that the ex-president's many partisans at the event enjoyed themselves. Before asking about foreign policy, the last questioner, Alicia from Fulton County, thanked Trump for coming into "a roomful of women that the current administration would consider domestic terrorists." ("That's true," he replied.) But had undecided women watching at home learned anything more about Trump that might inform their vote? No. Did they at least have a good time? Probably not.
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Autocracy Is in the Details

Learn to spot the signs.

by Hanna Rosin




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

To a casual observer, Donald Trump's claim about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, eating cats and dogs seemed like a bizarre or mistaken claim that ultimately fueled millions of memes, jokes, and racist insults. But to someone who knows what to look for, the story he told read as much more calculated and familiar. Making an outrageous claim is one common tactic of an autocrat. So is sticking to it far beyond the time when it's even remotely believable. Autocrats often dare their followers to believe absurd claims, as a kind of loyalty test, because "humor and fear can be quite close together sometimes," says Peter Pomerantsev, a Soviet-born British journalist and co-host of Autocracy in America, an Atlantic podcast series.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Pomerantsev and Atlantic staff writer and co-host Anne Applebaum about how to detect the signs of autocracy, because, as they say, if you can't spot them, you won't be able to root them out. We also analyze the events of the upcoming election through their eyes and talk about how large swaths of a population come to believe lies, what that means, and how it might be undone.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. There's something new unfolding in this election, something we haven't seen in this country on such a grand scale. Kamala Harris said it bluntly at her acceptance speech at the DNC when she talked about how tyrants like Kim Jong Un side with Donald Trump.

Kamala Harris: They know he is easy to manipulate with flattery and favors. They know Trump won't hold autocrats accountable, because he wants to be an autocrat himself.
 [Applause]


Rosin: An autocrat. How do you know if a leader is vying to be an autocrat? It's an abstract title hard to picture playing out in the U.S. But as I picked up in a new Atlantic podcast, Autocracy in America, if you know what you're looking for, you can see it pretty clearly.

People who have seen it play out in other countries can tick through the list of autocratic tactics. At work. Right now. In the United States.

Applebaum: That was really the organizing idea of the show, was to tell people that stuff is already happening now.


Rosin: This is staff writer Anne Applebaum. She's a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian and co-host of Autocracy in America.

Her co-host is Peter Pomerantsev, a senior fellow at the SNF Agora Institute at Johns Hopkins University and a scholar of propaganda and misinformation.

After I started listening to their show, I realized I was missing some very basic things--patterns that were easy to spot if someone pointed them out to you. So I wanted to get them to help me to understand the moment we're in, both in this election and in American history.

Here's my conversation with Anne and Peter.

[Music]

Rosin: So I think of the two of you as, like, detectives. You see patterns happening in the news and the election that the rest of us either don't notice or don't quite put together as patterns. So I want to, through your eyes, look at the current election. Have you detected any patterns or signs of the kind of current autocracy in America bubble up in the dialogue of this election?

Applebaum: So I was very struck by the famous "eating cats and dogs" phrase.

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


Applebaum: And everybody laughed at it, and they said, Ha ha ha. That's very funny. And this struck me as an example of people lying in a way, even though everybody knows they're lying, and the purpose of the lie was to demonstrate their power. We can lie. We can do whatever we want. We can say whatever we want about these people, and it doesn't affect us.

And the fact that they never retracted it, despite the fact that people in Springfield were up in arms, and everybody who's done any reporting--journalists have been to Springfield, have asked people, Are there any dogs or cats being eaten? And people say no.

It's a way of showing power--so, We can lie, and everybody else is going to go along with our lie when we win the election.

Pomerantsev: You know, something that's been much remarked upon in autocratic systems: truth and power sort of switch roles. You know, we think of truth challenging power and holding the powerful by account with the truth. When I lived in Russia--and my first book, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, was all about this, how truth didn't play that role anymore. Truth was about showing your loyalty, showing whose side you're on--and, you know, subservient to power.

Applebaum: They're creating around themselves a kind of alternative community, where, If you're inside our world, we say whatever we want the truth to be, and everybody joins in.

Pomerantsev: And also, rubbishing the idea of truth. I mean, what comes with that is truth stops being about information and analysis. It's about making a point, saying whose side you're on. Even the more absurd the lie that you say shows even more, Look at my team. Look at my team. Look whose side I'm on.

And Vance was fascinating. You know, he's a very fascinating character, something right out of some of the darkest Russian novels, because he kind of intellectualizes this, because he's also a writer and someone who thinks about language a lot, clearly. And when he went on air and said, Oh yeah. I made this up, and I'll keep on making things up. Because truth doesn't matter. You know, something else matters.

J. D. Vance on CNN: If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do.


Rosin: And is it just because I'm (A) an American and (B) a journalist that I can't catch up? Like, you both have so much foreign experience--living in foreign countries, watching autocracy--so you've digested this. Is it because it's new to me that everything--like, every time Trump does it, I keep wishing for the facts to stop the momentum, and they never do, and somehow I can't catch up? It's just because we're new, right? Because Americans just haven't seen this before.

Applebaum: It's not that new. I mean, it's been going on since 2016. And in fact, I would say almost the opposite is true. I think most people--I mean, you may be an exception.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Pomerantsev: It's because you're a journalist, not because you're an American.

Rosin: (Laughs.) It's because I'm slow.

Applebaum: No. I think most people have got used to it. And I mean, the normalization of the lying and the normalization of the gibberish that Trump comes up with--all of that has become part of the background of politics in America and isn't shocking the way it would have been. And imagine an election 20 years ago. I don't know--imagine Bill Clinton going up on the stage and talking about sharks and electrocution and Hannibal Lecter. People would have been outraged, and he would have been thrown off the stage, and Who is this crazy person talking to us?

But we've now gone down a path where we're accustomed to that way of speaking in public. More and more people have joined the former president in doing so. More and more people have got used to listening to that, and we're in a different world now. Maybe you're just still in the former world.

Rosin: But why are we laughing? I mean, what you're saying is quite serious. Like, what you're saying is that they're using this pet story in order to sort of flex a kind of autocratic power, and we are just making memes and making jokes and laughing at Trump and saying how ridiculous it is that he's doing this pet thing. But what you're talking about is quite serious. So that's where I'm saying maybe the gap is--like, we haven't quite caught up--that actually it's dangerous. It's not funny.

Pomerantsev: I don't find it funny at all, actually. I find it very, very sinister. One thing that we keep on coming back to in our show is in Eastern Europe, where there's been a history of this, the response is often to look at the absurdity of it. A lot of the great Eastern European novels about autocracy are absurdist novels. But absurdism is very scary. I mean, in the hands of the sadistic and the powerful, it's a terrifying tool. So I find humor and fear can be quite close together sometimes.

Applebaum: No. It's one of the things you do when you're afraid and also, especially, when you're powerless. When democracy has failed completely, when you're living in a completely autocratic society, then what do you have left? You can't fight back. You can't hit anybody. So you turn it into jokes.

Rosin: So that's the level of Trump. I want to talk about this at the level of followers or people listening to Trump or, you know, the general populace, and tell you guys a story.

I've been to more Trump rallies in this election than I have in the last election. And one thing that happens is: I was reporting with an Atlantic reporter. His name is John Hendrickson. He covers politics, and he has a pronounced stutter. And this was at the time that Biden was still running, and Trump had declined to make fun of Biden's stutter, and then Trump crossed that line in a certain rally. He started to make fun of the way Biden talks.

Trump: Two nights ago, we all heard Crooked Joe's angry, dark, hate-filled rant of a State of the Union address. Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together? Remember, he said, I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.


Rosin: And John Hendrickson wanted to go with me to a rally. So we thought we would get into some sticky ethical dilemmas, and we would have kind of difficult conversations with people about compassion and morality. And we did have some of that. But a lot of what happened is that people would say to us, That didn't happen. Trump didn't do that. Like, I just, again, wasn't prepared for that.

[Music]

Rosin: The first time someone said it, I just said, Yes. He did, like a baby. And they said, Well, no. We don't know--he didn't, and so then I sort of stepped back and called up the video. And then there was a video of Trump doing what we said he had done. So then the next time someone said he didn't do that, I just showed them the video, and they said, Well, we don't--I don't know where that video came from. I don't know that that's real.

And so I didn't know what to do next. Like, when people just say, That didn't happen, I just wasn't sure where to go next. So what I did was go home and Google the term psychological infrastructure. And I don't even know if that's a thing, but just what has happened to our brains? And I wanted you two to reflect on this.

Applebaum: I mean, one of the things that happened to our brains--and I don't think it's only Trump supporters--is that the quantity of information that we all see every day is so enormous. And so much of it is either false or irrelevant, or somehow we learn to exclude it, that I think the old, slow process of thinking about what's true and what's not true--it's hardly even relevant anymore. It's not just Americans, actually. I mean, I think everybody has started to treat facts and evidence and truth differently. And I think that's kind of where Trump comes from.

In the way that Hollywood produced Ronald Reagan and TV produced JFK, because they were the new forms of media, and they were the ones who were successful in that media, I think Trump is somebody who's successful in the world of very fast video clips and takes, where you're not paying any attention anymore to what's actually true and what's not, and what's AI and what's not, and what's staged and what's not. I think he's just a beneficiary of that.

Pomerantsev: I always wonder: What is the permission structure that a leader gives their followers, especially when the leader has this really tight emotional bond with their followers?

The permission structure that Trump gives his audience, I think, is: He sticks a middle finger up to reality. It's very nice to give a middle finger to reality. Reality, essentially, at the end of the day, reminds you of death. I mean, it's a middle finger to death at some very deep level. That's what Trump gives people. So he denies reality, so you can deny reality, so when Hanna turns up with her evidence, you can go, Eh, fuck that.

Rosin: Oh my God. That--

Pomerantsev: And that gives you a high.

Rosin: Peter, that's so--I mean, that feels correct, because there is such a hostility towards the media in a Trump rally. And it is very fun for people in a Trump rally, because often the media has the power. Like, I have equipment. I have a microphone. I have a lot of things. It is such a high for people to give us the middle finger and just say, like, You have no power. You're nothing. That is very much in that dynamic. So I wonder if there is just some pleasure in telling us that didn't happen. And it doesn't matter if you knew it happened or saw it happen or anything like that.

Pomerantsev: We know about the hostility to the media as a kind of, like, sociological strategy, but also, I wonder, actually, it's deeper than that. By telling the people who represent knowledge and facts a big middle finger, it's part of this bigger rebellion against reality.

Applebaum: You know, Trump, from the very beginning of his political career--one of the central things he was doing was attacking the idea of truth. Remember how he broke into our consciousness in the political world as a birther. You know, Barack Obama is not really the president. He's an illegitimate president. He was born in Kenya.

Trump on The View: Why doesn't he show his birth certificate? I think he probably--
 Barbara Walters on The View: Why does he have to?
 Trump on The View: Because I have to and everybody else has to.


Trump on The Today Show: I thought he was probably born in this country, and now I really have a much bigger doubt than I had before.
 Meredith Vieira on The Today Show: But based on what?


Applebaum: And the fact that he could build a community of trust around that idea was a beginning, for a lot of people, of a break with, as you say, the idea that facts are real and that there's some structure of truth, fact-finding, journalism, etcetera that can back it up.

So I think this has been a deliberate thing that he's done for a decade, is to try to undermine people's faith in truth and faith in journalism and faith in all kinds of other institutions, as well. But he is aided by the nature of the modern conversation and debate, which has only become more chaotic, you know, with every passing year.

Rosin: Do you two think of the American mind as broken in some way? No. I'm serious. Like, where we journalists are playing a losing game, and the American mind is corroded?

Applebaum: I'm not sure it's just the American mind.

Pomerantsev: That was a very diplomatic answer, Anne. Damn, that was good. That was good.

Rosin: I actually wonder about this. I actually wonder about this. I mean, that is a very unmelodic phrase I Googled, psychological infrastructure. But I did start to think of the world in this way. Like, Okay, there's a transportation infrastructure. There are all these, you know--but then there's a collective-consciousness infrastructure, and it's being corrupted, you know. In the same way you can sort of hack into an electrical grid, you can hack into a collective consciousness. And it just seems terrifying to me.

Applebaum: It matters a lot who the leaders of your country are. I remember an Italian friend of mine telling me a long time ago, after Berlusconi had been the leader of Italy for a number of years, it actually changed the way men and women related to each other in the country, because Berlusconi was famous for having lots of young girlfriends and so on.

Suddenly, it became okay for married men to have much younger girlfriends, in a way that it hadn't been before. So he kind of changed the morality because he was the top dog, so whatever he did was okay. And that suddenly meant it was okay for a lot of other people too. And I think Trump did something like that too.

He made lying okay. You know, If Trump does it, and he's the president--or he was the president--then it's okay for anyone to do it. We can all do it. And so I do think he had an impact on the national psyche, or whatever term you want to use.

Pomerantsev: Yeah. I think the question isn't whether it's broken or not. Clearly, something has snapped if 30 percent of the country think the last election rigged in some way.

So the question, Is it broken irrevocably? is actually the question. And the only thing I would say from seeing this in authoritarian regimes or regimes that go authoritarian-ish: It's very shocking when you see people openly choosing to live in an alternative reality. It's not that they got duped. They're doing that because it's part of their new identity.

It can also be thin because it is a bad identity. And actually, in their personal lives, they're still completely rational. You know, they need facts as soon as they're looking at their bank account. So it's not all pervasive. This is just something you do for your political identity, for the theater of it, which means that it can change very fast, again, and change back again. So there is a thinness to it.

Rosin: But that's hopeful.

Pomerantsev: That's what I mean. That's what I mean. So is it irrevocable? Not necessarily, is what I would say. But clearly something's broken.

Rosin: After the break, Anne and Peter play out our near future--that is, what happens after the election--and Anne tries her hardest not to sound too dark.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. So broaden out a little bit. What's at stake in the election, as you two see it? This election.

Applebaum: I have to be careful not to sound apocalyptic, because it's kind of my trademark tone, and I'm seeking to--

Rosin: It's your brand. You're trying to change your brand. (Laughs.)

Applebaum: I'm trying to tone it down. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay.

Pomerantsev: Just as things get really apocalyptic, Anne's like, I'm going to be all self-helpy. (Laughs.)

Applebaum: I think whether the United States continues to be a democracy in the way that we've known it up until now--or at least since the Civil War or maybe since the civil-rights movement--is at stake.

I think, for example, the question of whether we will go on having, you know, a Justice Department that adheres to the rule of law and government institutions who act in the interests of the American people--rather than the interest of the president, personally, and his friends, personally--I think all of that's at stake.

So the thing that I've seen happen in other countries is the politicization of the state and the politicization of institutions. And that's what I think is very, very likely to happen if Trump wins a second term. And once that begins, it is very hard to reverse. It's very hard to bring back the old civil servants who are, for better or for worse--I mean, maybe they're ineffective or incompetent, but at least they think they're acting in the interests of Americans.

Once you don't have that culture anymore, it's difficult to rebuild, and I'm afraid of that.

Pomerantsev: Look--America's meaning in the world goes beyond its borders. It is the only superpower that's also a democracy and talks a lot about freedom, though we unpack what it means by "freedom" in the show. There's a real risk that a Trump victory is the end of America's role doing that. For me, actually, the most sinister moment in the debates was when Trump looked to Viktor Orban, the leader of Hungary, as his role model.

Orban is not of great importance geopolitically. Hungary is a tiny country, but he's a model for a new type of authoritarian-ish regimes inside Europe. And if America cuts off its alliances, if America makes possible a world where Russia and China will dominate--and there's a real risk of that--then we're into a very, very, very dangerous and turbulent future.

This is a moment when democracies really do hang together. The other side is very focused and very ruthless. Something that didn't make it into the show was a quote from an interview that we did with Mikhail Zygar, the Russian journalist. He's in Episode 2. But there was one line that didn't make it into the show for editing reasons. But he sort of told us: What do the Kremlin elite call Trump?

And they call him Gorbachev, America's Gorbachev, by which they don't mean he's a liberal reformer. They mean he's going to bring the whole thing crashing down. It's the end of America, and it's Russia and China's moment to dominate.

Applebaum: Yeah. And not just the end of America as a democracy but the end of American leadership in the world, the way that Gorbachev ended--

Pomerantsev: The project's over.

Applebaum: The project's over. That's what they think.

Pomerantsev: Oh, they're licking their lips.

Rosin: Let's say Trump doesn't win. Do all your worries fade away?

Applebaum: Some do. I mean, not having Trump as the leader--having him having been defeated in an election, especially if that election result holds and there is not another rebellion--that will force at least some part of the Republican Party to try to move on and find different language and different leaders.

But there will be a long legacy, even if he loses--so the legacy of people who've come to accept his way of speaking and his way of dealing with the world as normal, the legacy of people who believe that Kamala Harris is a Marxist revolutionary who's out to destroy America, the legacy of violence in politics and the language of violence in politics. I mean, we've always had it, actually, in U.S. history. You can find lots of moments where it's there, kind of rises and falls depending on the times. But we have a continued high level of threat, I think.

Rosin: Right. So it still requires a vigilance. It's clear from this conversation why you two were motivated to make this series, Autocracy in America. Why does going back in history and doing this broad sweep--why is that useful? Why approach it in that way?

Pomerantsev: America is incredibly exceptional. But also, the things that play out here, you know, they have their precedence internationally and in history. And sometimes stepping back from the immediate moment is the way to sort of both understand it and also start to deal with it. You know, sometimes when you're just in this--you know, the latest rage tweet or the latest, like, horrific TikTok video or something--stepping back, seeing the context, seeing the larger roots, seeing that it happens elsewhere is a way of then starting to deal with it.

I mean, that's what a therapist will always get you to do. He says, Step back from the crisis, and let's talk about the context. And the context is both uplifting in the sense that there have been ways to deal with this before but also--I mean, for me it was fascinating to understand how the story of autocracy in America is not just about Trump at all.

It's a stable thing that's been there all the time. The series, for me, was transformative in the sense that--I entered it, and I'm still in the process of making sense of it--I entered it very much with this idea that the story of America is the story of America outgrowing its lacks of freedoms and rights and getting better and better.

And by the end, I was kind of inching towards a revisioning, where it seems a country where the autocratic instincts and the democratic instincts are constantly competing, constantly at war with each other, and mitigated by things like foreign-policy. I mean, you know, Episode 4 is all about how America's foreign policy choices in the Cold War, being for freedom, made it improve civil rights at home.

So all these factors influence the progress of democracy, the upholding of rights and freedoms. And it's not some simple line. And that, for me, was actually quite--I don't know. That was very new for me.

Applebaum: I think it's also important that people stop thinking about history the way I was, essentially, taught in school, which is that it's some kind of line of progress.

You know, The arc of history bends towards justice, or whatever way you want to put it--that we're on some kind of upward trajectory, you know, and that sometimes we back down but, Never mind. It'll keep going, because history isn't determinative like that. It's, in fact, circular. Things happen. We grow out of them. But then they come back. You know, ideas return. Old ways of doing and thinking--they don't get banished forever. They reemerge.

And when you look at American history, just like when you look at the history of any country, actually, you find that. You find that old ideas come back, and I thought it was worth it, in this series, since we were talking about the present and the future, to also look at the way some of the same ideas and arguments had played out in the past.

Rosin: Well, Anne, Peter, thank you so much for making this series and for talking to us about it today.

Applebaum: Thank you.

Pomerantsev: Thank you for listening.

Rosin: Listeners, I urge you to check out the whole series, Autocracy in America. You'll learn to spot the signs of autocracy in our past and right now. You can find it wherever you listen to podcasts.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/10/autocracy-is-in-the-details/680273/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Seven True Stories That Read Like Thrillers

These immersive works of journalism follow ordinary Americans facing long odds.

by Jared Sullivan




People love underdogs. Researchers have time and again observed that the public, and perhaps especially the American public, is drawn to stories in which an average person, through some combination of luck and gumption, trounces a far more formidable opponent in a lopsided conflict. One of the most plausible explanations for this appeal is that underdog narratives stir our deep-seated desire for a just world, one where virtuous people actually get what they deserve. Personally, as a writer, I'm attracted to these accounts because they tend to be full of what William Faulkner once called "the old verities and truths of the heart" that stories need to succeed--that is, "love and honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice."

My new book, Valley So Low, is something of an underdog story: It follows a small-time Knoxville lawyer who takes on the powerful Tennessee Valley Authority after a disaster at one of its coal-fired power stations sickens hundreds of blue-collar workers. Over the five years I spent working on it, I looked for inspiration in nonfiction books that took a similar shape. The ones that most resonated were immersive, carefully created works of journalism that followed ordinary Americans facing long odds--in the courts of law, in the workplace, or in their own neighborhoods. The authors of these books in many cases spent years collecting details to bring their characters to life on the page to a degree typically reserved for fiction. These seven standouts are each about everyday people pushing back against wildly difficult, often unfair circumstances. And, even though the protagonists don't always win or come out ahead, exactly, they at least endure, which is often its own sort of victory.








A Civil Action, by Jonathan Harr

Most nonfiction books, even immortal ones, like Robert Caro's The Power Broker, rely heavily on scenes that the writer has reconstructed through reporting and research; that is, the writer typically didn't witness the events described firsthand. A Civil Action--about a lawsuit against two giant corporations, Beatrice Foods and W. R. Grace, over water pollution in Woburn, Massachusetts, in the 1980s--is remarkable in that Harr seems to have been present for nearly every meeting, every hearing, and every round of drinks after each brutal day in court. Harr's main character, Jan Schlichtmann, is an idealistic attorney representing eight families sickened with leukemia by chemicals that the two companies allegedly dumped into a river near their homes, poisoning their drinking water. Thanks to Harr's efforts--he worked on the book for eight years, and often slept on Schlichtmann's fold-out couch while reporting--A Civil Action illuminates, in cinematic detail, why regular citizens struggle to win toxic-exposure suits against corporate polluters: Even if the plaintiffs have compelling facts and a dedicated attorney, like Schlichtmann, the polluters almost always have more money, and money will buy you time. And when your clients are sick and dying, Schlichtmann learns, time is a powerful enemy.

Read: Why the EPA backed down



"The Escape of Mrs. Jeffries," by Janet Flanner

Sometimes an obstacle blocking your path feels like a mountain, and other times the obstacle is, in fact, a mountain. Such was the case for Ellen Jeffries, a middle-aged American expat who was trapped in wartime Paris with no easy way to return to the States after her adopted country fell to Adolf Hitler. Fearing internment, she hatches an audacious plan: flee south through France, cross over the Pyrenees on foot to Spain, then finally catch a flight back stateside. Flanner, who was The New Yorker's Paris correspondent for almost 50 years, thrillingly recounts Jeffries's efforts to evade the Nazis on her trek to freedom, which include a harrowing nighttime river crossing before a mountain ascent to the relative safety of Spain. In relaying Jeffries's story, Flanner pioneered a form of nonfiction writing that her New Yorker colleague John Hersey would later mimic to fame-making effect in his horrific 1946 story "Hiroshima," wherein nearly all traces of the author's reporting have been excised, leaving only a novelistic rendering of events. But Flanner, the world should know, did it first, in 1943. A stand-alone audiobook version of Jeffries's story came out last year; you can also read it in Janet Flanner's World or in The New Yorker Book of War Pieces.






Anatomy of Injustice, by Raymond Bonner

Every wrongful-conviction story is tragic and pitiful, but the ordeal of Edward Lee Elmore is especially so, as Bonner's tightly written account of his case makes clear. The book opens with the 1982 murder of a well-off elderly white woman, Dorothy Edwards, in Greenwood, South Carolina--a murder for which Elmore, an intellectually disabled Black handyman, is swiftly convicted and sentenced to death. But the story really gains momentum when a defense attorney named Diana Holt, whom Bonner profiled for The Atlantic in 2012, becomes convinced of Elmore's innocence and decides to fight to win him a new trial. Holt has grit: She's a former runaway who, in her youth, survived all manner of hellish abuse. Still, she struggles to overcome the fact that once a person is convicted in a court of law, not even exonerating new evidence guarantees that they'll get off death row, never mind get another shot at justice. Elmore, through no shortage of legal miracles, eventually sees the outside of a jail cell, but it's a victory tainted by the irrevocable wrongs done to him, which is why Bonner dares not call his release justice.

Read: Why are innocents still being executed?








Almighty, by Dan Zak

One night in July 2012, an 82-year-old nun named Megan Rice and two companions break into the Y-12 National Security Complex in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. This, as it turns out, proves to be pretty easy, even though the place is nicknamed "the Fort Knox of Uranium." But exposing the ease of infiltrating Y-12, where the government produces and stores atomic-bomb fuel, is Rice's main objective. She's a member of the anti-nuclear group Plowshares, and in this dynamic, accessible book, Zak, a reporter for The Washington Post, unspools how Rice and other activists seek to end nuclear-arms proliferation through "actions" intended to scare the wits out of policy makers and the public by revealing the poor security at nuclear-weapons sites. Maybe then, the activists reason, nations will agree to decommission their warheads before they fall into dangerous hands. Toward the end, Zak shifts his focus to the lawmakers and military leaders who ultimately decide our nuclear-arms policies. In doing so, he details how emerging threats have reinforced Washington's view that the best way to avoid the next major-power war is through stockpiling more warheads--and observes that the disarmament crowd's desire for a nuclear-free world likely won't be realized in our lifetimes, if ever, unless that dynamic changes.

Power to Hurt, by Darcy O'Brien

O'Brien, the son of Hollywood actors, had a knack for turning lurid crimes of the sort you might find on Dateline or 20/20 into something akin to art, and Power to Hurt is his crowning achievement. Published in 1996, the book follows Vivian Forsythe, a divorced young mother from Dyersburg, Tennessee, who, in a stroke of unimaginably awful luck, applies to work for local judge David Lanier. Lanier rapes Forsythe during a job interview, which O'Brien recounts in upsetting, unwavering detail. Afterward, Forsythe tells no one about the attack, because Lanier and his brother, the local district attorney, effectively control the county. But eventually Forsythe and Lanier's other victims--and there are many, she discovers--meet an FBI agent and work together to bring down the old judge, a campaign that takes the better part of a decade and comes to involve the U.S. Supreme Court. Power to Hurt is ultimately less a true-crime book than a post-crime book in which victims summon radical courage to confront a monster.

Read: 'Nobody is going to believe you': Bryan Singer's accusers speak out





The Last Cowboy, by Jane Kramer 

Henry Blanton wants to be a cowboy--a real cowboy. Never mind that he already runs a ranch, and the job is not all that great: He's an unhappily married foreman of a 90,000-acre tract in the Texas Panhandle. But, at age 40, he still dreams of becoming an old-time gunslinger who roams the open plain, like the heroes of the Western movies he watches compulsively. The problem, as Kramer captures in this sharp 1977 book, is that modernity has made the free-ranging life of Blanton's dreams almost impossible: Barbed wire constrains the cattle; Eastern conglomerates control many of the ranches; and paychecks are piddly for hired hands like Blanton, whose struggles to get by eventually drive him to a breaking point. Kramer, who's in her 80s now and seldom publishes new work, has become a name that only serious magazine lovers would recognize, even though she spent decades covering Europe for The New Yorker. That is a shame, because her journalism at its best, as it is in this book, is as textured and compelling as that of her better-known contemporaries, and she masterfully captures life at the edges of America.








The Warmth of Other Suns, by Isabel Wilkerson

Wilkerson's masterpiece begins roughly in the middle of the oppressive Jim Crow regime in the South, in the years leading up to and immediately following the Second World War, as three young Black people--a doctor, a sharecropper's wife, and a fruit picker--flee the region for better jobs and possibly friendlier neighbors in the North or West. Her three characters stand in for the approximately 6 million other Black Americans who made similar journeys as part of the mass exodus that would become known as the Great Migration. Wilkerson spent 15 years writing and reporting her book on the subject, and the effort paid off: The New York Times recently ranked it as the second-best book of the 21st century. What makes the book remarkable is less Wilkerson's sweeping history of the southern exodus (though she handles this deftly) than her granular reporting on her central characters, who each face unexpected hardships in their adopted new homes. The result is a tale about a too-frequently ignored chapter of American history that continues to shape our country's present.
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What Does That Bark Mean?

AI hype has come to dog research.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.



In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks; he sighs; he scratches at the door.



But of course we have never talked to each other, not really. Some 15,000 years since humans first domesticated the wolf, scientists have learned that different barks mean different things--for instance, dogs use lower, longer barks for strangers--but our understanding of dog communication remains rather limited. (Researchers are careful to call it communication, not language, because no animal has been shown to possess the same complexity of verbal systems as humans.)



Although a bark at a squirrel is easy enough to decipher (I will eat you!), humans have more trouble knowing whether a whine is just a dog having random feelings on a Tuesday--or something far more serious. Dog owners often joke about how they'd give up years of their life just to have a chance to talk to their pet for a single hour or day. Meanwhile, hucksters posing as dog whisperers and pet psychics have happily taken their cash by claiming to be able to help them translate their dogs' inner thoughts.



Now, amid a wave of broader interest in applications for artificial intelligence, some dog researchers are hoping that AI might provide answers. In theory, the technology is well suited for such a purpose. AI, at its core, is a pattern-recognition machine. ChatGPT is able to respond in language that seems human, because it has been trained on massive datasets of writing, which it then mimics in its responses. A similar premise applies to other generative-AI programs; large language models identify patterns in the data they're fed, map relationships among them, and produce outputs accordingly.



Researchers are working with this same theory when it comes to dogs. They're feeding audio or video of canines to a model, alongside text descriptions of what the dogs are doing. Then they're seeing if the model can identify statistical patterns between the animals' observed behavior and the noises they're making. In effect, they're attempting to "translate" barks.



Researchers have used similar approaches to study dog communication since at least 2006, but AI has recently gotten far better at processing huge amounts of data. Don't expect to discuss the philosophy of Immanuel Kant with Fido over coffee anytime soon, however. It's still early days, and researchers don't know what kind of breakthroughs AI could deliver--if any at all. "It's got huge potential--but the gap between the potential and the actuality hasn't quite emerged yet," Vanessa Woods, a dog-cognition expert at Duke University, told me.



Right now, researchers have a big problem: data. Modern chatbots are trained on large collections of text--trillions of words--that give them the illusion of language fluency. To create a model capable of translating, say, dog barks into English (if such a thing is even possible), researchers would need millions, if not billions, of neatly cataloged clips. These barks will need to be thoroughly labeled by age, breed, and situation--separating out a 10-year-old male labradoodle barking at a stranger from a six-week-old bichon frise puppy playing with its littermate.



No such catalog currently exists. This is one of the great ironies of the project: Dogs are all around us, constantly captured by phones and doorbell cameras and CCTV. You don't need to watch Planet Earth to see the canine living in its natural habitat; the internet is filled with more clips of dogs than anyone could watch in a lifetime. And yet all of this media has never been cataloged in a serious way, at least not on the scale that would be necessary for us to better understand what their barks mean.



Perhaps the best catalog that exists is from researchers in Mexico, who have systematically recorded dogs in their homes in specific situations, getting them to bark by, say, knocking on a door or squeaking a favorite toy. A research team at the University of Michigan took some of the 20,000 recordings included in the dataset and fed it into a model trained to recognize human speech. They played barks for the model, and then had it predict what they were barking at, just based on sound. The model could predict which situation preceded the bark with about 60 percent accuracy. That's nowhere near perfect, but still better than chance, especially considering that the model had more than a dozen bark contexts to pick from.



The same approach of using AI to decipher dog barks is happening with other animals. Perhaps the most promising work is with whale chatter, as my colleague Ross Andersen has written. Other researchers are tackling pigs, bats, chimpanzees, and dolphins. One foundation is offering up to $10 million in prize money to anyone who can "crack the code" and have a two-way conversation with an animal using generative AI.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

Dogs probably won't be the animals that help scientists win the prize. "I do not think they necessarily use words and sentences and paragraphs," Rada Mihalcea, a co-author of the Michigan study, told me over Zoom. (Naturally, in the middle of our call, a stranger knocked on my door, causing my foster dog to bark.) As much as dog owners like myself might want something akin to Google Translate for dogs, Mihalcea's starting with much more narrow ambitions. She hopes this line of research can "help us get an understanding into what is even there as a linguistic system--if there is such a system."



Another research group, led by Kenny Zhu at the University of Texas at Arlington, is taking a different approach. His team is scraping massive amounts of dog videos from YouTube. But the data are extremely noisy--quite literally. The researchers have to isolate the barks from all the other sounds that happen in the background of the videos, which makes the process onerous. Zhu's team does have preliminary findings: They had their algorithms process the sounds of six different breeds (huskies, Shiba Inus, pit bulls, German shepherds, Labradors, and Chihuahuas), and believe they've found 105 unique phonemes, or sound units, that span all the breeds.



Even if researchers are able to eventually get a perfect dataset, they'll run into another problem: There's no way to know for sure that whatever observations the AI makes is right. When training other AI models on human languages, a native speaker can verify that an output is correct, and help fine-tune the model. No dog will ever be able to verify the AI's results. (Imagine a dog sitting in an academic research lab, nodding solemnly: Yes, that's correct."Ruff-ruff-ruff" means"Give me the chicken.") The dream of AI as an intermediary between humans and dogs faces a fundamental bias: It is human researchers who are using human-made AI models and human ideas of language to better understand canines. No matter how good the technology gets, there will always be unknowns.



The focus on better understanding dogs' verbal noises can obscure how much we already know about them. Dogs have evolved to better communicate with humans: Their barks have changed, and their eyes have grown more expressive. Feral dogs and wolves bark less than pets, suggesting that humans are a big reason why our pups make noise. "The whole thing about dog genius is that they can communicate with us without speaking," Woods told me. "We can also read them really clearly, which is why we're so in love with them."

Read: Dogs are entering a new wave of domestication

I know what she means. During a heat wave this summer, I decided to buy heat-resistant dog boots to protect my pup from the scorching pavement. You put them on by stretching them over your dog's paws, and snapping them into place. The first time I put them on my dog, he stared at me. When I tried to walk him in them later that week, he thrashed in the grass and ran around chaotically. He did not want to wear the boots. And I did not need an AI to know that.
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Mike Pence Is Haunting This Election

He's a reminder of the moment when Trump broke free of all consequences.

by Mark Leibovich




You can't blame Mike Pence for wanting to keep his head down in this presidential election, given that he nearly had his head in a noose after the last one.

"I'm staying out of this race," Pence said plaintively--more plaintively even than usual--in a rare interview with Lyndsay Keith on something called Merit Street Media (founded, apparently, by Dr. Phil). Pence sat stiffly, and his voice was hushed and dramatic, as it typically is. He was repeating what he has said before: that he could not support Donald Trump after everything the former president had done, and that he could never back Kamala Harris, either, because of what he holds sacred--namely "the sanctity of life," which is the "calling of our time."

"I've made it clear I won't be endorsing," he reiterated. "How I vote, I will keep to myself."

But it's not so simple for Pence. He can try to opt out, but his ordeal inevitably makes him an inescapable figure in this cliff-hanger for American democracy.

At so many turns, his absence has spoken louder than his presence ever could. He is a reminder of Trump's abject indecency, the former president's pitiless trampling of norms and the consequence-free zone afforded him by the Republican Party and the Supreme Court.

Read: How Jack Smith outsmarted the Supreme Court

"Well, it's a shame," Trump said in a recent interview, in an answer to a question about Pence. He conveyed not a speck of regret about Pence, only grievance, as he does. Trump started talking about January 6, 2021, that most fateful day of choosing for his most slavishly devoted of deputies. No one did complete submission to Trump like Pence did--right up until he chose fealty to the Constitution over the wishes of "my president," as Pence used to refer to Trump (also: "this extraordinary man," paragon of "broad-shouldered leadership"). "He couldn't cross the line of doing what was right," Trump lamented. He also allowed that Pence was a "good man." They'd had a "very good relationship." In the end, though, Pence lacked the "courage" and "stamina" to do Trump's ultimate bidding--for which many thought he should pay the ultimate price.

"So what?" Trump was saying in the Oval Office while rioters chanted "hang Mike Pence" at the Capitol. This latest detail was dropped into the delirium bowl by Special Counsel Jack Smith's recent court filing in the January 6 case. In a rational world, this would be a bombshell--another example of Trump's callous dereliction, his willingness to leave his deputy to a hanging mob of his own supporters.

But "so what?" pretty much summed up Americans' response to this latest October non-surprise.

"So what" about Mike Pence? He can't help but remain--the specter of him, if not the man himself. "When Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage," Tim Walz said, taunting his counterpart, J. D. Vance, in their debate.

Democrats like to point out that even Trump's own vice president won't support him. Remarkable, right? It should be, yes--it should speak volumes about Trump. Except: So what? Republican voters keep speaking their own volumes about Trump and keep nominating him. They keep proving, if more proof was needed, that Trump is a special case.

From the start, it was a bit of a mystery with Pence: how this most ostentatiously virtuous of Christians could affix himself to one of the most vulgar creatures ever to soil our public stage. Sure, ambition, opportunism, a mansion and a big plane--great. But how did Pence even get past, say, the Access Hollywood tape in 2016? His approach was essentially to swallow everything--all of the cruelty, crassness, and chaos from Trump--in the belief that this presidency would be a boon to the far-right policies that Pence had spent decades yearning for. He went along to get what he needed and to keep the peace with the boss, until he no longer could.

"Pence is always going to occupy this complex, almost unfathomable place," the presidential historian Ted Widmer of the City University of New York told me. A speechwriter in the Clinton White House, Widmer has written several books on American democracy, leaders, and campaigns. He says that by standing firm against Trump on January 6, Pence ensured himself a kind of historical purgatory. "Nobody was as true blue of a Republican or loyal vice president as Pence was," Widmer said. "Everything could have turned out so perfectly for him." His refusal to help Trump thwart the will of American voters "might buy Pence whatever the historian's version of a mulligan is," Widmer told me. "But it is also the same thing that was unforgivable in Trump's moral universe."

Pence rarely talks about the day that will always define him. If it comes up, he prefers to frame January 6 as "a disagreement" that he had with Trump over what authority a vice president had (or clearly did not have) to challenge the certification of Electoral College votes. In the end, he declared his allegiance to an even higher authority than Trump. "I've always said that the safest place in the world is to be at the center of God's will," Pence said.

He likes to remind people that he and Trump spoke several times in the final, post-insurrection days of their administration. "We parted amicably," he said in the Merit Street Media interview, adding that Trump "told me in the Oval Office with many present that he thought I'd done a great job." Also, Pence said, Trump thanked him on the tarmac of Andrews Air Force Base. And they'd spoken often by phone in the days after he left office.

"But there was something in the early days of the spring of 2021 where he seemed to shift back," Pence told Keith. Pence said he then concluded that, "like the Bible says, at some point, you've just got to wipe the dust off your feet and go your own separate ways."

In so much as Pence is willing to discuss his breakup with Trump, he tends to focus on how the former president has abandoned the conservative positions that they championed in office. This particularly relates to abortion, but extends to a broader betrayal: "I've literally seen him walking away from strong American leadership on the world stage. I've seen him marginalize the right to life, and even parrot Democrats when it comes to the crisis facing our children and grandchildren in the National Debt," Pence told Keith.

"When you now see Trump separating from Pence, it's not just [Trump] going back to being pro-abortion," Marc Short, Pence's former vice-presidential chief of staff, who remains one of Pence's closest advisers and confidants, told me. "It's Trump moving away from the free-trader Mike Pence, who is also anti-tax and anti-tariff, and who would not abandon Ukraine."

Read: The Christian radicals are coming

As for January 6, it has become something of a gateway drug. If Trump can be forgiven for that, what would his supporters not tolerate? Whether or not he ever gets convicted for it, Trump's ability to overcome that day politically has come to represent its own get-out-of-jail-free card. What's a little wobbliness on abortion?

"Once Republicans decide to condone Trump going the wrong way on the rule of law," Short said, it becomes possible to rationalize all manner of ideological trespass. "I do think for a lot of people, once you've crossed that bridge, set aside your oath to the Constitution," Short told me--"when you have violated what you know to be true--you figure that you might as well go all in."

Friends of Pence say that many Republicans, including Trump supporters, will often express support for him. They tell him he is a good man, and they respect what he did, and that it's unfair how he's been treated. But these conversations almost always happen in private. They would never say as much in public--for fear, of course, of crossing Trump.

Where does that leave Pence, a Christian conservative in a GOP now governed by one man's impulses? In powerful circles of the party, Pence remains a pariah. "Judas Pence is a dead man walking with MAGA," Steve Bannon told The New York Times in June. If Trump wins, maybe he softens and absolves his former vice president, who did nearly everything he asked. If nothing else, Pence will endure as the cautionary scoundrel of the Trump age: one who was loyal to the bitter end, and barely lived to tell about it.
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I Hate Didactic Novels. Here's Why This One Works.

Richard Powers's recent novels have traded complexity for preachiness, but his latest is an effective twist on AI panic.

by Randy Boyagoda




This article contains spoilers for Playground.

From paintings on ancient cave walls to parables, fables, and memes, animals have served as important storytelling tools. For instance, in Saul Bellow's novel Humboldt's Gift, the narrator describes the novel's title character, a fearsome, mercurial poet, by observing, "A surfaced whale beside your boat might look at you as he looked with his wide-set gray eyes." This deceptively simple metaphor challenges us to imagine an unsettling encounter with a big, strange presence, and situates us in a literary tradition with its sly allusion to Herman Melville's Moby-Dick. Bellow's simile is instructive insofar as it's evocative, and appealingly demanding in its layers of meaning compressed into a single sentence.

Contrast this with an artist's encounter, in Richard Powers's new novel, Playground, with a juvenile albatross: "Ina reached her hand into the chest of the decomposing bird and drew out two bottle caps, a squirt top, the bottom of a black film canister at least fifteen years old, a disposable cigarette lighter, a few meters of tangled-up monofilament line, and a button in the shape of a daisy."

Like many passages in Playground, this teaches me important and timely things in serviceable prose: Plastics are bad because they kill birds; the consequences of human despoilment are gruesome if we dare look closely enough. I get it, I get it all too easily, when I read Powers's preachier novels, whether they're about trees (The Overstory), race (The Time of Our Singing), refugees (Generosity), or the challenges of single fatherhood for astrobiologists (Bewilderment). Powers has also written novels of greater subtlety, driven by a purist's fascination with the inner workings of complex systems and instruments: The Gold Bug Variations, Galatea 2.2, Orfeo, Plowing the Dark.

Playground seems on the surface to belong in the first group--the flat-character morality plays that have come to define Powers's later career. It extends and deepens his ongoing project of telling stories that combine lyrical mastery with environmentalist didacticism to criticize humankind's treatment of the world while attending to the promise of the nonhuman--natural and artificial. The setup of his latest also addresses the reader's dilemma in confronting such work: What, exactly, is the contemporary novel for? To teach, or to challenge? Fortunately, for those who stick with Playground to the end, Powers doesn't answer the question in flattering ways but instead complicates it confidently, exploring what art might look like in a less human future.

Read: Writing the Pulitzer-winning The Overstory changed Richard Powers's life

The new novel begins with a creation story cum prayer about Ta'aroa, the Indigenous Polynesian creator god, before proceeding to detail the dilemmas of people living on the remote South Pacific island Makatea. During the early years of the 20th century, when the island was rich in phosphate crucial to industrial agriculture, it was ruined by the extraction work of foreign companies. It's finally recovering when its 82 remaining human inhabitants are approached by a conglomerate seeking a host to build components of future floating cities. These new artificial islands will serve as swanky sanctuaries for uber-elites hoping to ride out the collapse of human society (or maybe just escape state regulations).

The novel's human drama plays out as the islanders determine whether to vote yes to the seasteading project, and focuses on the intertwined stories of four main characters. Ina, a half-Polynesian sculptor and an attentive mom, and her husband, Rafi, a literary-minded Black educator, both live on Makatea. Todd, who is white, is Rafi's boyhood friend turned enemy: They first bonded as bookish Chicago kids from dysfunctional families who loved playing Go. Todd is now the billionaire founder of a world-beating, all-in-one social-media, gaming, and commerce platform called Playground--and also the discreet money behind the seasteading endeavor. The project is in many ways motivated by Todd's lifelong love of the ocean, itself inspired by the novel's fourth major character, Evie, a trailblazing French Canadian scuba diver and scientist who holds Jane Goodall-grade celebrity status.

Playground is told in two ways that feel by turns overlong and undercooked--until they add up to something unexpected and genuinely fascinating. The dominant thread suggests a seemingly conventional, multi-perspective third-person novel featuring braided backstories interspersed with a chronicle of deliberations among the atoll's inhabitants about whether to approve the project. Another narrative runs in tandem: a first-person series of reflections on Todd's life and work, provoked and also marred--in their undulance and ellipsism--by his diagnosis of the degenerative brain disease known as Lewy body dementia. "I'm suffering from what we computer folks call latency," Todd observes early on. "Retreating into the past ... as more recent months and years grow fuzzy." Three emotions recur for Todd: his regret over the break with Rafi and (by extension) Ina, the only people he's ever felt close to; his longing, as a Midwestern boy, for the ocean wonders he first read about in Evie's best-selling book; and his self-satisfaction as a Big Tech visionary. ("I bent under the obligation to become the first person to reach the Future. And here I am, successful at last.")

Where is Todd, exactly? Ostensibly, he's living in a splendid isolation afforded by his extreme wealth while his slick minions press the people of Makatea to agree to the conglomerate's offer of large-scale economic renewal--while also implying that they could just as easily ask inhabitants of another Pacific island. On Makatea, Rafi broods and minds the children, at least until he becomes very upset after learning about Todd's involvement in the project; Ina makes a dramatic protest sculpture out of garbage, some of it found in the bodies of little birds; the other islanders debate their voting rights versus the rights of the surrounding marine life; and Evie, now in her 90s, visits like an ethereal, demure white sage, commanding credibility from the islanders because of her mystical relationship to sea creatures, which we hear about again and again (and again). Eventually, nearing total mental and physical breakdown, Todd makes a dramatic trip to Makatea to meet Rafi and Ina and Evie, in hopes of achieving a perfect confluence of his goals in the realms of business, relationships, and world-building.

Read: Going to extremes

If this all sounds like fantasy fiction for rich white people, that's because it is. I'm not being a crank here, whining again about how Powers falls short of the great American masters of marine-life metaphors. I'm pointing, in fact, to a revelation near the very end of the novel, which discloses its stunning conceit. The spoiler is warranted here, because revealing Powers's destination serves his potential readers by placing fewer demands on their patience than he does. Todd is in fact immersed in an AI-generated story, created by a successor version of his first major creation. In the first-person sections, set off in italics, he's been speaking to the AI, not us, the whole time. He's fed it as much material as he could, from memory and information, about Makatea and about himself, Rafi, Ina, and Evie. In turn, the AI has created for him the very story we've been reading, interleaved with his reflections. His success lies in crafting and reading an artificially constructed story that fulfills wishes, answers unmet needs, and resolves regrets that ring his actual life.

The AI-generated components are incoherent, cliched, cloying, and condescending: confusing chronologies, stereotypes about the simple nobility of Makatea's Indigenous people and the resilience of inner-city Chicagoans, the sacral grandeur of animal and technological sentients. But suddenly, all of that makes sense, because the author has constructed a Powersian hall of mirrors: a novel that imagines what a novel might look like if it were composed by an AI developed by a misanthropic genius loner.

Ingenious tricks and clever devices abound in Powers's fiction, but never before with the provocative implications of the turn in Playground. The novel offers a superb reversal of the scaled-up scavenging normative to AI art, but more than that, Playground challenges the readership--both admirers and critics--that Powers's past work has created. Will true believers in Powers's literary-ethical divinity feel betrayed by the late revelation, given their sincere investment in the story? Will they not only be moved by a fairy tale machined for a big, bad tech guy, the toughest of antiheroes to side with, but also believe that a nonhuman intelligence can capably capture and compel their imaginations? I hope so, inasmuch as this would lead to an intellectual reckoning of a different order than the surface expectation--that Powers's latest novel simply teaches us that plastics are bad and Pacific Islanders are good. Moreover, reading Powers in this more difficult, demanding way affirms the imperative that Literature--recalcitrant in its ideas, characters, and storylines--should invite and sustain more of and from its readers.

In the end, Playground is exactly what I'd presumed it wasn't: difficult, ambiguous, and resistant to au courant notions, all while trafficking in such ideas with deceptive coolness and ease. The novel exposes our dependency on fiction that promises morally clear accounts of our right-ordered relationship to animals, nature, each other, technology, literature--and to story itself.
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The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date

Tech executives are setting deadlines for the arrival of superintelligence. They might regret it.

by Matteo Wong




Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.



Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming AGI revolution--referring to artificial "general" intelligence that rivals or exceeds human capability--they notably have all at this moment coalesced around real, albeit loose, deadlines. Many of their prophecies also have an undeniable utopian slant. First, Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, repeated in August his suggestion from earlier this year that AGI could arrive by 2030, adding that "we could cure most diseases within the next decade or two." A month later, even Meta's more typically grounded chief AI scientist, Yann LeCun, said he expected powerful and all-knowing AI assistants within years, or perhaps a decade. Then the CEO of OpenAI, Sam Altman, wrote a blog post stating that "it is possible that we will have superintelligence in a few thousand days," which would in turn make such dreams as "fixing the climate" and "establishing a space colony" reality. Not to be outdone, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of the rival AI start-up Anthropic, wrote in a sprawling self-published essay last week that such ultra-powerful AI "could come as early as 2026." He predicts that the technology will end disease and poverty and bring about "a renaissance of liberal democracy and human rights," and that "many will be literally moved to tears" as they behold these accomplishments. The tech, he writes, is "a thing of transcendent beauty."



These are four of the most significant and well respected figures in the AI boom; at least in theory, they know what they're talking about--much more so than, say, Elon Musk, who has predicted superhuman AI by the end of 2025. Altman's start-up has been leading the AI race since even before the launch of ChatGPT, and Amodei has co-authored several of the papers underlying today's generative AI. Google DeepMind created AI programs that mastered chess and Go and then "solved" protein folding--a transformative moment for drug discovery that won Hassabis a Nobel Prize in chemistry last week. LeCun is considered one of the "godfathers of AI."



Perhaps all four executives are aware of top-secret research that prompted their words. Certainly, their predictions are couched in somewhat-scientific language about "deep learning" and "scaling." But the public has not seen any eureka moments of late. Even OpenAI's new "reasoning models," which the start-up claims can "think" like humans and solve Ph.D.-level science problems, remain unproven, still in a preview stage and with plenty of skeptics.

Read: It's time to stop taking Sam Altman at his word

Perhaps this new and newly bullish wave of forecasts doesn't actually imply a surge of confidence but just the opposite. These grand pronouncements are being made at the same time that a flurry of industry news has been clarifying AI's historically immense energy and capital requirements. Generative-AI models are far larger and more complex than traditional software, and the corresponding data centers require land, very expensive computer chips, and huge amounts of power to build, run, and cool. Right now, there simply isn't enough electricity available, and data-center power demands are already straining grids around the world. Anticipating further growth, old fossil-fuel plants are staying online for longer; in the past month alone, Microsoft, Google, and Amazon have all signed contracts to purchase electricity from or support the building of nuclear power plants.



All of this infrastructure will be extraordinarily expensive, requiring perhaps trillions of dollars of investment in the next few years. Over the summer, The Information reported that Anthropic expects to lose nearly $3 billion this year. And last month, the same outlet reported that OpenAI projects that its losses could nearly triple to $14 billion in 2026 and that it will lose money until 2029, when, it claims, revenue will reach $100 billion (and by which time the miraculous AGI may have arrived). Microsoft and Google are spending more than $10 billion every few months on data centers and AI infrastructure. Exactly how the technology warrants such spending--which is on the scale of, and may soon dwarf, that of the Apollo missions and the interstate-highway system--is entirely unclear, and investors are taking notice.



When Microsoft reported its most recent earnings, its cloud-computing business, which includes many of its AI offerings, had grown by 29 percent--but the company's stock had still tanked because it hadn't met expectations. Google actually topped its overall ad-revenue expectations in its latest earnings, but its shares also fell afterward because the growth wasn't enough to match the company's absurd spending on AI. Even Nvidia, which has used its advanced AI hardware to become the second-largest company in the world, experienced a stock dip in August despite reporting 122 percent revenue growth: Such eye-catching numbers may just not have been high enough for investors who have been promised nothing short of AGI.

Read: Silicon Valley's trillion-dollar leap of faith

Absent a solid, self-sustaining business model, all that the generative-AI industry has to run on is faith. Both costs and expectations are so high that no product or amount of revenue, in the near term, can sustain them--but raising the stakes could. Promises of superintelligence help justify further, unprecedented spending. Indeed, Nvidia's chief executive, Jensen Huang, said this month that AGI assistants will come "soon, in some form," and he has previously predicted that AI will surpass humans on many cognitive tests in five years. Amodei's and Hassabis's visions that omniscient computer programs will soon end all disease is worth any amount of spending today. With such tight competition among the top AI firms, if a rival executive makes a grand claim, there is pressure to reciprocate.



Altman, Amodei, Hassabis, and other tech executives are fond of lauding the so-called AI scaling laws, referencing the belief that feeding AI programs more data, more computer chips, and more electricity will make them better. What that really entails, of course, is pumping their chatbots with more money--which means that enormous expenditures, absurd projected energy demands, and high losses might really be a badge of honor. In this tautology, the act of spending is proof that the spending is justified.



More important than any algorithmic scaling law, then, might be a rhetorical scaling law: bold prediction leading to lavish investment that requires a still-more-outlandish prediction, and so on. Only two years ago, Blake Lemoine, a Google engineer, was ridiculed for suggesting that a Google AI model was sentient. Today, the company's top brass are on the verge of saying the same.



All of this financial and technological speculation has, however, created something a bit more solid: self-imposed deadlines. In 2026, 2030, or a few thousand days, it will be time to check in with all the AI messiahs. Generative AI--boom or bubble--finally has an expiration date.
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What Is This 'Post-Birth Abortion' Donald Trump Keeps Talking About?

The story of how a crucial option for women got weaponized--and then got weaponized again.

by Greer Donley, Jill Wieber Lens




Donald Trump's recent comments on abortion have been evasive and contradictory. He takes credit for appointing the Supreme Court justices who overturned Roe v. Wade, but says his administration would be "great for women and their reproductive rights." He first refused to commit to vetoing a national abortion ban, but later said he would. He criticized Florida's six-week ban as too early, but only a day later said that he would vote against a ballot measure there that would expand abortion rights.

He has, however, been consistent on one position: his opposition to what he calls abortion "after birth," something he claims his Democratic rivals support. For example, at the September presidential debate, he declared that Vice President Kamala Harris and her running mate, Tim Walz, support the "execution" of babies after they are born. Trump brought up Democratic support for "execution of a baby after birth" again in an X post later that month.

As a debate moderator noted, killing a baby after birth is illegal in all states. What Trump appears to have in mind, and to be disparaging, is perinatal palliative care (PPC)--a crucial medical service aimed at improving quality of life for women and their babies after a severe fetal diagnosis or extreme prematurity. Established ethics guidelines govern who is eligible based on the specifics of a diagnosis, a baby's chance for survival, and what complications the baby is likely to suffer. PPC can begin at diagnosis during pregnancy, and include standard prenatal care in addition to psychological, emotional, and mental-health support for the parents. If the baby is born alive, the care continues until the infant's death.

The thing to understand about perinatal palliative care is that no health-care provider or parent ends the baby's life before or after birth. It's not an execution, regardless of Trump's claims. Parents who choose perinatal palliative care are choosing to forgo life-extending interventions, which can inflict or extend their child's suffering, seeking instead to maximize quality of life for their child when survival is impossible or unlikely.

Emma Camp: Yes, third-trimester abortions are happening in America

The bitter irony of Trump's attacks is that anti-abortion advocates have long pushed PPC as the alternative to abortion for such pregnancies. For instance, Americans United for Life created a policy guide and model legislation called the Perinatal Hospice Information Act in 2018. Following that model legislation, numerous states passed laws requiring abortion seekers to be notified of options for perinatal palliative care before they could receive an abortion. These laws essentially advertised PPC as protecting women because, proponents argued, PPC is less psychologically damaging than abortion. An anti-abortion advocate told a local newspaper in Missouri that "the grieving process is actually better for the woman by actually going ahead and giving birth," rather than having an abortion. (Research suggests that the psychological outcomes and feelings of regret are the same.)

With PPC available as an option, some anti-abortion leaders shamed women for choosing abortion. For instance, Pope Francis blamed a "culture of rejection" that labels children as "incompatible with life" when they should really be "welcomed, loved, and nurtured." Perinatal palliative care became the answer for what "good" mothers do when faced with such a diagnosis: not "forsake the child but allow the little one to feel human warmth and love," and appreciate the "gift of time" with their baby first during pregnancy and later when he or she dies.

That sentiment was on display late last year when Kate Cox sued Texas, seeking a declaration that the state abortion ban's life-of-the-mother exception applied to her. Cox's baby had a fatal condition known as Trisomy 18; continuing the pregnancy could have destroyed her chances at having another living child, because of her health risks and prior Cesarean sections. But the Texas Supreme Court rejected her claim, and Cox left the state to obtain abortion care. Texas Right to Life, a prominent anti-abortion group, disparaged Cox's lawsuit, saying that her child was "uniquely precious" and that the "compassionate approach to these heartbreaking diagnoses is perinatal palliative care, which honors, rather than ends, the child's life."

In the post-Dobbs era, most states that had once used PPC as a tool to dissuade women from abortion don't need to do so anymore; those states have banned abortion. Most states with abortion bans lack an exception for fetal anomalies, and when such an exception exists, it is only for a tiny subset of diagnoses. Thus, people in these states are now being forced to continue their pregnancies, enduring the risks and burdens of pregnancy only to watch their child die.

This means that the need for perinatal palliative care is growing dramatically. A recent study found a 13 percent rise in infant mortality in Texas in 2022, after its six-week abortion ban went into effect in late 2021. (The rest of the country saw a 2 percent increase during that same period.) The biggest jump was in infant deaths due to congenital abnormalities, which rose by nearly a quarter. But many of the states that have restricted abortion have done little or nothing to expand access to PPC for those desiring it. And now that state abortion bans have eliminated the need to pressure families to not choose abortion, the anti-abortion movement may be rethinking its support for palliative care.

Read: Abortion isn't about feminism

Trump, for his part, portrays perinatal palliative care as something callous and murderous. As he put it at a 2019 rally, "The baby is born and you wrap the baby beautifully and you talk to the mother about the possible execution of the baby." At least according to Trump, parents who choose perinatal palliative care are killing their child, acting just as reprehensibly, in his view, as someone who chooses an abortion.

Trump's comments make clear that in the post-Dobbs world, there is no right answer for pregnant people facing a devastating fetal anomaly. A mother, apparently, should not only put her body on the line to grow and birth a child who will die in her arms, but force that child into aggressive interventions that may only cause and prolong the child's suffering.

The most empowering solution for families in such a situation is to provide them with accurate, neutral, and comprehensive counseling regarding their options--abortion, perinatal palliative care, and life-prolonging care. Each path can be justified by a parent's compassion and love, and each has been chosen by good parents, doing the best they can for their families in an incredibly difficult situation. Donald Trump's decision to use his platform to stigmatize and berate families in crisis shows how deeply he misunderstands the issue--and, more appalling, his failure to muster any compassion at all for the people living through it.
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The General's Warning

Mark Milley said that Donald Trump is a fascist, a new book reports.

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.

In March 2023, when Mark Milley was six months away from retirement as a four-star general and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he met Bob Woodward at a reception and said, "We gotta talk."

Milley went on to describe the grave degree to which former President Donald Trump, under whom Milley had served, was a danger to the nation. Woodward recounts the episode with Milley--who almost certainly believed that he was speaking to Woodward off the record--in his new book, War:

"We have got to stop him!" Milley said. "You have got to stop him!" By "you" he meant the press broadly. "He is the most dangerous person ever. I had suspicions when I talked to you about his mental decline and so forth, but now I realize he's a total fascist. He is the most dangerous person to this country." His eyes darted around the room filled with 200 guests of the Cohen Group, a global business consulting firm headed by former defense secretary William Cohen. Cohen and former defense secretary James Mattis spoke at the reception.
 "A fascist to the core!" Milley repeated to me.
 I will never forget the intensity of his worry.


For readers of The Atlantic, this will sound familiar: Milley's warning about Trump as well as the steps Milley took to defend the constitutional order during Trump's presidency were the subject of a cover story last year by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. As Goldberg put it in that story: "The difficulty of the task before Milley was captured most succinctly by Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster," who served as the second of Trump's four national security advisers. "As chairman," McMaster said to Goldberg, "you swear to support and defend the Constitution of the United States, but what if the commander in chief is undermining the Constitution?"

Milley knows well the risks of criticizing Trump. The former president has reportedly expressed a desire to recall and court-martial retired senior officers who have criticized him, and he has even suggested that Milley should be executed. Since Milley retired, Woodward noted, the combat veteran who served three tours in Afghanistan has endured "a nonstop barrage of death threats," which led him to install bulletproof glass and blast-proof curtains in his home.

I long resisted the use of the word fascist to describe Trump. But almost a year ago, I came to agree with Milley that Trump is through-and-through a fascist. He is not only unhinged in his narcissistic self-obsessions, a problem which itself renders him unfit for office; he is also an aspiring dictator who demands that all political life centers on him. He identifies his fellow Americans as "enemies" because they are of a different race, national origin, or political view. And he has threatened to use the powerful machinery of the state and its military forces to inflict brutality on those fellow citizens.

Of course, it's one thing to hear such concerns from angry members of the so-called Resistance on social media, from liberal talk-show hosts, or even, say, from curmudgeonly retired political-science professors who write for magazines. It's another to hear them from a man who once held the nation's top military office.

Some observers question whether Milley should have said anything at all. I understand those reservations: I taught military officers for decades at the Naval War College, and I am familiar with the tradition--handed down from America's first commander in chief, George Washington--of the military's avoidance of entanglement in civilian politics. I, too, am uncomfortable that, while still on active duty, Milley spoke to Woodward about a presidential candidate. He could have waited a few months, until his retirement; he could even have resigned his commission early in order to be able to speak freely.

My own objectivity on the issue of Milley speaking with Woodward is strained by my strong feelings about Trump as an existential danger to the nation, so I checked in with a friend and widely respected scholar of American civil-military relations, Kori Schake, a senior fellow and the director of foreign- and defense-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute.

"It's a legitimately difficult call," she wrote to me. She noted that resigning and then going public is always an option. She admitted, however, that for a general to throw his stars on the desk might be an honorable exit, but it's not much use to the people remaining in uniform who must continue to serve the country and the commander in chief, and in general she sees the idea of simply quitting and walking out to be unhelpful.

So when should a general--who's seen things in the White House that terrify him--raise the alarm if he believes that a president is planning to attack the very Constitution that all federal servants are sworn to protect? Schake thinks that Milley overestimated his importance and was out of his lane as a military officer: "The country didn't need General Milley to alert them to the danger of Trump, that was evident if people wanted to know, and plenty of civilian officials--including General Milley's boss, [Mark Esper], the Secretary of Defense--had already been sharing their concern."

Schake is one of the smartest people I know on this subject, and so I am cautious in my dissent, especially because other scholars of civil-military affairs seem largely to agree with her. And like Schake, I am a traditionalist about American civil-military relations: Trump, as I wrote during his presidency, routinely attacked the military and saw its leaders as his opponents, but that should not tempt anyone in uniform to match his egregious violations of our civil-military norms and traditions.

A comparable situation occurred during the final days of President Richard Nixon's time in office: Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger told the Joint Chiefs chair at the time, General George Brown, that any "unusual orders" from the president should be cleared through him. (The Constitution, of course, does not have a special provision allowing Cabinet officers to subvert the chain of command at will if they think the president is having a bad day.) Schlesinger's actions arose from concern about Nixon's mental state; four years earlier, Admiral Thomas Moorer, one of Milley's predecessors as Joint Chiefs chair, was so worried about Nixon's policies that he actually oversaw some internal spying on National Security Council proceedings.

And yet I understand Milley's alarm and frustration. He was not grousing about a policy disagreement or trying to paper over a temporary crisis regarding the president's capacity. He was concerned that a former American president could return to office and continue his efforts to destroy the constitutional order of the United States. This was no political pose against a disliked candidate: For Milley and others, especially in the national-security arena, who saw the danger from inside the White House, Trump's continuing threat to democracy and national stability is not notional.

I also am somewhat heartened that a four-star general, when faced with what he sees as a dire peril to the nation, believes that the sunlight of a free press is the best option. But, more important, are people now listening to what Milley had to say? The revelations about his views seem to have been overwhelmed by yet more of Trump's gobsmacking antics. As I was writing today's Daily, news broke that Trump had added Nancy Pelosi and her family to his enemies list. (Paul Pelosi has already suffered a hammer attack from a deranged man stoked by conspiracy theories, a ghastly incident that some Trump supporters have used as a source for jokes; Trump himself has referenced it mockingly.)

All of this raises the question, once again, of what it will take, what will be enough, to rouse the last undecided or less engaged American voters and bring them to the ballot box to defend their own freedoms. Milley and other senior military officers are in a bind when it comes to talking about a former president, but telling the truth about Trump is a duty and a service to the nation.

Related:

	How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The man who's sure that Harris will win
 	A Trump loyalist on the brink
 	Shoplifters gone wild




Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris's interview with the Fox News anchor Bret Baier aired tonight at 6 p.m. ET.
 	Italy passed a law that criminalizes seeking surrogates abroad, including in countries where surrogacy is legal.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky presented the country's Parliament with a "Victory Plan," which aims to end the Ukrainian-Russian war by next year and calls for a NATO invitation for Ukraine.
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The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere

By Diane Roberts

Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite claims of perpetual sunshine, the weather in Florida is often horrendous: 95 degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent humidity.


Then there are the storms.

Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	GLP-1 is going the way of gut health.
 	The secret of Trump's economic message
 	Afghan women have been brought back in time.
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Learn. This branch of philosophy just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children, Elissa Strauss writes.

Read. Feeld, the polyamory dating app, made a magazine, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes. Why?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small, in the "Dear Therapist" newsletter. This month, she is inviting readers to submit questions related to Thanksgiving.

To be featured, email dear.therapist@theatlantic.com by Sunday, October 20.

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.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The End of Parallel Parking

It'll be a while before self-driving cars take over. Self-<em>parking</em> cars are already here.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?



Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car is simultaneously a pipe dream and sort of, kind of the reality of many Americans. Waymo, a robotaxi company owned by Alphabet, is now providing 100,000 rides a week across a handful of U.S. cities. Just last week, Tesla announced its own robotaxi, the Cybercab, in dramatic fashion. Still, the fact remains: If you are in the driver's seat of a car and out on the road nearly anywhere in America, you are responsible for the car, and you have to pay attention. My dad's self-driving fantasy likely remains far away.

But driving is already changing. Normal cars--cars that are not considered fancy or experimental and strange--now come with advanced autonomous features. Some can park themselves. You can ask your electric Hummer to "crab walk" into or out of a tight corner that you can't navigate yourself. It seems that if you are on a bad date and happen to be sitting on a restaurant patio not too far from where you parked your Hyundai Tucson SEL, you can press a button to make it pull up beside you on the street, getaway-car style. It's still hard to imagine a time when no one needs to drive themselves anywhere, but that's not the case with parallel parking. We might be a generation away from new drivers who never learn to parallel park at all.



It makes sense that the task would be innovated away. Parallel parking is a source of anxiety and humiliation: David Letterman once pranked a bunch of teenagers by asking them to try to parallel park in Midtown Manhattan, which went just as hilariously poorly as you might expect. Parallel parking isn't as dangerous as, say, merging onto the highway or navigating a roundabout, but it's a big source of fear for drivers--hence a Volkswagen ad campaign in which the company made posters for a fake horror movie called The Parallel Park. And then it's a source of pride. Perfectly executed parking jobs are worthy of photographs and public bragging. My first parallel park in Brooklyn on the day I moved there at 21 was flawless. I didn't know about alternate-side parking, so I ultimately was ticketed and compelled to pay $45 for the memory, but it was worth it.



Whether or not you live in a place where you have to parallel park often, you should know how to do it. At some point, you will at least need to be able to handle a car and its angles and blind spots and existence in physical space well enough to do something like it. But this is an "eat your vegetables" thing to say. So, I thought, the best people to look at in order to guess how long we have until parallel parking is an extinct art might be the people who don't already have a driver's license. According to some reports, Gen Z doesn't want to learn how to drive--"I'll call an Uber or 911," one young woman told The Washington Post. Those who do want to learn have to do so in a weird transitional moment in which we are still pretending that parallel parking is something a human must do, even though it isn't, a lot of the time.



I talked with some longtime driving-school instructors who spoke about self-parking features the way that high-school English teachers talk about ChatGPT. The kids are relying on them to their detriment, and it's hard to get them to form good habits, said Brian Posada, an instructor at the Chicago-based Entourage Driving School (not named after the HBO show, he said). "I've got some students who are really rich," he told me. As soon as they get their permits, their parents buy them Teslas or other fancy cars that can self-park. Even if he teaches them how to parallel park properly, they will not practice in their own time. "They get lazy," he told me.



Parallel parking isn't part of the driver's-license exam in California, though Mike Thomas still teaches it at his AllGood Driving School. His existential dread is that he will one day be less like an educator and more like the person who teaches you how to use your iPhone. He tells teens not to rely on the newfangled tools or else they will not really know how to drive, but he doesn't know whether they actually buy in. "It's hard to get into the minds of teenagers," he said. "You'd be amazed at how good teenagers are at telling people what they want to hear." Both instructors told me, more or less, that although they can teach any teen to parallel park, they have little faith that these new drivers will keep up the skill or that they will try on their own.



Teens are betting, maybe correctly, that they soon may never have to parallel park at all. Already, if you live in Austin or San Francisco and want to avoid parallel parking downtown, you can order an Uber and be picked up by a driverless Waymo. But autonomous parking is much simpler to pull off than fully autonomous driving. When I pushed Greg Stevens, the former chief engineer of driver-assistance features at Ford, to give me an estimate of when nobody will have to drive themselves anywhere anymore, he would not say 2035 or 2050 or anything else. He said he would not guess.



"The horizon keeps receding," he told me. Stevens now leads research at the University of Michigan's Mcity, a huge testing facility for autonomous and semiautonomous vehicles. Most driving, he said--99.9 percent--is "really boring and repetitive and easy to automate." But in the final .1 percent, there are edge cases: "things that happen that are very rare, but when they happen they're very significant." That's a teen whipping an egg at your windshield, a mattress falling off the back of a truck, a weird patch of gravel, or whatever else. "Those are hard to encapsulate completely," he said, "because there's an infinite number of those types of scenarios that could happen."



In many ways, people are still resisting the end of driving. One guy in Manhattan is agitating for a constitutional amendment guaranteeing human beings the "right to drive," if they so choose, in our autonomous-vehicle future. It can be hard to predict whether people will want to use new features, Stevens told me: Some cars can now change lanes for you, if you let them, which people are scared to do. Most can try to keep you in your lane, but some people hate this a lot. And for now, self-driving cars are just not that much more pleasant to use than regular cars. On the highway, the car tracks your gaze and head position to make sure your eyes stay on the road the entire time--arguably more depressing and mind-numbing than regular highway driving.



Many people don't want a self-parking car, which is why Ford has recently paused plans to put the feature in all new vehicles. I hate driving because it's dangerous, but I am good at parallel parking, and I'm not ready to see it go. It's the only aspect of operating a vehicle for which I have any talent. I don't want to ease into a tight spot without the thrill of feeling competent. Parallel parking is arguably the hardest part of driving, but succeeding at it is the most gratifying.



If parallel parking persists for the simple reason that Americans don't want to give it up, fully self-driving cars may have little hope. A country in which nobody has to change lanes on a six-lane highway or park on their own is a better country, objectively. I also spoke with Nicholas Giudice, a spatial-computing professor at the University of Maine who is working on autonomous vehicles with respect to "driving-limited populations" such as people with visual impairments or older adults. Giudice is legally blind and can't currently drive a car. He said he would get in the first totally self-driving car anybody offered him: "If you tell me there's one outside of my lab, I'll hop into it now."



Conventional parallel parking--sweating, straining, tapping the bumper of the car in front of you, finally getting the angle right on the 40th try--won't have to disappear, but it could become part of a subculture one day, Giudice said. There will be driving clubs or special recreational driving tracks. Maybe there will be certain lanes on the highway where it would be allowed, at least for a while. "You can't have 95 percent autonomous vehicles and a couple of yahoos driving around manually," he said. "It will just be too dangerous."



Am I a yahoo for still wanting to parallel park? I can mollify myself with a fantasy of parallel parking as not a chore but a fun little game to play in a closed environment. I can picture it next to the mini-golf and the batting cages at one of those multipurpose "family fun" centers. There's one near my parents' house where you can already ride a fake motorcycle and shoot a fake gun. My dad could drive me there with his feet up and a ball game on.
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        The Colors of Early Autumn
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            As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this year, with more to follow in the weeks to come.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child lifts a large pumpkin in a pumpkin patch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl struggles under the weight of the hefty pumpkin that she was attempting to carry out of the field at the Bainbridge Island / Suyematsu Farms Pumpkin Patch on Bainbridge Island, Washington, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Rock mountainsides are seen in the distance, beyond yellowish autumn-colored trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall colors come to Rock Creek in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 9, 2024, seen near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves along US Highway 51, south of Minocqua, in Oneida County, Wisconsin, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A worker cuts grapes from a vine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seasonal worker harvests a carignan vine whose leaves have been burned by the sun and drought, at the Sarrat d'En Sol wine-growing estate in Tuchan, in the Corbieres region of the Aude department in the south of France, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: City buildings are seen in the distance, beyond a wall covered in red autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Canary Wharf business district is seen in the distance behind autumnal leaves on October 9, 2024, in London, England.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Dan Kitwood / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A flock of grazing sheep]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze as they follow the shepherds during Redyk, marking the end of the sheep-grazing season with locals in Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through a city street]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through the streets of Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024. Every year in southern Poland, shepherds from the mountain region celebrate the end of the grazing season by descending from the mountains with their sheep, followed by folk celebrations in the villages.
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                [image: A plant is covered with frost.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plant is covered with frost as cold weather hits the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: Houses sit on a mountain slope among many red, yellow, and green bushes and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Mount Sis Plateau, located in between Giresun and Trabzon provinces, covered in tones of yellow, brown, and red foliage with the arrival of autumn, in Trabzon, Turkey, on October 10, 2024
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                [image: A dog stands along a misty lane among trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog stands along a misty lane among trees in Germany's Rhineland-Palatinate.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An elevated view of several workers standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog, using booms to harvest floating cranberries]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmworkers harvest cranberries at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field, pulling a cart full of corn stalks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field during the corn harvest near Paradise, in Pennsylvania's Lancaster County, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of autumn colors along a section of China's Great Wall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of autumn colors along the Jiankou Great Wall, in Beijing, China, seen on October 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a pumpkin sitting in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pumpkin sits in a field at Blackshire Farms in Beaver Creek, Minnesota, seen on October 3, 2024.
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                [image: A maple tree seen in its fall colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A maple tree shows its fall colors in New Gloucester, Maine, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers stand among thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists, illuminating the historic Van Cortlandt Manor at the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A deer walks through brush in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer passes near Convict Lake during the fall migration in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 7, 2024, near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A person works in a dark room, tending to cobs of corn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works to dry and prepare corn for the winter season in a historical serender in Trabzon's Tonya district, Turkey, on October 16, 2024. Serenders, which are generally intended for the storage of food, are built high above the ground and protect stored food from pests and wild animals.
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                [image: A footpath leads through autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A footpath leads through autumnal leaves in Gosforth Nature Reserve, in Tyne and Wear, England.
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                [image: Cows stand in an alpine field, backdropped by steep snow-covered mountaintops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows of the Alpe di Siusi shepherds are ready to depart for their traditional autumn transhumance, with the majestic Sciliar mountain range as their backdrop, on October 5, 2024, in Alpe di Siusi, Italy. For generations, grazing animals in South Tyrol have spent their summers on the alpine meadows in the mountains far away from the towns and villages. Come autumn, they are brought back closer to civilization for the approaching winter, nearer the care of farmers. This "transhumance" is traditionally celebrated with a big feast, and the moving cattle are decorated with flowers and garlands for the journey.
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                [image: Dozens of cranes fly in several formations in a golden sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of sandhill cranes fly into the Phil and Marilyn Isenberg Sandhill Crane Reserve off of Woodbridge Road, west of Lodi, California, on October 10, 2024. Thousands of cranes migrate from their summer homes in Alaska and Canada every fall, headed to the Central Valley, where they stay until the spring.
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                [image: People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins at a fair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins to watch the competition during the 40th annual All New England Giant Pumpkin Weigh-Off at the Topsfield Fair, in Topsfield, Massachusetts, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, partly framed by tree branches]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, in Japan
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                [image: A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color in Campton, New Hampshire, 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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The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere

The hurricanes are real, the paradise is make-believe--but for millions of Floridians, old and new, this is our home.

by Diane Roberts




Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite claims of perpetual sunshine, the weather in Florida is often horrendous: 95 degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent humidity.

Then there are the storms. In three months, we've been hit by three hurricanes, of escalating severity: Debby, Helene, and Milton. Governor Ron DeSantis may have barred any mention of climate change from state statutes, but the seas are getting hotter and hotter, brewing the fuel that powers these bigger, badder storms. Towns from Siesta Key, on the Gulf, to Fort Pierce, on the Atlantic, are in pieces, roofs ripped off and thrown around like Lego pieces, boats snatched from their moorings and dumped onto people's front yards. The damage is estimated in the billions; the storms have caused about 60 deaths in the state.

Many of us are asking the question that has long occurred to onlookers from elsewhere: Why on earth does anyone want to live here? What's the fatal charm that entices hundreds of thousands of people to move to Florida every year and keeps them here?

To paraphrase Henry James--who visited Palm Beach County in 1905 and didn't think much of the place--it is a complex fate to be a Floridian. Still, millions of us embrace the complexity, finding our own Florida in the kaleidoscope colors of the state. If you want a rich mezcla of food and music, we have that; if being near water uplifts your spirit, we have lakes, rivers, lagoons, bays, and beaches where the sand looks like icing sugar; if you want to fight against the "woke," Florida is a good base of operations. For me, it's the landscape of my childhood, my history, the place that made my family and made me, no matter how infuriating I often find it.

Florida can be every bit as alluring as advertised. Despite the best efforts of drain-and-pave developers hell-bent on monetizing every square inch of potential real estate, it has areas of blazing beauty: the Everglades in early summer; saw grass lit by a pink and orange dawn; the turquoise waters of the Forgotten Coast; the millennium-old mounds standing in green dignity on the shore of Lake Jackson; the bald-cypress trees that were saplings when Augustus Caesar ruled Rome and 100 feet high when the Spanish arrived to colonize the land they named after Pascua Florida, the Feast of Flowers. Florida was multicultural before multicultural was cool, drawing immigrants from the Iberian Peninsula, France, Britain, Greece, Latin America, and the Caribbean, interwoven with the native peoples who survived my forebears' arrival and the descendants of enslaved Africans brought in to work the rice and cotton plantations when Florida became part of the United States in 1821.

Politicians, condominium touts, and tourist-board boosters will tell you that Florida is paradise, a Garden of Eden at North America's southeastern corner. Citizens of the upper 48 are sold a daydream Florida of poolside cocktails, low taxes, and conservative-leaning politics. They imagine a life spent tootling around on golf carts or lolling on pontoon boats, liberated from shoveling snow and having to pay for public schools and social services.

For them, Florida operates in a state of amnesia, promising an endless vacation wasting away in Margaritaville. If people actually faced the fact of climate change, we'd stop building on barrier islands; we'd retreat inland; we'd demand a halt to the destruction of mangrove forests and wetlands that mitigate storm surges. But that's not happening, not while money's to be made creating an illusion of paradise.

Read: Florida's risky bet

As a teenager, I declared I'd move away and never live in Florida again. My issue wasn't the hurricanes: We taped up the picture windows, filled the bathtubs with water and got on with it. It wasn't the politics: Florida in the 1980s was a progressive state, determined to cure a pounding Jim Crow hangover. Mainly, I just wanted to experience places where college football wasn't the biggest social event and not everybody knew your family.

So I left: first for university in England, where I stayed 10 years, then for academic jobs elsewhere in the United States. Yet here I am, right back where I was born, in Tallahassee. I chose to return, partly because Florida is congenitally eccentric, a story gold mine for writers, partly because of the startling loveliness of my part of the state, with its icy springs and red-clay hills, and partly because it's where my kinfolk are. We've lived in Florida for more than 200 years; I feel a deep sense of ownership and responsibility.

Life here can be challenging. I teach at Florida State University, where, despite DeSantis's efforts to legislate away all learning about race and gender as "woke," faculty and students persist in fostering diversity and seeking knowledge. Yet several colleagues in my department are leaving, saying they refuse to raise daughters in a state that denies them reproductive freedom. Families with trans kids are also moving in order to protect them from repressive state laws that impede gender-affirming treatment.

You now can't get an abortion in the state after six weeks. But you can buy pretty much any kind of gun and carry it concealed to the beach, church, or Walmart. As of last week, Florida had suffered 24 mass shootings this year.

Florida is also home to Moms for Liberty, whose self-proclaimed mission is to "protect childhood innocence." I'm with the comedian Wanda Sykes, who says, "Until a drag queen walks into a school and beats eight kids to death with a copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, I think you're focusing on the wrong shit."

Florida has a long history of focusing on the wrong shit, from defending slavery in the Civil War, to trying to drain the Everglades in the early 20th century to make the land turn a profit, to pretending climate change is not real despite regular flooding in the streets of Miami and Fort Lauderdale. Nevertheless, Florida's stubborn refusal to accept certain realities is perversely fascinating. I kind of admire it--and enjoy living in a place that embraces the aspirational over the actual. I just wish that we could find a way to be more generous toward our people and our environment.

The right stuff to focus on would be fixing the insurance market--Florida has the most expensive premiums in the country--and doing something to move us toward sustainable energy. Yet the governor and legislature's culture-wars obsession excludes dealing with these very large, very real problems. As a result, people whose lives have been wrecked by the hurricanes struggle to scrape together the money to rebuild their splintered houses, hoping next year will be different. And if they can't afford to rebuild, a developer will come along and buy the place, restarting the cycle by putting up bigger and more expensive residences for new Floridians convinced that their beachside dream house won't be smashed in next year's storms.

So, ineluctably, people will keep leaving their old homes and heading south, craving the fiction that is Florida while ignoring its unsettling realities. Sometimes, I wonder if people move here to be absolved of the need to ever think again. Then again, who am I to preach? I can tell you all the reasons to leave, but I choose to stay. Spending so long on one patch of ground shapes the soul. I know where home is. And someone has to bear witness to the Florida that's daily disappearing.
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Shoplifters Gone Wild

"They pop the locks; they melt the glass; they take the keys out of employees' hands."

by Marc Fisher




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


The splendor of the American big-box store lay before me, with its endless variety of shaving products in every imaginable size and color--a retail extravaganza, all of it locked behind Plexiglas. I needed a razor, and in order to obtain one at my neighborhood Target, I had to press a red button to summon a store clerk. Depending on where you live, you may know the drill. I waited in Aisle B45 with two women, one in front of the Dove deodorants, the other in the Old Spice section.

"I keep pushing, but no one comes," said the Old Spice lady.

Six minutes passed. I pressed my button; my fellow shoppers pressed theirs. The Dove woman let out a dramatic sigh and left. Was a clean shave really worth all this? I looked at Old Spice; we shook our heads and departed. Result: three paying customers sacrificed to the War on Shoplifting.

By definition, most shoplifting is petty plunder--candy bars, baby formula, lipstick. But the small stuff adds up, as demonstrated by viral videos showing shelves of deodorant or cold medicine swiped into Hefty bags by thieves who can't even be bothered to run away. Some people contend that all of the noise about shoplifting reflects mainly a race-tinged social panic, but the retail industry is not locking up its goods, annoying its customers, and closing stores because of a few viral videos. Companies are doing it because they're seeing their goods walk out the door, costing them billions.

From the March 2018 issue: The dark art of stealing from self-checkouts

Big corporate retailers, mom-and-pop shops, cops, prosecutors, and lawmakers have tried everything to stop the thefts: get tough, be gentle, invest in new surveillance technology, turn pharmacies into fortresses. Nothing seems to work. At my Target in Washington, D.C., I counted 21 aisles of goods locked behind plastic, including toothpaste, body wash, underwear, earbuds, and air fresheners--all items that impulse thieves and organized criminals alike find desirable and easiest to resell, on the street or, more often these days, online.

Who is taking all of this stuff? And why has this age-old nuisance crime become so prevalent?

People steal because it's easy and--with rare exceptions--free of consequences. David Kimmel, who resides at Northpoint Training Center, a former state mental hospital repurposed as a medium-security prison, in Boyle County, Kentucky, is one of those exceptions.

Kimmel is on his fourth tour in prison for shoplifting, for stealing a $12.88 doll from Walmart and $142.68 worth of ammunition from a Rural King store. This time, Kimmel faced a Kentucky prosecutor and jury who seemed determined to send a message. Each of Kimmel's two charges was bumped up from a misdemeanor with a 90-day maximum sentence to a felony carrying up to a five-year penalty, mainly because he had already been banned from those stores for shoplifting (several previous instances of stealing from that Walmart, Kimmel told me, and one prior instance--stealing a lawnmower--from the Rural King). The jury didn't think even that was enough, so they increased each sentence to 10 years. Finally, the jury recommended that Kimmel serve the two sentences not concurrently but consecutively, for a grand total of four decades.




Kimmel steals, he told me, because he's a drug addict--pain pills, usually, or heroin and fentanyl. He is 39 now and has been shoplifting since he was 15. "I've done it hundreds of times," he said. During all of those years, he was mostly employed--painting houses, doing construction. "I could make a living, pay rent and electric," he said. "I couldn't afford drugs." He sold the stolen items at half their retail price to fences in a nearby parking lot, or on Facebook. He knows it's not right, but "you ain't hurtin' nobody," he told me. "It's just from a big company." If he were back on the street now, as an addict, he figures he'd still be shoplifting.

Kimmel appealed his conviction, and last year, the Supreme Court of Kentucky agreed that he should not have to serve his sentences consecutively. He told me his prison time was eventually cut back to 20 years. But the original sentence reflects how fed up many Americans are with shoplifting. At a rally last fall, Donald Trump announced that if he's reelected, "we will immediately stop all of the pillaging and theft. Very simply: If you rob a store, you can fully expect to be shot as you are leaving that store. Shot!" At another rally last month, he said he could end shoplifting "immediately" with "one really violent day"-- a "real rough, nasty day," maybe even just "one rough hour"--during which police could take on criminals. Both times, the crowd cheered.

Whereas many on the right see the rise in shoplifting as proof of a nationwide moral collapse, many on the left deny that it's even happening or that it is a meaningful problem. Shoplifting is one of the hardest crimes to measure, because only a tiny proportion of cases are ever reported to police. Thefts aren't increasing in every city--in some, reported thefts have gone down--and viral videos of shoplifters-gone-wild don't necessarily add up to a crime wave. But merchandise is disappearing off shelves at such high rates that stores have resorted to extreme measures to defend themselves--even at the risk of alienating paying customers. The surge, retailers and industry experts say, is real.

From the November 2024 issue: How carjacking became a teenage pastime

Shoplifting has soared over the past three years, according to a survey by Jack L. Hayes International, a loss-prevention consulting firm, of 26 big retail companies with, collectively, more than 22,000 stores. The study calculated the total retail losses due to theft to be $7.1 billion in 2022, up from $4.9 billion in 2019. Retailers say stores are closing because they can't make up their losses, and because some employees are scared and don't want to work there anymore.

When Mike Mershimer worked as a store detective in the 1980s and '90s, the primary tools deployed against shoplifters were handcuffs, shame, and mockery. He'd see shoplifters swipe a belt or Air Jordans, and "I'd grab him, throw him on the ground, and cuff him," he told me. Customers would ridicule the thief as Mershimer marched him out the door. "I never saw those shoplifters again," he said. Today, Mershimer advises retailers and major brands on store security. Clients are looking for fixes, but though Mershimer can offer constructive advice, he's well aware that there's no simple solution. "I get a helpless pit in my stomach," he told me. "I don't know what to tell them."

Guards aren't the answer, he said. New engagement rules at many retail stores discourage police and security guards from using force to stop offenders--they can no longer grab and cuff shoplifters. Some chains, their lawyers eager to avoid injuries to employees, have made even chasing down shoplifters a fireable offense. In a recent video capturing a shoplifter rolling a cart of stolen items out of a D.C. supermarket, a customer berates the guard for not chasing the thief. The guard replies, "I'm just a visual deterrent," a phrase now common in the retail-security industry. The criminals, Mershimer told me, "see them for what they are: nothing."

Some businesses try to look tough by dressing the guards in black tactical gear or equipping them with a German shepherd or a handgun, but "you're mainly intimidating your customers," he said. "If I pull up in the parking lot and see that, I'm pulling out."

Hardening the target--creating what the industry calls the "fortress store"--doesn't work either. Adding physical barriers and locking away products "not only deters shoplifters; it deters legitimate customers," Mershimer said. Ditto for limiting the amount of stock placed on display: A mostly empty shelf is more of a turnoff to real customers than to thieves.

Some stores have started locking their front doors, buzzing in only people who look like paying customers. But what does a paying customer look like? Door buzzers are invitations for a discrimination lawsuit.

Yet something has to be done, Mershimer told me. Twenty years ago, if someone swiped a pair of Levi's, "you could stand the loss. You budgeted 2 percent for shrink. Now you can't sustain these enormous losses. Now it's a whole shelf of Levi's."




A senior executive at a national chain store was equally frustrated. He spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, because his bosses didn't want the debate over shoplifting to tarnish the company's brand. His stores lock up products even though they know it chases away paying customers and is an ineffective barrier against professionals. "They pop the locks; they melt the glass; they take the keys out of employees' hands," he said.

In the early 2000s, many cities and states began easing the consequences for shoplifting. Dallas police stopped responding to calls about thefts under $50 in value. In 2014, California voters approved a referendum reclassifying thefts of items worth $950 or less as misdemeanors.

Now the clamor for safer stores is pushing the pendulum back toward enforcement. In the past few years, states such as Florida, North Carolina, and Louisiana have ratcheted up penalties, especially for people caught stealing in a group. Next month, Californians will vote on a referendum that would toughen penalties for shoplifting, essentially undoing the reforms voters approved just a decade ago.

Read: Why California is swinging right on crime

Whether this will have an effect on thieves' behavior is unclear. Shawn Hunter is 29 years old and has racked up more than 40 criminal charges in D.C., plus additional charges in Maryland and Virginia. Earlier this year, in a Target store in a wealthy section of D.C., two cops conducting a retail-theft surveillance operation watched Hunter stuff $54 worth of items into his bag and leave without paying. The officers stopped him just outside the door.

Hunter did not respond to requests for an interview, but I sat behind him in May in D.C. Superior Court as he waited his turn for a hearing. The judge called him to task for having missed a previous court date, but his lawyer explained that he had a good excuse: He'd failed to appear because he was in another courtroom on that same day, answering to yet another theft charge.

Hunter fidgeted throughout the hearing. The second he was dismissed, he jumped up, took the escalator two steps at a time, and burst out of the courthouse with a yelp of regained freedom.

Shoplifting is not a modern development; the term lifting dates back to a 1591 British pamphlet. In the years since, people have come up with plenty of theories about what drives shoplifters to steal. In Victorian Britain, shoplifting was seen predominantly as a female malady. The opening of department stores caused a moral panic--women with money and time to spare, London newspapers warned, were in danger of sullying their virtue and filling their days with petty crime.

When Rachel Shteir set out two decades ago to write a book on shoplifting, her idea was to plumb the roots of the early aughts' apparent surge in retail thefts. She sold her book, The Steal, to her publisher on the back of a wave of attention devoted to the actor Winona Ryder, who'd been caught taking $5,500 of designer clothes and accessories from a Saks Fifth Avenue in Beverly Hills. According to a witness, Ryder claimed to have been conducting research for a role as a kleptomaniac. Ryder's attorney denied this and suggested that the actor had assumed that the Saks clerk knew what she had taken and would charge her later for the goods. There was a sense then that women "were stealing not because they needed to eat but because they were shopping addicts," Shteir, now a professor at DePaul University, told me. Talking about shoplifting in those years often meant discussing mental-health issues such as borderline personality disorder.

Beginning in the late 1960s, and especially after the publication of Abbie Hoffman's Steal This Book, a different conception of shoplifters emerged, one that continues to dominate on the intellectual and political left. In this view, oppressed people steal to assert their power in the face of a society determined to keep them down. In the 2012 article "Stealing a Bag of Potato Chips and Other Crimes of Resistance," the sociologist Victor Rios argued that shoplifting was a reasonable act of defiance against a system that preemptively labeled young men of color as criminals. Stealing, he wrote, was a way of "fighting for dignity."




The idea that theft was both a reflection of social need and a form of political resistance became more entrenched on the left after protests--and, in some places, looting--erupted around the country over the murder of George Floyd, in 2020. Some commentators explicitly lumped shoplifting in with looting as a justified expression of frustration and rage. As Vicky Osterweil, the author of In Defense of Looting, told NPR, looting "freaks people out. But in terms of potential crimes that people can commit against the state, it's basically nonviolent. You're mass shoplifting. Most stores are insured; it's just hurting insurance companies on some level. It's just money. It's just property. It's not actually hurting any people."

This is not a popular perspective in the retail industry. Those who have studied shoplifting point out that retail theft has always been more common than people think, and not primarily among the poor or those who view themselves as politically oppressed.

Read: Why people loot

An estimated one in 11 Americans have shoplifted at least once. In one study, criminologists spent the spring of 2000 to the spring of 2001 monitoring surveillance video in a major national chain drugstore in Atlanta. They determined that about 20,000 incidents of shoplifting took place in that one store, compared with only about 25,000 larceny-theft cases reported to police in the entire city in 2001. The study used shoppers' clothing, jewelry, and other markers to draw conclusions about their economic class, providing a rough profile of who steals. The result: The shoplifters were not disproportionately minority, male, and lower-class, as many experts had assumed. In fact, about a third were middle-class and nearly 40 percent were women, and white people were just as likely to steal as were Black or Hispanic people.

These days, industry analysts say they are seeing more middle-class shoplifters than they did pre-COVID, mainly because shoplifters think they won't face significant consequences (which is likely correct). Men might treat themselves to home-improvement tools and video-game accessories. Women, many of whom are the primary shopper for their family, will pay for milk and eggs but then swipe luxury items that a tight budget can't accommodate: high-end cosmetics, skin-care products, jewelry.

Retailers are also becoming more concerned about what is known as organized retail crime, which often involves ringleaders ordering up shopping lists of goods they've often already sold to customers online. The thefts are contracted out to professional boosters, who rip off home goods, hardware, clothing, and drugstore items from any point along the supply chain, including freight trains, delivery trucks, warehouses, and stores. No reliable statistics show what portion of overall thefts are initiated by organized rings, but estimates range from as little as 5 percent to half of all theft. Coordination online has made organized theft more efficient, but it's a different kind of puzzle for law enforcement than the far more common, and more psychologically complicated, individual shoplifting.

Why is shoplifting surging now? The coronavirus pandemic and social media are the two factors most often cited by researchers and industry executives.

At the very beginning of COVID's spread, many categories of crime decreased, because people mostly stayed home and access to stores was limited. Shoplifting apprehensions reported by 22 major retail chains declined by 44 percent from 2019 to 2020, according to the Jack L. Hayes consultants. But since then, the numbers have soared far beyond their pre-COVID levels, reflecting persistent inflation, "less staff on sales floors," and "thieves viewing shoplifting as a high-reward, low-risk endeavor," their survey concluded.

Read Hayes is a former store detective with the scars to prove it. Back in the '90s, his hands were repeatedly cut by shoplifters' fingernails and pocketknives. These days, he runs the University of Florida's SaferPlaces Lab, which develops and tests innovations in shoplifting prevention. He's busier than ever. He told me he'd "seen surges before, but this is different--more significant, more widespread."

He said that "everything changed" with COVID, "including how you think about other people. Everybody around you is a threat to your health and safety." Store employees grew less willing to confront thieves, and lifters felt free to ignore shopkeepers' efforts to halt them. People seemed "quicker to go violent" against clerks who did intervene.

"People just seem bolder," Hayes told me. "We used to use shame as a deterrent, an informal sanction." At some point, it stopped working.

Hayes told me that shoplifting has become more common among both casual thieves and hardened professionals. On one end of the spectrum, videos on social media showing young people how easy it is to steal items they're not allowed to buy--cigarettes, beer--have gone viral, encouraging the curious to try their hand at it. On the other end, some people who formerly sold drugs are now drawn to big-ticket theft--power tools, TVs, laptops--because of the lower risk of punishment.

Thieves advertise their loot on Facebook and eBay, and trade tactical tips on Reddit as well as on more obscure sites. Online communities of pros and amateurs are occasionally shut down, but new ones pop up all the time. Many shoplifters are now trained by helpful online advisers to know precisely what to target. "They come into the store with a list," the senior retail executive told me. "They want Prevagen or Maybelline. They know when our delivery trucks arrive; they know when we stock the shelves. They know when we're lightly staffed."

The internet isn't just a place to garner tips. It has also, Hayes said, become a place "to showcase what you've stolen." Videos of shoplifters committing their crimes and showing off their loot have become internet mainstays, both a reflection of evolving attitudes toward retail theft and an encouragement for new practitioners. Videos tagged #haul--some set to the tune of Ayesha Erotica's "Real Messy Bitch" ("Yeah, I sca-a-am and I ro-o-ob, I'mma take everything that you go-o-ot ... I love robbery and fraud, I'm a shoplifting god")--feature slo-mo pans: energy drinks, candies, cleaning products.

The subreddit r/ShopliftersGoneWild, which has been around for two years and has 5,200 members, is run by a 53-year-old man in Florida who works from home for a medical company.  He asked not to be named, "because the internet is a crazy place." He's not a shoplifter himself; in fact, he's quite derisive of lifters. His wife works in retail and has long provided him with a steady supply of shoplifting stories at the dinner table. He told me that he launched the forum "to be funny"; he enjoys watching thieves and their critics go at each other in the comments.

GoneWild Man, as I'll call him, started off posting videos of encounters between clerks and thieves. But the subreddit morphed into a place where compulsive lifters talk about why they do it, and right-thinking Americans confront them with the damage they're doing to their own community.

"Some people love the risk," GoneWild Man told me. "It's the same adrenaline rush as skydiving, but a lot cheaper and safer." The lifters "try to claim 'we only do it from the big boxes, not the mom-and-pops,'" he said. "They make themselves out to be the good person." Or not: Some advise newbies to avoid problems by threatening store security guards that if they "touch me, I'll sue" or--an enduring legacy of COVID--"I'll cough on you."

GoneWild Man often struggles with a "moral dilemma": Should he shut down the subreddit, especially when he sees people encouraging crime by, say, offering instructions on how to remove security tags from expensive garments?




He says he likes that law-abiding people jump in, trying to talk lifters out of stealing more stuff. But he's under no illusions that his subreddit is converting thieves into upstanding citizens. It's hard to detect much shame among brazen lifters. He does, however, see some fear. Perhaps the most frequently asked question on the forum is: "Am I going to get busted?"

If there's one thing retailers agree on, it's that the courts will never make shoplifting a high-enough priority. The industry, therefore, devotes enormous energy to figuring out its own defense.

Kay Patel, an engineer for a tech company in Philadelphia, thought that owning a convenience store would be a rewarding side gig. What he didn't count on when he bought the store last October was about $200 to $300 in goods walking out the door every day. "This place is definitely harder than I thought it would be," he told me. "People came in and took whatever they wanted."

Temple University's campus police have a station down the block, and officers are in and out of Patel's shop all day. (Patel draws them in with free coffee.) Shoplifters paid the officers no mind. Kids would run in, grab snacks, and bolt. "You can't do anything," one of them taunted Patel. He had a point. Patel can't file an insurance claim without his rates shooting up. He doesn't want his seven employees chasing or grabbing lifters, because it's not worth the risk of violence. Patel had 16 cameras inside and outside the store, but his cashiers couldn't monitor the screens while they rang up purchases.

On a drizzly, gloomy day in May, I watched as a 15-year-old boy strolled toward the exit of Patel's store, sipping from a Big Gulp cup. From behind the counter, the cashier called to him: "Hey, kid!"

The kid wheeled around and held out his cup: "It's just water."

The cashier waved him on. Confrontation diffused. False alarm. What the kid didn't know was that seconds before the cashier had called out to him, the cashier's phone had buzzed with an alert. A few months earlier, Patel had installed a security-software product called Veesion--one of a slew of new programs that promise to catch thieves before they steal anything. The software, constantly scanning every aisle of the store, had captured the boy's image and used AI to analyze his movements. "Gesture close to body," said the alert, displaying an image of the boy holding his cup up against his chest.

Minutes later, another alert flashed on the cashier's phone: "Very suspicious," it said, showing a woman in the back of the store rummaging through her purse. The cashier looked up and saw the woman at the ATM machine. She'd been digging out her bank card.




The software picks up on the kinds of "suspicious cues" that the Atlanta-drugstore study found were the most accurate predictors of shoplifting behavior: people turning their head as they scan the aisles, nervously playing with products, looking for cameras or security tags. Alerts fly when people reach into their pockets, open their handbag, stick a hand inside their jacket. Patel says that Veesion alerts him and his employees 50 to 60 times a day, and about half are false alarms. In the week before my visit to the store, one alert was triggered by a man nonchalantly loading some 30 cans of Red Bull into his backpack. When the cashier confronted the man, he dropped the bag and left, Patel told me. This, he added, happens in many cases when a shoplifter is called out. He told me that his losses have fallen to maybe $75 a day.

Video and AI solutions are all the rage at loss-prevention trade shows. FaceFirst, for example, promises to "instantly detect habitual shoplifters" by running customers' faces through a database of proven thieves. There's talk of creating a surveillance network across the retail industry that would allow stores to share images of alleged or convicted shoplifters.

AI doesn't get bored monitoring video, so it can watch the parking lot and alert store clerks if someone walks toward the shop carrying a crowbar. "Hey, manager, do you want to lock the front door?" the bot might ask. But such technologies also raise the creepiness factor and its more serious corollary: the potential that someone will perceive racial discrimination and take action against your business.

Read: Defund facial recognition before it's too late

Still, the products keep coming. An Irish program, Everseen, recognizes when customers at self-checkout stations mis-scan products (for example, waving a barcode filched from some cheap product over the scanner instead of the one on the steak they're putting in their bag).

Big home-improvement chains have developed power tools that remain deactivated until they're purchased. Grocery chains in the U.K. are storing expensive meats in a case that opens only after checkout. Some supermarkets have shopping carts that jam if they approach the store exit without clearing the checkout lane--an extra security layer that may slow down shoplifters but can also make consumers "feel corralled," says Emmeline Taylor, a criminologist at City, University of London who studies retail theft. Last year, Walgreens opened a store in Chicago in which most products have been removed from the open shelves and customers must order at a kiosk up front, whereupon a clerk retrieves their items from storage.

Barbara Staib, an executive at the National Association for Shoplifting Prevention, has been at this for a quarter of a century. She's seen fancy fixes come and go. "You can keep going with your technology and your solutions and all the innovation in the world, but if you don't address motivations, you're not going to get anywhere," she told me. That could mean getting shoplifters into counseling, rehab programs, food-assistance services, and job-training classes. Sometimes, especially with casual thieves, a few hours of education about the impact that shoplifting can have on their own friends and family--raising prices, closing stores--can make a difference. Staib's organization offers a four-hour course focused on sending shoplifters the message that their behavior isn't harmless. It seems to help: A four-year study in King County, Washington, found that fewer than 6 percent of young people who finished the course were nabbed again for shoplifting.

Such efforts won't stop organized retail crime, Staib conceded, but they might help the many occasional shoplifters who think thievery is no big deal. "These people you can educate," she told me. "We can't stop them; we have to get them to stop themselves."

But the surge in shoplifting is one piece of a larger collapse of the social forces that once restrained wayward behavior at least as much as the law did: trust, guilt, and shame. It took a lot to get us to this point--huge technological and psychological disruption; the atomization of American life by the anonymity of the internet; the isolation imposed by COVID lockdowns, which eroded many people's sense of empathy; a lack of consequences for stealing, attributable to reductions in policing and store staffing. It's hard to see how better surveillance cameras and longer prison terms, let alone programs like Staib's, could roll back such powerful changes in how we live.

Maybe GoneWild Man was right when he said, "It's just okay to be a bad person now."



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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Afghan Women Have Been Brought Back in Time

"Every morning we are waking up with a new Taliban rule limiting us in every way they could; rules for our body, hair, education, and now our voices."

by Bushra Seddique




Mariam was 12 years old when a relative sold her into a marriage with a 40-year-old soldier in the Taliban, who was already married. She was repeatedly sexually and physically assaulted. By the time she was 19, she had four children. Mariam's story is not unusual; her four sisters each had similar experiences, as have countless other Afghan women. I know this all too well--I was born in Afghanistan during the Taliban's first regime, and left the country when the United States withdrew its troops in 2021. I have friends who still live there. (Mariam is not a real name; like many of the women I spoke with for this story, this person asked me to protect her identity for fear of retribution.)

The events of recent years have been a terrible form of whiplash. After the 2001 U.S.-led invasion overthrew the Taliban and a democratic government was established, new women's-rights advocacy groups proliferated. With their help, Mariam was eventually able to leave the marriage. Millions of other Afghan women experienced new freedoms in those years. The government reopened the schools and universities for women. Under the new constitution, women were guaranteed the right to work, vote, and participate in public life. The Ministry of Women was created to protect these rights. Now, though, Mariam is once again living under a Taliban regime, this time with even more oppressive rules. "Every morning we are waking up with a new Taliban rule limiting us in every way they could; rules for our body, hair, education, and now our voices," Mariam told me. "If the Taliban continues, Afghanistan will soon become a graveyard for women and young girls, and the world will just watch."

Ian Fritz: What I learned while eavesdropping on the Taliban

The question Mariam and other Afghan women are now asking is whether the international community will come to their aid once again. In August, the Taliban issued a 114-page, 35-article set of restrictive laws, approved by their supreme leader, Hibatullah Akhundzada. The document takes many basic freedoms away from the country's women, prohibiting them from singing publicly or looking at men other than their husband and relatives, and requiring them to cover their bodies and faces in public. Many of these restrictions have been enforced since the Taliban took control of the government in August 2021, but until now, they were not the official law.

For weeks, there was little sign that the international community would step in. But last month, in a historic move, Australia, Canada, Germany, and the Netherlands filed a case against the Taliban under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). This case will take the Taliban to the International Court of Justice, in The Hague. It is the first time that a group of countries has taken another nation to the ICJ for CEDAW violations. The Taliban now has six months to respond to the complaint. For the Afghan women I spoke with, the new case is an important step toward justice. "This is great progress to end gender apartheid and persecution," said Muhiba Ruzbehan, 46, who lived under the first Taliban regime and now works in medicine in London. Many of them consider the mere filing of the lawsuit an achievement, but what they want is a favorable ruling from the International Court of Justice. Until then, a lawsuit is just a lot of paper.

For many who lived during the Taliban's first regime, the newly instated laws are frightening flashbacks to the brutal rules of the late '90s. Back then, Ruzbehan served as a doctor's assistant in a Taliban military hospital. She saw women whose hands had been cut off, brought in for treatment by Taliban commanders proud of their abuse. She saw women who had been flogged and seriously injured for merely speaking with a man. She saw bodies of women who had been stoned to death for adultery. "I am deeply heartbroken and disappointed to see the Taliban's second term is even more radical compared to their first regime," she told me.

From the September 2022 issue: I smuggled my laptop past the Taliban so I could write this story

Younger women who don't remember the earlier regime are now experiencing a constrained life they had long heard about from their mother and grandmothers. I spoke with Salehi, 27, who is from Badakhshan, the northeasternmost province of Afghanistan. When the Taliban banned women from certain kinds of work in December 2022, she lost her job as a data-entry clerk. Salehi was terrified by the Taliban's new laws, and fearful of worse yet to come. "Dying is better for us rather than living with these limitations," she told me.

Hamida, 28, is a women's-rights advocate living in Kabul. She is not married, and lives on her own. She told me that the Taliban's laws are making her life extremely hard. She fears that if the country's leaders find out she has no husband, they will force her to marry, or send her back to her family in nearby Bamyan, which would mean the end of many things she hoped for and worked hard for.

Ever since the U.S. left the country in 2021, millions of Afghan women have felt abandoned by the international community. The Taliban's laws have violated their basic human rights day in and day out. But the women I spoke with told me that although the Taliban has brought back the oppression of its first regime, not all is the same. They--the women--have changed. They attended school and experienced living under a democratic government. They know they have rights. The new case at the ICJ, they pray, is a sign that maybe, just maybe, the rest of the world knows this too.
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<em>GLP-1</em> Is Going the Way of <em>Gut Health</em>

Supplements that are labeled as "GLP-1 boosters" are everywhere. They're nothing like Ozempic.

by Yasmin Tayag




If you had come across the abbreviation GLP-1 a few years ago, chances are you'd have had no idea what it stood for. Intro to Greek lyric poetry? Low-level Great Lakes precipitation? A member of the 1990s rap group Get Low Playaz?



These days, the initialism is much more recognizable. The new blockbuster obesity drugs, made famous by Ozempic, are collectively known as GLP-1 agonists, for the hormone they mimic in the body: glucagon-like peptide 1. It's impossible to hear about the voraciously in-demand drugs without encountering the term. GLP-1 is mentioned 10 seconds into a Good Morning America segment on Ozempic, and frequently turns up in publications as varied as Good Housekeeping and Rolling Stone.



Now, of course, the wellness industry is trying to get in on the GLP-1 craze. Supplements that are labeled with the term are everywhere. A brand called Supergut, available at chains such as Target and GNC, markets a "GLP-1 Booster" powder. Lemme, a company owned by Kourtney Kardashian, sells a "GLP-1 Daily" pill. These GLP-1 supplements are marketed as an alternative to obesity drugs--even though they have little in common with the drugs. To the wellness industry, GLP-1's actual significance doesn't seem to matter nearly as much as its association with thinness. Stripped of all meaning, GLP-1 can be used to sell just about anything.



The obesity-drug boom makes GLP-1 seem almost miraculous. Semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) are synthetic versions of GLP-1. They can quiet hunger and food cravings, leading to weight loss. Supplements suggest that they can do the same. Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic gives users "the power to boost this powerful hormone." Calocurb's GLP-1 Activator offers "natural appetite management support." GLP-1 Boost Tea, from Happyself, is "inspired by the benefits of Ozempic & Semaglutide."



Ozempic isn't the only way to boost GLP-1--the hormone kicks in after every meal. "Eating food will elevate GLP-1," Richard Bloomer, a supplement expert at the University of Memphis, told me. When food reaches the small intestine, it triggers the release of GLP-1, leading to a feeling of fullness, and stimulates the release of insulin, which lowers blood sugar. GLP-1 supplements claim--correctly!--that a particular blend of nutrients can coax more GLP-1 out of the body. Metabolism Ignite, from a company called Veracity, includes green-coffee-bean extract, which was associated with a small uptick in GLP-1 in one study.



Here's the catch: GLP-1 supplements are like Ozempic in the way that peewee football is like the NFL. The drugs reach "manyfold higher levels of GLP-1" than any food, Dariush Mozaffarian, a professor at Tufts Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy, told me. Consider Lemme's pills, which contain three plant-derived substances, including a lemon extract. In a 30-person, industry-funded study, lemon extract raised GLP-1 levels by 17 percent after participants took the extract for 12 weeks. In comparison, obesity drugs increase GLP-1 by more than 1,000 percent. The synthetic GLP-1 in obesity drugs lingers in the body for weeks after being injected; meanwhile, GLP-1 produced by the body is degraded within minutes, so hunger quickly returns.



GLP-1 products, for the most part, are just repackaging common supplement ingredients. Some are bacteria-based: Pendulum, whose chief communications officer is the actor Halle Berry, sells a product called GLP-1 Probiotic, not to be confused with pills from a different company, Codeage, called GLP-1 Probiotic+. Other brands that claim to boost GLP-1 are functionally just selling fiber: Supergut's product, a powder that can be added to drinks or food, contains six grams of probiotic fiber, about the same as a pear.



At best, a GLP-1 supplement might expand on the effects of foods generally considered "good for you," including unsaturated fats from avocados, nuts, flaxseed, and olive oil; some proteins, such as those from egg whites; and prebiotic fiber from certain legumes, whole grains, and fruits. These have all been shown to raise GLP-1, Mozaffarian told me.



But when one takes these supplements, increasing GLP-1 isn't really the point. What people actually care about is the secondary effect of having high GLP-1--that is, weight loss. But again, that's hardly guaranteed. Boosting GLP-1 through a supplement "doesn't really mean a whole lot, because the half-life is so short--but even if it is elevated, we don't really know if it's going to cause any of those beneficial effects," such as weight loss, Bloomer said. Certainly, consuming fiber helps you feel fuller for longer. But you don't have to be a nutritionist to know that it won't slim your waistline like the obesity drugs do.



In that sense, GLP-1 boosters aren't so different from any old weight-loss supplement already on the market: They don't reliably hold up to all the breathless marketing. GLP-1 is just the latest addition to the list of health terms that have been absorbed and watered down by the wellness space. Sometimes they're jammed together on the label of a single product, as if doing so compounds their healthiness. The marketing copy for Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic manages to fit in references to "metabolic health," the "gut microbiome," "postbiotics," and "gut health," together with the usual jargon related to GLP-1.



If you spend too much time looking at these products, all of these terms start to blur together. Probiotics, electrolytes, protein, adaptogens--does anyone really understand what these words mean, and more important, do they care? Maybe not. But the fact that something sounds healthy makes it good enough to sell products. People may not know what GLP-1 is or does, but it certainly seems like it has something to do with losing weight.



The wellness industry commonly uses sly marketing to sell products of dubious effectiveness, but there's something especially unnerving about its attempt to move into the obesity-drug space. Demand for Ozempic and its kin is tremendous, but many people can't access these drugs because of cost and supply issues. For people desperate to get on the drugs, GLP-1 supplements may seem like an easy substitute. They might even be convinced that these supplements are the better option: Supergut, according to its marketing, is "non-pharmaceutical, affordable, convenient, and comes with none of the unpleasant side effects" of the obesity drugs, "offering a sustainable approach to achieve lasting results." Other brands use phrases such as "hunger quieting" and "curbs cravings," borrowed directly from the Ozempic playbook. Like the obesity drugs themselves, GLP-1 supplements are meant to be taken continuously; most companies offer monthly subscriptions to their products (a six-month supply of Lemme's pills, for example, costs $378).



At one point, it seemed as though the new obesity drugs would doom weight-loss supplements for good. The drugs spurred greater and faster weight loss, in a wider range of people, than any other product in history. In response, the supplement industry has rebranded its offerings to mirror the competition, down to the language it uses. GLP-1 supplements don't even come close to the real thing. But they sure look like it.
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The Branch of Philosophy All Parents Should Know

Care ethics just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children.

by Elissa Strauss




Of the many challenges I encountered as a parent of young children, the biggest was trying to answer the question: Am I doing a good job? I found plenty of people, drawing on expertise in biology, psychology, economics, and evolutionary history, eager to offer opinions and tips. Some of this information was useful. But none of it gave me what I really wanted--a big-picture vision of what it meant to be a "good" parent, or of what I fundamentally owed my kids.

Care is as much practical work as it is psychological, ethical, and spiritual. Yet parenting seemed to be missing in a substantial way from the sources that I and many other people use to understand their place in the world. Religion, classic novels, philosophy, even economics have long presented the intellectual and emotional work of parenting as a footnote to the human story, rather than as a major plot point. I craved a body of thought that treated parenting as worthy of serious inquiry and established care as central to our moral concerns. I wanted context for the epiphanies and perplexities I was experiencing daily. So I went searching. And, in due course, I found my way to a branch of philosophy known as care ethics.

A confession: I had little interest in philosophy before becoming a parent. My previous exposure to the subject had consisted of a few weeks of Philosophy 101, during which far-out theoreticals such as the "trolley problem" dominated the discussion. What, I wondered then, could gaming out what I would do in the unlikeliest of situations teach me about how to deal with the day-to-day conundrums of undergrad life?

But care ethics has made me something of a philosophy convert. In this system of thought, relationships in which one human relies on another, including those between parent and child, are treated with rigor and depth. Care ethicists spend their days contemplating subjects such as the essence of what it means to care well for another, and how this care intersects with people's capacity to be "good" or to live what they might call "the good life"--or, to honor the way care ethics keeps the subjective nature of experience front of mind, "a good life."

Care ethics is, in a sense, anti-trolley-problem philosophy. Abstract scenarios tend to focus on one moment. Care ethics focuses on moral matters that take place over time, just as relationships do. And it doesn't shy away from the fact that the moral decisions people might make involving their spouse or children are probably different from those they would make involving friends or strangers. "There is so much gray area with care," Maurice Hamington, a care ethicist and Portland State University philosophy professor, told me. "Care is sloppy and messy, and you get your hands dirty, and there is so much that constantly needs to be negotiated," which is most likely one reason philosophers have historically avoided the subject. "It's not the kind of philosophy that you can put on a bumper sticker."

As many care ethicists are apt to point out, when people reflect on their life, burrowing around for what really matters and who they really are, the care they gave and the care they received is almost always top of mind. Yet philosophical reckonings with morality have long failed to acknowledge this. Thinkers have instead been preoccupied with defining right or wrong based on interactions between independents, two people who are essentially equals. But humans spend much of their lives in dependency relationships: We start as children dependent on parents, become adults who care for our children, move on to caring for our parents or other adults, and later become older and require care again. Not always in that order, not always with all the steps. But true independence is the anomaly, not the norm.

Read: Why don't we teach people how to parent?

Care ethicists endeavor to confront the depths to which humans have needs, feelings, and bodies that break. Work in this area began with the psychologist Carol Gilligan, who in the late 1970s began questioning studies that had suggested that girls were less morally developed than boys. Gilligan's research, featured in her 1982 book, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development, found that women and girls weren't lacking in the ability to contend with moral questions, as earlier thinkers had argued, but that they instead had a different approach to figuring out right and wrong. When working through ethical dilemmas, girls, Gilligan found, were inclined to consider the particulars of relationships alongside big moral ideals and virtues. A girl might be more willing to lie to protect someone she cares about, for instance, while a boy might be more determined to tell the truth no matter the personal fallout, because he values honesty as an ethical principle.

Inspired by Gilligan's work, some philosophers, most of them women, started considering the absence of care relationships in their own discipline--a field not coincidentally dominated by men. One of the first books to consider the moral dynamics of interpersonal caregiving was Nel Noddings's 1984 work, Caring: A Relational Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (the original subtitle used A Feminine Approach). Noddings--who had 10 children, described herself as "incurably domestic," and began her philosophy career in her 40s--wrote that the care we receive as children serves as the foundation of our impulse to be good, and that this is something we might carry for the rest of our days. This represented a departure from much of the dry, objective reasoning by earlier philosophers, many of whom saw emotional relationships and domestic life as obstacles to clear-headed moral thinking.

Today, care ethics is in what Hamington, the Portland State ethicist, described to me as a "golden age." More thinkers are working on care through various lenses, including the interpersonal, the political, and the spaces where the two meet. This development comes at a pivotal time, as American politicians, including Kamala Harris, Tim Walz, and J. D. Vance, are not only debating the best ways to support parents and other caregivers but also talking about how their care experiences shaped their character and fitness to lead their country.

Read: The GOP's pro-family delusion

A relatively recent attempt to integrate care into everyday thinking is the Social Science of Caregiving. The project, based at Stanford University, is led by the UC Berkeley psychology professor Alison Gopnik, who has brought together economists, philosophers, biologists, and psychologists to better understand the nature of caregiving. It's a subject "whose time has come," Gopnik told me. One of the project's big aims, she said, is to consider the ways in which government policies and culture rest on the assumption that people are independent, and to reimagine a social contract that acknowledges the ubiquity of dependency.

American society, in which support for caregivers lags far behind that in other developed nations, is not yet structured to reflect this ubiquity. I have learned from care ethicists that when a country truly supports parents and caregivers, when it treats care as a core value, it doesn't just offer people relief in the form of rest and financial resources. It also increases and embraces the possibility that people might grow from the experience of caring for others--that they might see care, the giving and receiving of it, as an indispensable part of living "the good life."

The more I put care at the center of my moral accounting, the more I started to consider it a clear and obvious part of a rich, meaningful existence--the kind of subject worthy of dinner-party conversations with my smartest friends. Many of the philosophers I spoke with felt the same. I've never come across a care ethicist who would argue that parenting and other caregiving inevitably make us better, more enlightened people. But many told me that they believe it can lead to substantial growth when accompanied with self-awareness and curiosity.

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

An important part of this process is learning to wrestle with vulnerability--one of care ethics' core preoccupations. "Vulnerability is not really something discussed in other philosophical circles," Daniel Engster, a University of Houston political philosopher, told me. This is because our capacity to be hurt or feel weak takes us out of the realm of abstraction--the stuff on which so much theory is based--and into the unruly complexity of human connection. "In care ethics," Engster said, "vulnerability is not something to be shunned or ashamed of. It is a real moral concept." Should a care ethicist ever be forced to come up with a bumper sticker, it would probably mention vulnerability.

Some care ethicists focus mainly on the care recipient's vulnerability. In this view, my big ethical job as a parent is to pay close attention to my children, attempt to understand their needs and desires, and act accordingly; my agenda for them should not really be in the picture. Other ethicists, such as Engster, make room for parents' vulnerability and desires. Engster believes that parents and other caregivers can play a role in determining a child's needs, but that this must stem from deep engagement with that child and curiosity about who they are. "I like to think of good care as a dance," he said. "Whoever is leading may have some idea of where and how caring should go, but it has to be constantly responsive to the one being cared for, trying to match their steps."

Crucially, alongside these visions of what constitutes good care sit equally useful ideas about what good care is not. "Care is not altruism," Hamington told me, pointing to one of the most damaging misunderstandings about parenting. For me, learning this distinction felt like the unfogging of a mirror, a sense of finally being seen and seeing myself clearly as a parent. By removing care from the realm of selflessness, I felt relieved of a certain variety of mom guilt--the kind that grows from the cultural pressure to suppress my needs while trying to meet the needs of my kids. Such pressure obscures one of the highest aims of good care, which is to model for children how to listen carefully to themselves and other people, the Penn State philosophy professor and ethicist Sarah Clark Miller told me. "If we are cared for in our neediness and vulnerability when we're young," Miller said, "we learn to make meaning in ways that help us weather the bad, amplify the good, and generally be humans who can connect well with others."

Read: How to quit intensive parenting

In the child-rearing equation, our culture tends to see parents as the fixed factor and children as the variable factor. Children get to grow, while parents are expected to be a steady, stabilizing force. How boring. Care ethics helped me see myself as a variable factor as well. As a result, I feel not only liberated from a checklist approach to parenthood but also more able to see the challenges of parenting as a fulfilling intellectual and emotional exercise. As I help my children learn to make meaning of their own lives, I am discovering ways to make meaning in my own.

Today, if someone were to demand a definition of "good" parenting from me, I think I would start with Engster's dance. Success isn't meeting a set of external expectations, or maintaining a particular mood or Instagram-approved vocal register. Success is being present in the chaos of the exchange and accepting that my kids and I will have moments of knowing and not knowing, speaking and listening, holding on and letting go. Success is knowing that this dance is some of the hardest work I will ever do in my life, that I will not always be up for it, and that I will make plenty of mistakes. It also means owning these mistakes in front of my kids--because I, too, get to be vulnerable. Care, in other words, is real life. Important life. Understanding this has helped me to live what I would call a good one.



  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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A Trump Loyalist on the Brink

Representative Scott Perry of Pennsylvania is the nation's most vulnerable MAGA Republican.

by Russell Berman




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


Scott Perry seemed to be in a good mood. When I found him on a recent Saturday, the Pennsylvania representative was visiting a local Republican office, joking with volunteers as he helped them prepare campaign materials for canvassers who would be knocking doors later that day. Perry was friendly with me too, until I asked whether he regretted any of his actions leading up to January 6.

That's when I got a taste of Perry's pugilistic side, which has both endeared him to conservative hard-liners and convinced Democrats that they can defeat him next month.

"And what were those actions, sir?" he replied, as if testing me.

Perry, a former chair of the far-right House Freedom Caucus who was first elected in 2012, had reportedly done plenty to aid former President Donald Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election. The FBI seized Perry's cellphone in 2022, which led to the revelation of text messages showing his extensive attempts to install an attorney general who would help keep Trump in office. Perry's preferred candidate was Jeffrey Clark, a now-indicted Department of Justice official whose main qualification was spreading claims of election fraud.

I started by noting that Perry was the one who'd introduced Trump and Clark. He cut me off.

"An introduction?" he said, incredulously. "Is that illegal now?" Perry accused me of repeating "a narrative that has been promoted by the left" that the mainstream media have refused to verify. "Somebody said, Can you introduce me? I said sure," he explained, saying it was no different than if he had introduced me to one of his aides standing nearby. "So no, I'm not embarrassed."

David A. Graham: The real weaponization of the Department of Justice

Whether Perry agrees with it or not, the "narrative" about his role ahead of the January 6 assault on the Capitol is part of why he's the most vulnerable Trump loyalist in the House. "For a lot of normie, older Republicans, all that January 6 stuff was really a line of demarcation," Christopher Nicholas, a GOP strategist who lives in Perry's district, told me. In their hunt for a House majority, Democrats are targeting Perry like never before, and they're running a candidate, the former local-news anchor Janelle Stelson, who can match both his regional fame and his fundraising.

The race could help determine the House majority, and in the state that could decide the presidency, Perry is once again sharing a ballot with the ally he tried to keep in office four years ago. The issues that have defined Trump's comeback attempt--immigration, abortion, trying to overturn the 2020 election--have also figured prominently in Perry's race. Until this year, Perry had demonstrated even more political resilience than Trump; he outran him in 2020, winning his district while Trump narrowly lost Pennsylvania. That might not be the case in November. Both of their races are toss-ups, but at the moment, the bigger underdog might be Perry.

Perry's district, which includes Harrisburg as well as nearby suburbs and small towns, became significantly bluer after Pennsylvania's Supreme Court redrew the state's congressional map in 2018. Trump won the new district by just four points in 2020, and two years later, the Democrat Josh Shapiro carried it by 12 points during his victorious campaign for governor.

Perry's district may have shifted, but he has not. He's a small-government conservative known for opposing bipartisan deals in Washington and prodding GOP leaders to dig in against Democrats, even if it results in a government shutdown or a debt default. Perry scoffs at "so-called Republicans" who say he should moderate his stances or his approach in order to accommodate the additional Democrats he now represents. "Doing the right thing is always doing the right thing," he told me.

So far, his stubbornness has paid off. After winning a close race in 2018, he's padded his margins in each of the past two elections. In 2022, he defeated the Democrat Shamaine Daniels, a member of the Harrisburg city council, by more than seven points, running well ahead of the Republican candidates for Senate and governor in Pennsylvania that year. "That is a mystery to a lot of us," State Representative Patty Kim, a Democrat running for a state-senate seat in the area, told me. "He goes further right, and he gets away with it."

For Perry, what's changed this year is Stelson, whose decades on television in the Harrisburg market have made her a local celebrity and the most formidable challenger he has faced. "She's a trusted voice in the community," Shapiro, who has campaigned for Stelson, told me in a phone interview. "She's been in people's living rooms for so many years." I followed her as she canvassed a mostly Republican neighborhood that has been shifting left. People greeted her with the slightly startled look of finding a TV star at their doorstep. "Oh my goodness, Janelle Stelson," Jeff White, a 66-year-old retired welder, told her. "You look even prettier in person than you do in the news." Another man didn't even wait for a knock on the door. He called out to her on the street, "Janelle, I'm voting for you!"

Stelson relishes these encounters. She tends to deviate from the list of houses that her campaign prepares for her, in search of harder targets. "My favorite words in the English language are I'm a Republican, and I'm voting for you," she told me with a laugh. Stelson used to be a registered Republican, although she told me she hasn't voted for a GOP presidential candidate since Ronald Reagan. She made sure her viewers knew nothing about her politics. "That makes them not hate you," she said.

Democrats have found sufficient GOP support for Stelson to make them optimistic about her chances. Stelson told me her internal polls show her slightly ahead, and a survey released last week by a Harrisburg-based polling firm found her leading Perry by nine points. She has raised more than $4.5 million and, as of July, had more cash than Perry, who's had to spend a considerable amount of his campaign funds on legal fees related to the 2020 election. (In 2022, by contrast, Daniels raised less than $500,000.) In an indication that Republicans are worried about Perry, the House GOP's main super PAC began airing ads in his district.

Stelson describes herself as centrist, and although she mostly sticks to her party's line on issues such as abortion and voting rights, she is more hawkish on immigration than even the most conservative Democrats. During a debate with Perry last week, she largely backed Trump's call for the mass deportation of undocumented immigrants (though she conceded that she doesn't know how that might be accomplished). As part of her bid to win over Trump voters, Stelson declined for months to endorse Kamala Harris. When I asked her if she was voting for Harris, she replied that she would "absolutely support the Democratic ticket," and then asked to go off the record. During the debate two days later, she confirmed that she would vote for Harris.

Stelson's lack of a voting record--or really any history of expressing political views--has made her a difficult target for Republicans, who have tried criticizing her for living a few miles outside the district. "If you had to be nitpicky, that's a big issue. But for me, it's not," Kim, the Democratic state representative, told me. Although Stelson has worked in the district for decades, Kim suggested that she may have taken a risk by not moving before the election: "I think there was an easy fix, but I respect her decision."

Stelson says she decided to run after the Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022. She recalls being on air when the ruling came down, trying to keep her composure while describing the jubilant reactions of Republicans, particularly Perry. Abortion became a driving issue for Stelson's campaign, and Perry has struggled to articulate a consistent position. He's said the issue should be left to the states, and like Trump, he backs exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. But he has co-sponsored legislation called the Life at Conception Act, which guarantees "the right to life" for all people and says that a human life begins at "the moment of fertilization." The bill doesn't mention abortion, but Democrats say it would effectively ban the procedure. When I asked him whether he'd support a federal abortion ban with the exceptions he's laid out, he said, "We don't need to have that." But he wouldn't rule out voting for one if it came to the House floor: "I'm not going to get into hypotheticals."

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

Perry is also elusive on a question that's tripped up other Trump loyalists, most recently the vice-presidential nominee J. D. Vance: Did Joe Biden win the 2020 election? "Biden received the electoral votes necessary to win," he told me. "I was right there at his inauguration. I saw him put his hand on the Bible," Perry continued. "So there is no doubt that Joe Biden is the president." I was surprised to hear this from the man who'd suggested to the Trump administration that people in Italy might have used military satellites to manipulate the vote count. So I tried a second time: Did Biden legitimately win the election? Again, Perry pointed to Biden's Electoral College win. He bristled when I asked whether Trump should stop telling voters that the election was stolen. "Should Donald Trump give up his First Amendment rights because you don't like what he says?" Perry replied. Is Trump wrong? "Why don't you ask Donald Trump that."

I saw a different side of Perry as I accompanied him across his district. Trailed by a few aides but no TV cameras, Perry evinced a childlike enthusiasm while doing things that many candidates treat as requisite indignities of political life. At a local fair, he seemed to genuinely enjoy feeding goats and playing carnival games. (Perry drew the line at the mechanical bull: "There's the headline: 'Candidate Breaks Back.'") In the newer, bluer part of his district, he attended an event at a community garden where a mural was being unveiled. He gleefully stuck his hands in paint and planted them on the mural, along with neighborhood children. Unlike almost everyone else, he made his prints upside down.

When Perry was a child, he moved to Pennsylvania with his mother, the daughter of Colombian immigrants. They were escaping his abusive father and lived for a time in a house without electricity or running water. "We often ate food that was not only day-old but expired," Perry said during his debate with Stelson. "But we got through it." During his 2018 campaign, he said he'd been "embarrassed and humiliated to be on public assistance."

Few people know Perry better than Lauren Muglia. The two met in the Army in the early 1990s, and when he went into politics, she became his chief of staff. "We fight like cats and dogs, and that's how it's been for 30 years," she told me as we walked through the fair. When Perry loaded up on chocolate treats at a bake sale, Muglia joked about his addiction to chocolate. "I represent Hershey!" he replied. Muglia told me that Perry enjoys arguing with his staff, especially when they encourage him to take a more moderate stance. "He's not a person who likes yes-men," she told me. I got the sense that Muglia wishes more voters saw the Perry she knows--a demanding boss but also a loyal friend.

The deprivation Perry experienced in his childhood was worse than what he's shared publicly, Muglia told me. He and his brother would sometimes scrounge for food in dumpsters. His mother would post ads in newspapers in search of people who could watch them for weeks at a time while she worked as a flight attendant. As a 4-year-old, Perry would cry for hours when his mother dropped him and his brother off. One couple who was taking care of them left him in a shed used for storing corn so they wouldn't have to hear him scream. After Perry stayed there, he told Muglia, the couple made headlines when a child died in their care. Perry recounted this story to her a few years ago without any emotion, but she was brought to tears.

Learning about another child's suffering helped prompt Perry to change his mind on marijuana policy--the one issue on which he will admit to moderating his views over the years. Perry had been opposed to any legalization of cannabis, but he began hearing from constituents who benefitted from medical CBD. The conversation that finally flipped him, Muglia told me, was when a father told Perry about his epileptic daughter, who had 400 seizures a week and had to travel to Colorado to receive medical-CBD treatment. "I became convinced that I was in the wrong place," Perry told me.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Yet for the most part, he remains as unyielding as ever, and that, more than anything, might prove to be his undoing. He usually finds a reason to vote no, and not only on Democratic proposals. For much of the campaign, Stelson has criticized Perry for opposing abortion rights and for his role leading up to January 6, but in the closing weeks, she is focusing just as much on casting him as a cause of Washington's dysfunction.

The House Republican majority, distracted by leadership battles, has been historically unproductive, and Perry is often in the middle of the party's infighting. Even when Congress has managed to enact significant legislation, Stelson points out, Perry has usually tried to stop it. Indeed, Democrats have found that highlighting Perry's opposition to popular bipartisan bills, such as the 2021 infrastructure package and legislation extending health benefits to military veterans exposed to toxic burn pits, is their most effective message.

Perry justifies his "no" votes by saying that the bills he opposed spent too much money on unnecessary things. And he's tried to appeal to voters beyond his base by pointing out that some of the proposals that he fought came from Republicans. "When the stuff that is unaffordable, unnecessary, unwanted, outweighs the stuff that we need, I'm going to vote the way I need to," he told me. For Perry, in other words, the bad parts of legislation too often outweigh the good. His trouble is that, come November, voters in his district might make the same judgment about him.
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Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?

Yet another reminder of how good writing jobs are hard to come by.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.

AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was originally called 3nder, pronounced "Thrinder," which quickly led the company to receive a trademark-infringement complaint from Tinder. (Rebranding might have been a good idea anyway, as some initially perceived both the name and the app itself to be corny and embarrassing.) Feeld got a chic makeover last year, then worked through some major technical glitches and is now known as an all-purpose dating app with a uniquely broad range of options for identifying one's sexual and relationship preferences. It remains especially popular with people seeking nonmonogamous connections.

Read: The woman who made online dating into a "science"

To expand its cultural cachet, the app is now joining many other tech companies and venture-capital-funded start-ups that have spun up media outlets in recent years. Previously, these publications have tended not to have protracted life spans. The buzzy, VC-funded luggage start-up Away had a magazine, Here, that quietly stopped publishing in 2020. The direct-to-consumer mattress brand Casper launched Woolly (after folding another online publication, Van Winkle's); it did not last. Dollar Shave Club funded the popular website MEL until 2021 and then just stopped; Snapchat funded the popular website Real Life until 2022 and then just stopped. There were magazines by Airbnb and Uber and Bumble, and now there are not. Tech gets into magazines for a good time, not a long time.

Still, for journalists who are staring down a crumbling media business--one that teeters on the edge of "extinction" because of anemic traffic, a poor ad market, and burned-out readers, as Clare Malone argued in The New Yorker earlier this year--this arrangement is better than nothing.

AFM is co-edited by Maria Dimitrova, a longtime Feeld employee who previously created the company's U.K.-based literary journal, Mal, which ran for five issues, and by Haley Mlotek, who has held many jobs in media, including as the editor of The Hairpin, a feminist website that folded in 2018, and as an editor at The Village Voice, the legendary alt weekly that collapsed in 2017 but recently has been resurrected as a mostly online property. Mlotek applied for a copywriting job at Feeld in the fall of 2022 to supplement her freelance-writing income, and the company emailed her back to ask her to edit a magazine instead.

"I have a lot of experience working for really wonderful, beloved, in my opinion excellent publications that just no longer exist," she told me. AFM is two things at once: a magazine and an advertising campaign for Feeld. Mlotek said she's hopeful that this model is at least as sustainable as anything else. She gestured at a history of publications being funded by single businesses or brands, citing European department stores that produced their own magazines beginning in the late 1800s. AFM's title is also a direct reference to the frustrating state of the media industry, Mlotek explained. Obviously it's about sex, but it is also a reference to how wild starting a magazine, of all things, is right now: It reflects "the frustrations and the risks and the thrill of trying to produce a print publication at this moment in time," she said. "It's a joke, but it's so serious."

Read: The "dating market" is getting worse

Feeld has no plans for AFM to make any of its own money. The only ads in the first issue are in-kind ads for other magazines, including n+1 and The Drift. The idea is more that it will "bring back a bit of romance to dating," Dimitrova told me, which might naturally help Feeld's business. This is a task that a lot of dating apps are struggling with: The experience of using a smartphone to look for sex and love has started to feel numbing and hopeless to many people. The dating app Hinge also recently debuted an online zine that is more explicitly a marketing campaign--love stories written by cool writers, including R. O. Kwon and Brontez Purnell, accessible via QR code on the subway--presumably with the same goal. In so much as AFM can be a successful ad for Feeld, it will suggest to its readers that Feeld is the app for creative people who are deeply thoughtful, imaginative, funny, and smart--that using the app will not make a person feel as though every potential match might be a bot, an idiot, or a freak.

The first issue of AFM has contributions from a number of prominent writers, including Tony Tulathimutte, Hanif Abdurraqib, and Allison P. Davis. Many of the contributors, the editors said, are Feeld users themselves; some of the poetry in the issue, including "Self Portrait as the Tree of Knowledge (a.k.a. Trans Poetica)," by Delilah McCrea, was selected from open submissions solicited directly in the app. A reported feature on masculinity and bisexuality, written by the novelist Fan Wu, sourced interview subjects from Feeld. It's a healthy combination of sexy stuff, sweet stuff, and serious stuff--one photo essay of people in their homes getting ready for dates and one accompanying a guide to making your own latex.

A funny work of fiction by the writer Ashani Lewis is made up of several distinct "breakup fantasies," including one about ending a relationship with someone by tossing a sex toy they gave you into a body of water and watching it drift away. An essay by the 96-year-old filmmaker James Ivory, about coming of age in Palm Springs and later spending an evening hanging out around Truman Capote, is both gossipy and moving. The standout piece is a dead-eyed essay by the writer Merritt Tierce, recounting her years of attempts to get a TV show made about abortion. ("The executive vice president of television said, Well, 'abortion anthology' is not one but two words no studio wants to hear.")

The first AFM cover star is the artist and musician Juliana Huxtable, who will DJ at a launch party in Brooklyn this week. The magazine will be distributed in the U.S. and the U.K. in the same places where you can buy any other highbrow cultural or literary magazine, and it will also be available for purchase online. Asked whether people could subscribe to it, Dimitrova said no.

She and Mlotek already have plans to start working on issue two. Yet, though she didn't state as much, Dimitrova seemed aware that you never can tell how long the money will keep coming. Things often change. "You know," she said, "each issue is its own miracle."
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The Man Who's Sure That Harris Will Win

Allan Lichtman is known for correctly forecasting elections. But his record is not as impressive as it seems.

by Gilad Edelman




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


If you follow politics, you can hardly escape Allan Lichtman, the American University history professor known for correctly forecasting the victor of all but one presidential election since 1984. In a whimsical New York Times video published over the summer, the 77-year-old competes in a Senior Olympics qualifying race--and confidently declares that Kamala Harris will win the race (get it?) for the White House. You might also have recently seen Lichtman on cable news, heard him on the radio, or read an interview with him. 

In an era of statistically complex, probabilistic election models, Lichtman is a throwback. He bases his predictions not on polls, but rather on the answers to a set of 13 true-or-false questions, which he calls "keys," and which in 2016 signaled a Trump victory when the polls said otherwise. He has little patience for data crunchers who lack his academic credentials. "The issue with @NateSilver538 is he's a compiler of polls, a clerk," Lichtman posted on X in July, as part of a long-running spat with the prominent election modeler. "He has no fundamental basis in history and elections."

Lichtman's complaint isn't just with polls and the nerds who love them. In his view, almost everything that the media and political establishment pay attention to--such as campaigns, candidate quality, debates, and ideological positions--is irrelevant to the outcome. An election is a referendum on the incumbent party's track record. "The study of history," he writes in his book Predicting the Next President, "shows that a pragmatic American electorate chooses a president according to the performance of the party holding the White House, as measured by the consequential events and episodes of a term."

Anne Applebaum: The danger of believing that you are powerless

According to Lichtman, the standard account of how presidential campaigns work is a harmful fiction. "The media, the candidates, the pollsters, and the consultants," Lichtman writes, "are complicit in the idea that elections are exercises in manipulating voters," which stymies political reform and meaningful policy debate. That argument contains a touch of the conspiratorial, but there's a big difference between Lichtman's worldview and a conspiracy theory: His predictions actually come true. If Lichtman is wrong about how elections work, how can he be so good at foretelling their outcomes?

One possible answer is that, in fact, he isn't.

Lichtman developed his method in 1981 in collaboration with Vladimir Keilis-Borok, a Russian mathematical geophysicist. Lichtman had a hunch, he told me, that "it was the performance and strength of the White House Party that turned elections." He and Keilis-Borok analyzed every election from 1860 to 1980; the hunch bore out.

Each of the 13 keys can be defined as a true-or-false statement. If eight or more of them are true, the incumbent-party candidate will win; seven or fewer, and they will lose. Here they are, as spelled out in Predicting the Next President:

1. Incumbent-party mandate: After the midterm elections, the incumbent party holds more seats in the U.S. House of Representatives than it did after the previous midterm elections.

2. Nomination contest: There is no serious contest for the incumbent-party nomination.

3. Incumbency: The incumbent-party candidate is the sitting president.

4. Third party: There is no significant third-party or independent campaign.

5. Short-term economy: The economy is not in recession during the election campaign.

6. Long-term economy: Real annual per capita economic growth during the term equals or exceeds mean growth during the two previous terms.

7. Policy change: The incumbent administration effects major changes in national policy.

8. Social unrest: There is no sustained social unrest during the term.

9. Scandal: The incumbent administration is untainted by major scandal.

10. Foreign or military failure: The incumbent administration suffers no major failure in foreign or military affairs.

11. Foreign or military success: The incumbent administration achieves a major success in foreign or military affairs.

12. Incumbent charisma: The incumbent-party candidate is charismatic or a national hero.

13. Challenger charisma: The challenging-party candidate is not charismatic or a national hero.

Lichtman says that keys 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 13 are true this year: just enough to assure a Harris victory.

Although some of the keys sound extremely subjective, Lichtman insists that they are not subjective at all--assessing them simply requires the kind of judgments that historians are trained to make. The charisma key, for example, doesn't depend on your gut feeling about a candidate. "We are talking about the once-in-a-generation, across-the-board, inspirational, truly transformational candidates, like Franklin Roosevelt or Ronald Reagan," he told me.

I can attest that applying the keys is challenging for those of us without a history Ph.D. The keys must be "turned" consistently from election to election without regard to polls, but in practice seem to be influenced by fluctuating public-opinion data. The Democratic nominee in 2008, Barack Obama, qualified as charismatic, but the 2012 nominee, who was also Barack Obama, did not, because of his diminished approval ratings. The "third-party challenger" key cuts against the incumbent if a third-party candidate is likely to get 5 percent of the vote--but this is only knowable through horse-race polling, which we're supposed to ignore, or after the fact, in which case it's not a prediction.

Lichtman insists that voters don't change their minds in response to what the candidates say or do during the course of a campaign. This leads him to make some deeply counterintuitive claims. He has written that George H. W. Bush's attacks on Michael Dukakis in 1988--which included the infamous Willie Horton ad--accomplished nothing, and actually hurt Bush's subsequent ability to govern, because he already had enough keys to win and should have been focused on his policy agenda. He implies that JFK, who edged out Richard Nixon by less than two-tenths of a percentage point in 1960, would have won even if he had had the personality of, say, his nephew Robert, because he had eight keys in his favor in addition to charisma. And this past summer, Lichtman told anyone who would listen that Joe Biden should stay in the race, despite his difficulty completing a sentence, because replacing him on the ticket would mean the loss of the incumbency key. If Democrats persuaded Biden to drop out, he wrote in a July 3 op-ed, "they would almost surely doom their party to defeat and reelect Donald Trump." (He changed his mind once it became clear that no one would challenge Harris for the nomination, thus handing her key 2.)

Arguments such as these are hard to accept, because they require believing that Lichtman's "pragmatic electorate" places no stock in ideological positions or revelations about character and temperament. Lichtman is unperturbed by such objections, however. All arguments against the keys fail because they suggest that the keys are in some way wrong, which they plainly are not. Lichtman has written, for example, that the infamous "Comey letter" did not tip the 2016 election to Trump, as poll-focused analysts such as Nate Silver have "incorrectly claimed." How does Lichtman know the claim is incorrect? Because the keys already predicted a Trump victory. The proof is in the fact that the system works. This raises the question of whether it actually does.

Going nine for 10 on presidential predictions is not as hard as it sounds. Only four of the past 10 elections were particularly close. Most campaign years, you can just look at the polls. Lichtman predicted a Biden victory in 2020, for example, but you probably did too.

To his credit, Lichtman has made many accurate calls, in some cases well before polls showed the eventual victor in the lead. Even in 2000, the election that he is generally considered to have gotten wrong, the system worked as advertised. As he explains in Predicting the Next President, the keys "predict only the national popular vote and not the vote within individual states." (Lichtman has devoted considerable energy to proving that the election was stolen in Florida by the GOP, and that he has thus really gone 10 for 10.)

Lichtman's most celebrated feat of foresight by far, the gutsy call that supposedly sets his keys apart from mere polls, was his 2016 prediction. Calling the race for Trump when the polls pointed the other way was reputationally risky. After Lichtman was vindicated, he was showered with praise and received a personal note of congratulations from Trump himself. "Authorities in the field recognized my nearly unique successful prediction of a Trump victory," Lichtman told me in an email. He quoted the assessment of the political scientist Gerald M. Pomper: "In 2016, nine of eleven major studies predicted Clinton's lead in the national popular vote. However, by neglecting the Electoral College and variations among the state votes, they generally failed to predict Trump's victory. One scholar did continue his perfect record of election predictions, using simpler evaluations of the historical setting (Lichtman 2016)."

Oddly, no one seems to have noticed at the time what seems in hindsight like an obvious problem. By Lichtman's own account, the keys predict the popular-vote winner, not the state-by-state results. But Trump lost the popular vote by two percentage points, eking out an Electoral College victory by fewer than 80,000 votes in three swing states.

Lichtman has subsequently addressed the apparent discrepancy. "In 2016, I made the first modification of the keys system since its inception in 1981," he writes in the most recent edition of Predicting the Next President. In "my final forecast for 2016, I predicted the winner of the presidency, e.g., the Electoral College, rather than the popular vote winner." He did this, he writes, because of the divergence of the Electoral College results from the popular vote: "In any close election, Democrats will win the popular vote but not necessarily the Electoral College."

Peter Wehner: This election is different

But the gap that Lichtman describes did not become apparent until the results of the 2016 election were known. In 2008 and 2012, the Electoral College actually gave a slight advantage to Obama, and until 2016, the difference between the margin in the popular vote and in the Electoral College tipping state was typically small. Why would Lichtman have changed his methodology to account for a change that hadn't happened yet?

Odder still is the fact that Lichtman waited to announce his new methodology until well after the election in which he says he deployed it. According to an investigation published this summer by the journalists Lars Emerson and Michael Lovito for their website, The Postrider, no record exists of Lichtman mentioning the modification before the fact. In their estimation, "he appears to have retroactively changed" the predictive model "as a means of preserving his dubious 10 for 10 streak."

This is a sore subject for Lichtman. Whether he got 2016 totally right or merely sort of right might seem like a quibble; surely he was closer to the mark than most experts. But a forecaster who changes his methodology after the fact has no credibility. When I brought the matter up with Lichtman in a Zoom interview, he became angry. "Let me tell you: It steams me," he said, his voice rising. "I dispute this, you know, When did you stop beating your wife? kind of question."

Lichtman directed me to an interview he gave The Washington Post in September 2016. (When I tried to interject that I had read the article, he cut me off and threatened to end the interview.) There and elsewhere, Lichtman said, he clearly stated that Trump would win the election. Trump did win the election, ergo, the prediction was accurate. Nowhere did he say anything about the popular vote.

Later that evening, Lichtman sent me a follow-up email with the subject line "2016." In it, he described Emerson and Lovito as "two unknown journalists with no qualifications in history or political science." As for their claims, he pointed once again to the Washington Post interview, and also to an article in the October 2016 issue of the academic journal Social Education, in which he published his final prediction.

Here is what Lichtman wrote in the Social Education article: "As a national system, the Keys predict the popular vote, not the state-by-state tally of Electoral College votes. However, only once in the last 125 years has the Electoral College vote diverged from the popular vote."

This seemed pretty cut-and-dried. I replied to Lichtman's email asking him to explain. "Yes, I was not as clear as I could have been in that article," he responded. "However, I could not have been clearer in my Washington Post prediction and subsequent Fox News and CBS interviews, all of which came after I wrote the article." In those interviews, he said nothing about the popular vote or the Electoral College.

I got another email from Lichtman, with the subject line "Postriders," later that night. "Here is more information on the two failed journalists who have tried to make a name for themselves on my back," Lichtman wrote. Attached to the email was a Word document, a kind of opposition-research memo, laying out the case against Lovito and Emerson: "They post a blog--The Postrider--that has failed to gain any traction as documented below. They are not qualified to comment on the Keys, the polls, or any aspect of election prediction." The document then went through some social-media numbers. Lichtman has 12,000 followers on Facebook; The Postrider has only 215, and the articles get no engagement. One hundred thousand followers for Lichtman on X; a few hundred for Emerson and Lovito.

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

I ran these criticisms by Emerson and Lovito, who were already familiar with Lichtman's theory of the case. After they published their article, he emailed them, cc'ing his lawyer and American University's general counsel, accusing them of defamation.

To the charge of being less famous than Lichtman, they pled guilty. "It's true that a public intellectual who has been publishing books since the late 1970s and is interviewed every four years by major media outlets has a larger following than us, yes," they wrote in an email. "But we fail to see what relevance that has to our work." Regarding their qualifications, they pointed out that they each have a bachelor's degree in political science from American University, where Lichtman teaches. (Emerson is a current student at American's law school.) "As for this story on the Keys, we spent months reading and reviewing Professor Lichtman's books, academic papers, and interviews regarding the Keys. If we are not qualified to comment at that point, he should reconsider how he publicly communicates about his work."

In a December 2016 year-in-review article, the journalist Chris Cillizza looked back on the stories that had generated the most interest for his Washington Post politics blog, The Fix. "The answer this year? Allan Lichtman. Allan Lichtman. Allan Lichtman ... Of the 10 most trafficked posts on The Fix in 2016, four involved Lichtman and his unorthodox predictions," Cillizza wrote. "Those four posts totaled more than 10 million unique visitors alone and were four of the 37 most trafficked posts on the entire WaPo website this year."

Americans love a prediction. We crave certainty. This makes the life of a successful predictor an attractive one, as Lichtman, who has achieved some measure of fame, can attest. But a professional forecaster is always one bad call away from irrelevance.

Give Lichtman credit for making concrete predictions to which he can be held accountable. As he always says, the probabilistic forecasts currently in vogue can't be proved or disproved. The Nate Silvers of the world, who have unanimously labeled the upcoming election a toss-up, will be correct no matter who wins. Not so for Lichtman. A Trump restoration would not just end his winning streak. It would call into question his entire theory of politics. We are all waiting to find out how pragmatic the electorate really is.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/allan-lichtman-election-win/680258/?utm_source=feed
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What Really Happened Inside the 'Patriot Pod'

<span>In the D.C. jail where many J6ers were held, things got weird. And then Trump started listening.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

For various reasons, January 6 rioters have been held together in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail that they came to call the "Patriot Pod." They developed their own rituals and inside jokes, and reinforced one another's narratives. Over time, the expected happened: They became further radicalized. And through connections with right-wing media, they have attempted to recast themselves with terms such as political prisoner and hostage, which the presidential candidate Donald Trump has now adopted as his own.

In this episode, we follow a young rioter from the Patriot Pod who went into jail a mischievous goofball and emerged willing to die for the MAGA cause. We tell, for the first time, an inside story of exactly what happened within the pod, how it spread out to the world, and what this tight-knit group is planning for the future.

This is the fifth 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: In May of 2024, a new person was hanging around our neighbors' house--a young guy, fresh out of prison, who was spending nights at the "Eagle's Nest." Around us, Micki referred to him as "the little boy." His real name is Brandon Fellows.

[Music]

Rosin: Brandon had come to the Capitol on January 6 armed with a fake orange beard that looked like it was made from his mom's leftover yarn and a weird knitted hat. He was having fun until someone in front of him started smashing a window with a cane, which prompted a cop to swing his baton, and then Brandon freaked out.

Brandon Fellows: I'm like, Oh my god. Holy shit. Holy shit. I said it, like, five times, and I'm just like, Yeah. They clearly don't want us in there. That's what I said in my mind. I'm not going in there. I'm not getting hit. I like my face. I'm not going to get hit. I'm not doing that.

Rosin: So Brandon just hung around for a while, did some people watching. Eventually, he wandered over to the other side of the building, where, according to him, he saw cops just kind of passively letting rioters inside. So he climbed through a window and ended up in Oregon Senator Jeff Merkley's office with his feet up on the desk, smoking a joint.

I had this idea of Brandon as, like, the Seth Rogan of insurrectionists: goofball, high by noon, not exactly militia material.

Rosin: Are you Brandon?

Fellows: Yes.

Rosin: I'm Hanna. Hi.

Fellows: Nice to meet you.

Rosin: But the Brandon I met three years later looked different: totally beardless, conspicuously fit. He showed up at this Memorial Day march that Micki organized about a week after he was released from prison.

Lauren Ober: Hey, Micki. How far are you going?

Micki Witthoeft: To the jail.

Rosin: The counterprotesters were already trailing with megaphones, so Micki was strict. Stay on the sidewalks. Don't cause trouble.

Witthoeft: I'm not interested in any kind of conflict.

Ober: But newly released Brandon was having too much fun to obey. A D.C. resident told him to get off his property. Brandon yelled back, "I was at the Capitol on January 6!" A group of guys in MAGA hats saluted him, "Political prisoner. Thanks for sticking it out!" Marchers cheered him on as he walked by, took selfies, asked questions.

Marcher: Did you feel like you were going to get your ass kicked from time to time, being in a D.C. jail? I mean, I would think that if you're a white boy in D.C. jail, you'd be getting your ass kicked.

Fellows: It's total culture shock. It's crazy. But I survived. I only got into one fight.

Rosin: I was interested in Brandon because he ended up back in D.C., a one-man experiment I could follow for what was coming for us on January 6, 2025, the day the next election is scheduled to be certified--especially if Trump loses.

And I could tell, even just from that march, that some new kind of energy was blooming in Brandon. No more weed. No more disguises. Post-prison, his defiance had a different tone, which I picked up when I was following him at the march and I overheard him mention death a couple of times.

Fellows: Yeah. If it's my time to die, it's my time to die. I prefer not to, but life is beautiful.

Rosin: I'm eavesdropping, by the way. I got here at the time when you were like, I can die. There was something about death, and I was like, Huh?

Rosin: I sound awkwardly confused because I was confused. Why does a 30-year-old think it might be his time to die? Die for what? And why so dramatic?

I'm Hanna Rosin.

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

Rosin: Okay, to understand how Brandon went from "I'm not doing that," on January 6, 2021, to "I'm ready to die," in 2024--a little bit about Brandon: He's now 30. He grew up in Schenectady, New York, born into a line of military men going back before the Civil War. He told me his grandfather was the main inventor of a gun that shoots 3,000 bullets per minute. His dad was an Army sniper. But Brandon was different.

Fellows: I kind of went through this emo phase. I had longer hair. I dyed it black, wore black clothes, like rock-band clothes.

Rosin: When he was 13, Brandon started wearing eyeliner, trying to impress the emo girls he was hanging out with. Usually, he would wipe it off before he got to his dad's house, but one day he forgot.

Fellows: And he's like, Is that eyeliner on your face? And I was like, No. Clearly it was. I didn't wipe it off. And he's like, Don't lie to me. He hates lies. And I was like, All right. Yes. It is. And he's like, Brandon--this is the actual language he said. He's like, I cannot have fags in my house.

Rosin: He said what now?

Fellows: He said, I cannot have fags in my house.

Rosin: After this and a couple of minor domestic disputes, Brandon's dad said he couldn't stay with him anymore--like, ever--although they did make up three years later. We couldn't reach his dad for comment, although his mom confirmed the events. He spent the rest of his teenage years living only at his mom's house, until he didn't want to do that anymore, and he found his own way to live.

Fellows: So I have two tiny houses almost at all times.

Rosin: Wait. You were a tiny houser?

Fellows: Yes. I've been a tiny houser since 2016.

Rosin: Okay.

Fellows: I have a veggie-oil-powered bus. It's almost--it's 85 percent carbon-neutral. Very cool.

Rosin: From his tiny houses and his veggie bus, Brandon ran a tree-trimming business and a chimney-cleaning business. He'd never been to a Trump rally, or any rally, but decided to go that day. It's kind of unclear why. Just all these things he'd been annoyed about--COVID restrictions, small-business restrictions--it seemed more fun to be annoyed in a crowd.

The following morning, January 7, Brandon does what people do after a big event: brunch, at a campground with other January 6 tiny housers. Apparently, he's not alone in the January 6-tiny houser Venn diagram overlap.

Anyway, it was at this brunch where he learned that a woman had been killed at the Capitol: Micki's daughter, Ashli. Someone showed him a video, and he cried.

Which for Brandon, is something. He doesn't express emotions in any easily readable way and almost never in public. You can hear that in the way he speaks. But that video of Ashli--it got to him.

Fellows: And that's a reason why I showed back up on the eighth, to D.C. I came back. But nobody was there.

Rosin: Nobody was at the Capitol--just a vast field littered with empty water bottles and pepper-spray cans--so he went home. All the other people at the Capitol on January 6--they went home too.

And then the FBI began the largest manhunt in American history. Agents combed through thousands of hours of video and sourced leads from an anonymous group of online sleuths called the Sedition Hunters.

At home, in New York, Brandon noticed a new type of visitor to his LinkedIn profile: so-and-so from the FBI Albany field office, the D.C. field office. And then a cop showed up at his mom's house, and Brandon began his journey back to D.C.

Fellows: It's July 2, 2021, is when I reached the D.C. jail. So I walk through the center doors, and--I kid you not--within 15 seconds, I hear on the speakers, Something, something, something, medical staff, medical staff, stabbing victim.



Rosin: About a week later, he's moved to a temporary cell and more of the same.

Fellows: I start heading over to this basketball court, interior basketball court. So the first probably, like, two minutes, I see this dude come up to this dude, and he says, Where's my honey bun? And he, all of a sudden, starts stabbing a guy.

Rosin: Wait. You're watching someone--

Fellows: Yep.

Rosin: With what?

Fellows: I couldn't make out what it was, but I saw him stabbing him, and I saw some blood. And I watched that just with my jaw dropped, and I'm looking to my right, and I'm seeing these four payphones. And everybody's just talking. They're still talking to the person they're on the phone with, like this happens all--like this is nothing. I was like, I gotta get out of here.

Rosin: Were you genuinely freaked out?

Fellows: I went to go do pull-ups immediately.

Rosin: For a lot of J6ers I've interviewed, intake at the D.C. jail is seared into their brains. Most of them had never been to jail before, much less the D.C. jail, which is notorious for its violence. I've heard of J6ers who cried in the transport van when they realized where they were going.

But intake is not where they stayed. The population of the D.C. jail is about 90 percent Black, and judges were importing a bunch of guys whose collective reputation was "white supremacist," so they ended up housed in a segregated unit. The consequences of this were huge and sometimes absurd.

What resulted would eventually become known as the "Patriot Pod," the place where groups of J6ers were imprisoned together, 20 to 30 at a time over three years. These are the people that Micki and Nicole held their vigil for every night over those two years.

By the time Brandon arrived in D.C., about six months after January 6, he already knew about the Patriot Pod.

Fellows: So we're walking in, and I'm just imagining in my head. I'm like, Oh I'm gonna walk in to cheers. Like, oh another person like, Hey. We're sorry this is happening to you. But hey--you know, you made it.

Rosin: There were no cheers, but there was plenty of goodwill. Plus, for Brandon, this was a who's who of J6--people he'd read about or seen on YouTube during the endless hours he'd spent on house arrest.

Fellows: People started coming up to my cell and talking to me. One standout was Julian Khater, because he said, Hey. I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick. I'm like, No way!

Rosin: This was the crowd that Brandon was walking into: Khater, who pleaded guilty to assaulting officers with a dangerous weapon, and Guy Reffitt, Nicole's husband, who came to the Capitol with a gun, and a guy named Nate DeGrave, who bragged about punching a cop.

Fellows: Tons of people started coming over, and they're like, Hey. We've got commissary for you. We've got commissary. And I'm like, Oh. Okay. So that made up for the not cheering.

Rosin: Fellow J6ers came by Brandon's cell and asked, Hey. You need a radio? Pen and paper? Need some extra clothes? They dropped off beef jerky, ramen, mac and cheese. Dozens came by just to introduce themselves and talk to the new guy. By the end of the day, Brandon had a stack of items outside his cell and a lot of new friends.

Rosin: They're just giving you stuff?

Fellows: Yeah.

Rosin: I mean, this is like--this sounds like summer camp.

Fellows: I want to be careful to say that it's summer camp because, you know, we're not getting sunlight. We're getting terrible food. We're getting--yeah, okay, cool--getting camp food.

But it seemed like at that moment, despite all the terrible stuff going on, we had a good sense of community. At least that's what I was feeling at first. And like, we were taking care of each other.

Rosin: And why do you think it was like that?

Fellows: We're the same--like, we all are there for the one event. This isn't like, you know, in the other wings, where it's like, Oh, what are you in for? We all know the event we're in for. We just, like, have different stories of what happened at that event.

[Music]

Rosin: Because most J6ers had no criminal records, the jail-ness of jail came as a shock to them. Their families were mostly far away. They couldn't shave. Their cells stank. And this is all happening in the winters of 2021 and 2022, when COVID variants were running rampant, especially in jails. Sometimes they had to endure long stretches of solitary confinement. People told me that by day three of being confined, they could hear real disturbing moans coming from some of the cells.

During one nine-day stretch of COVID-induced solitary, Brandon kind of lost it. A fellow J6er, a guy named Kash Kelly, was on detail, which meant he could roam from cell to cell, and he came to Brandon's rescue.

Fellows: Kash comes up to me, and he's like, You okay, man? I'm like, Yeah. (Sighs.) And then he's like, No. No. Are you really okay? And I start tearing up and bawling, because I was, like--I didn't expect to. I just started bawling. And I, like, turned away from him. And he's like, Oh, bro. Bro, you alright?

Rosin: The J6ers were going through hell, but the difference between them and the average person in D.C. jail--or, really, any American jail--is that they were going through hell together, so they could soothe each other with a reach out, some commissary, a well-timed joke.

Sometimes, they even found a way to have fun. When the COVID era died down and the men could spend more time out of their cells, they came up with one for the ages, one they'll remember at a million reunions down the road. They called it The Hopium Den.

On these nights, the men of the Patriot Pod gathered their chairs into a semicircle, their cozy amphitheater the site for the show. The emcee was a U.S. Special Forces vet accused of beating a police officer on January 6 with a flagpole. In jail, his fake mic was a mop.

The Hopium Den was a place where the J6ers turned the drudgery of jail into theater. For example, one guy took moldy bologna and rubbed it on another guy's head and called it a hair-growth commercial. Another guy lifted his shirt up and ate coleslaw like a slob--apparently, he really loved the gloopy prison coleslaw. This was a roast. They rapped diss tracks, wrote mushy poetry to pretend they were gay.

I've heard about so many Hopium Den skits, sometimes the guys are snorting with laughter when they recount them to me. And I never understand why they are funny. But that only tells me that, as much as they were stressed and got fed up with each other sometimes, they still had a million inside jokes.

Nate DeGrave: Dear fellow Americans, I never thought I'd write a letter like this.

Rosin: It's not easy to mark exactly when these individual J6ers became the Patriot Pod--became a unit--and when that unit became an important symbol to MAGA out in the world. One important early moment came in October 2021, when a guy named Nate DeGrave wrote a letter to a right-wing media site.

DeGrave: This is my cry for help. My name is Nathan DeGrave, and as a nonviolent participant at the January 6 rally, I spent the last nine months detained as a political prisoner in pod C2B at the D.C. D.O.C., otherwise known as D.C.'s Gitmo.

Rosin: In his letter, Nate described the conditions as "inhumane." He said the J6ers were depressed and anxious from the "mental abuse we endure." He complained about the guards. And then came the important part: He used the phrases "political prisoner" and "D.C.'s Gitmo"--phrases that would shortly be everywhere.



Nate sent the letter to a friend he knew at Gateway Pundit, a right-wing media site. And immediately, it caught fire. Marjorie Taylor Greene posted about it. Greg Kelly called. Tucker Carlson mentioned it.



DeGrave: It started to catch a lot of attention, and more and more people were adopting the same phrases and words that we were using to describe ourselves.

Rosin: Nate DeGrave was on the phone with his attorney right after his letter got published, and the attorney was watching the GiveSendGo, which is a Christian crowdfunding site. Lots of people in the J6 pod use the site to raise funds for legal fees.

DeGrave: I mean, it went from zero to, like, $20,000, $30,000 in a 10-, 15-minute period.

Rosin: What?

DeGrave: And then I just continued to climb from there. And I think at the end of the first day, I was at probably just north of $70,000.

Rosin: In one day.

DeGrave: In one day. It was amazing. I almost forgot for a moment that I was still in jail.

Rosin: The immediate virality confirmed something for them: Even though their surroundings--iron bars, broken toilet, curfew--told them one story, You are temporarily banished from decent society, that story, they were starting to believe, was not true. They were the decent society. It was the outside that was wrong. And maybe the key thing that confirmed this new truth for them was what happened with the song.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: How did the singing start? Like, how did that tradition start?

Scott Fairlamb: It was right, I think, when I had come in that it started to take off. I'm not sure exactly who started it. It kind of just snowballed, you know?

Rosin: This is Scott Fairlamb, who pleaded guilty to assaulting a police officer. Scott arrived in the Patriot Pod in March 2021.

Rosin: So it happened at a certain time every night?

Fairlamb: Every night at 9 o'clock, we would get everybody and make everybody aware at three minutes out.

Rosin: How?

Fairlamb: I would yell through the door, "Three minutes!" And everyone else could echo it: "Three minutes." "Three minutes." "Three minutes." So everybody would be ready.

Rosin: Scott said at first, the singing started out hesitant, kind of quiet. They weren't exactly choir types, plus you never knew if the CO on duty that night could get pissed about the singing. But night after night, they did it. And at first, in these early months of the Patriot Pod, it wasn't for anyone. There was no audience. It was just for themselves.

Fairlamb: And then mid-song, you know, "And our flag was--" and then everybody would yell, "--still there!" You could feel the building shake.

Rosin: Why "still there"? Why those words?



Fairlamb: Because we were "still there." It was a reminder.

Rosin: That what?

Fairlamb: That we stood up for what we believe in and that we were still patriots, no matter who wanted to deem us as less than that, and it was something that really kept my morale and my love of country intact.

Rosin: Like The Hopium Den, this singing had an element of theater. Unlike The Hopium Den, this particular ritual spread far and wide, from their little jailhouse community theater out to the political equivalent of Broadway.

If someone made the inspirational musical, here is how it would roll out: A group of men believe they've been betrayed by their country, and they start to taste despair. Without their love of America, who even are they? Then one day, one of them opens his mouth and warbles a patriotic tune.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: One of the men--that's Guy Reffitt--tells his wife about it--that's Nicole. And one day, she meets a new friend, Micki, and they, too, join the singing.

Person on speaker: It's 8:59. Let me say the one-minute warning--

Rosin: Pretty soon, they recruit a small, amateur choir. That's the nightly vigil. They start livestreaming the singing every night, and someone hears it and has an idea: Take this song plus Trump's voice, and you have magic.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: Trump starts to use this recording as his campaign walkout song, the same song we heard at CPAC. It goes to No. 1 on iTunes.

At his first big official campaign event, in Waco, Texas, in March 2023, Trump goes big and theatrical with it.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: Huge screens play dramatic scenes from January 6 as he speaks.

Donald Trump: Thank you very much, everybody.

Rosin: And curtain.

Ober: In all this singing and fraternizing, there was one person who was on the fringes. Some guys would bully him, get on his case because his cell was filthy. In the Patriot Pod, Brandon stood out for the wrong reasons, so he set out to fix that. That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: As Brandon spent more time fraternizing with these guys, he started to think more about one way he was not like them.

The way Brandon saw it, there was a bright line in the pod. On one side were him and a couple of other guys--the nonviolent guys, he calls them, who, when they saw trouble, ducked. And on the other, heroes: people like Nicole's husband, Guy Reffitt, who'd brought an actual gun to the Capitol. Eight months into jail for Brandon, he wanted to be on the other side of that line.

Fellows: These guys are the real people, the real heroes. I'm not a hero. I'm just some idiot that took selfies inside and smoked somebody's joint that was passed around. I was there to take selfies, and I just happened to get caught up in this crap. But these people were actually, it seemed, willing, though they didn't use guns. And then I just started--my eyes started opening up.

[Music]

Rosin: Here was his clever idea: Some of the detainees had been given these iPad-like devices. The evidence being used against them consisted of videos, so they needed to watch them to prepare a defense. And Brandon noticed that on his device, the camera hadn't been turned off.

Fellows: Bro, a cockroach just came out of that. Hold on. 

Rosin: So he started to film.

Fellows: Do you see him moving around in there?

Rosin: He leaked those videos to Gateway Pundit, and on May 25, 2022, they published a story: "Exclusive Footage: Secret Video Recordings [Leaked] From Inside 'The Hole' of DC Gitmo." It wasn't "the hole," just a regular cell, but whatever. It's a better headline that way. Quote, "First footage ever released of cockroach and mold infested cell of J6 political prisoner."

His fellow detainees were, for once, calling Brandon Fellows "brave."

Fellows: I told them, Hey, guys. Here's how we're gonna sneak out future videos. Here's how we're gonna do this. I feel like I earned my respect, because, remember, some of them didn't--some of them used to say, You're not even a January 6er. Some of them used to say that because, you know, I didn't do anything violent.

Rosin: Brandon couldn't undo how he'd acted on January 6, 2021. But what he could do was pitch himself as the strategist of a future operation, whatever that operation might be.

By the time I met up with him, outside the jail, the clock was ticking. The upcoming election was close. And Brandon was strategizing. This time, some things were different: For one, he's a mini celebrity. People from all over the world have offered him a place to stay if he needs it. He's had job offers. All the sudden, he seems to be everywhere.

In June, he popped up in my Twitter feed, going viral for making funny faces behind Dr. Anthony Fauci at a public hearing. And in July, this came up on our neighborhood text chain: D.C. Community Safety Alert. J6er Brandon Fellows in a MAGA group house called the Eagle's Nest--yes, like Hitler--is bragging on Twitter about punching women at local bars.

Punching women at local bars? I'd known Brandon enough by now to think this was a little out of character. Or maybe I didn't know Brandon. So first thing I did, of course, was watch the videos.

[Overlapping shouting, swearing]

Rosin: Best I can tell, here is what happened: The bar--which, by the way, happens to be a few minutes from my office--is packed for July 4. A woman sitting with her boyfriend says something about Brandon's MAGA hat, which is hanging from his backpack. Brandon is there with another woman--I know her from the vigil--and she starts filming and taunting the woman and her boyfriend.

Woman: Oh my god!

[Shouting]

Rosin: Then it all breaks: The woman throws a punch, which lands on Brandon. He punches back. And then the boyfriend gets involved, and by the end, Brandon is pinning him down.

I can say this: Brandon didn't start it. But I can also say this: The trolling escalated pretty quickly into a real fight. And so I suddenly felt more urgency to figure out what Brandon actually meant at that Ashli rally when he said "if it's my time to die, it's my time to die," because in this bar incident, there was a very thin line between words and actual violence, which is, obviously, relevant to current events.

Rosin: Like, how long are you going to stay in D.C.? Like is this--do you have a plan here?

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

Rosin: Wow.

Fellows: Yeah. That was my plan.

Rosin: That feels vaguely threatening.

Fellows: I could see why you would say that, especially considering, you know, my feelings.

Rosin: About violence?

Fellows: Well, about how, man, I wish, after seeing all the chaos that's happened in the world and to the country, how I wish people did more on January 6--instead of, like me, taking selfies and just smiling. I think it would have been better off if people actually would have actually been there for--like, more people would have actually been there for an insurrection.

Rosin: Best as I can tell, here was the evolution of young Brandon: When he arrived at the Patriot Pod a nonviolent J6er, he was a little starstruck. The violent offenders were, to him, hardcore. But when he left, they were more like exalted, not just hardcore but righteous-- more like Founding Fathers.

Fellows: Who was it, Thomas Jefferson? He said something along the lines of--I think it was Thomas Jefferson--every 250 years or so, the tree of liberty will have to be--What is it? Like, we'll have to have the blood of the tyrants and the patriots. Like, they'll have to cleanse it. It'll have to be cleansed with the blood of the patriots and the tyrants.

And that is such a scary thought. I don't want that to happen. I think more people, as I continually point out, I think more people would have suffered if we didn't have the Civil War and the Union didn't win.



That's how I kind of, like, view it. Like, All right, are we there? Do we need something like that in order to, like, save more lives? That's how I view it. I know people disagree, but that's what I look to.

Rosin: So what he's saying is that sometimes blood has to be shed in the short-term to restore America to its original purpose in the long-term, or some illogical logic like that.

Fellows: This is all make believe, by the way. This is--

Rosin: I can't tell with you what is make believe.

Fellows: No. No. No. I'm not making it up. I'm saying, though, I hope that it doesn't come to this. You know, I'd be nice if Trump just got in, and if he just does what he did before, that'll be a nice Band-Aid. We need something a little bit more intense, and I'm hoping it goes a little bit more intense.

Rosin: But there's just a possibility that he will legitimately lose this election, like, at the ballot box.

Fellows: Yeah. I think at that point, you know, people might have to do something.

[Music]

Rosin: Donald Trump has been saying that he'll only lose if Democrats cheat like hell. Brandon is taking that one step further: He's saying it doesn't matter if Trump loses legitimately or illegitimately. Either way, people might have to do something. So I guess now I had my answer--this is what Brandon meant when he said at the Ashli Memorial Day march, "It's my time to die."

Maybe the Brandons of the world just like to talk. Maybe the FBI will be better prepared. I don't know. But I can tell you that a lot has changed since Brandon first showed up at the Capitol. The energy of these J6ers--it's not shocked and naive, like it was four years ago. It's more calculated and steely. This whole "cleansing with the blood of the patriots" thing that he's talking about is not thinking of it as an accident that happened one day, when things got out of control. It's more like a plan.

Ober: Soon after that incident at the bar where Brandon punched a woman, Micki and Brandon "had words" about his antics, mostly because she doesn't like drawing that kind of negative attention to her house or her cause.

But these amped-up young patriots and the women of the Eagle's Nest--they may be moving in different directions. That's in our next and final episode of We Live Here Now.

[Music]

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

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

Rosin: Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. The Atlantic's executive editor is Adrienne LaFrance. Jeffrey Goldberg is The Atlantic's editor in chief.
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The Atmosphere of a Trump Rally

A conversation with John Hendrickson about what sets Trump and Harris campaign events apart

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.


Across the country, Donald Trump's faithful fans sport MAGA merch--much of it emblazoned with antagonistic slogans--and line up to cheer for their candidate in arenas and event centers. His rallies are a cultural phenomenon, giving him a platform to boost violent rhetoric and deliver gibberish tirades. I spoke with my colleague John Hendrickson, who has been writing campaign-trail dispatches, about the differences he's observed between Trump and Kamala Harris rallies and what draws people to such events.





A Never-Ending Tour

Lora Kelley: What makes attending a Trump rally feel different from other political events?

John Hendrickson: Trump long ago turned political rallies into a dark spectacle. Mitt Romney had rallies; John McCain had rallies; George W. Bush had rallies. But they didn't have this carnival-type atmosphere.

I think a lot of people go because they want to be a part of something bigger than themselves. Maybe you can trace it to the decline of social organizations and even church attendance. Going to a Trump rally, being part of the MAGA movement, offers a sense of community--for better or for worse.

Trump remains a singular force. There's such a cult of personality around him. His rallies are technically part of the campaign, but they're almost unmoored from the traditional confines of a campaign. They're his lifeblood. It reminds me of Bob Dylan's never-ending tour, which has been going on since 1988. Trump has more or less been on his own never-ending tour for the past nine years.

Lora: How does that atmosphere contrast with what you see on the Democratic side?

John: Trump paints a dystopian portrait that revolves around this idea of a migrant "invasion" that's destroying the fabric of the United States. His slogan--"Make America great again"--is predicated on an imagined past. Harris has zeroed in on a simple idea of championing freedom, which, ironically, used to be a Republican talking point. Her campaign rhetoric, as a whole, is far more positive and optimistic than Trump's, especially when she's talking about basic things such as the economy. But her tone often changes when she gets to the threats Trump poses to more personal issues, such as abortion rights, or when she called him "increasingly unstable and unhinged" at her recent rally in Pennsylvania.

Trump has internalized that negativity sells. The events held by Democrats don't necessarily have the same electricity as the MAGA rallies, unless a high-energy surrogate, such as Barack Obama, comes out. For all of the obvious horrors of Donald Trump, he has an ability to create this vortex as a speaker that his fans find enthralling--although he inevitably drones on and people reliably trickle out. And at last night's town hall in Pennsylvania, he stood onstage and swayed to music for a while--one of the stranger things he's ever done.

Lora: What kind of merch do you see at these rallies, and what does that tell you about the broader mood of the campaign?

John: Most of the Trump apparel isn't produced by the actual campaign. It comes from independent vendors, like the people who sell T-shirts outside a concert. At any given Trump rally, I'll see hundreds of different pieces of merchandise, and the messaging tends to be aggressive. The slogans are often taunting and feature variations of a shared theme: owning the libs. I have endless pictures of these shirts and stickers on my phone--"I Clean My Guns With Liberal Tears" was one I saw recently.

At Harris's events, you may see a T-shirt with a silhouette of Trump that says "Nope," or an abortion-rights-themed shirt that says something like "Hands Off My Body." But in general, the Democratic slogans are far less antagonistic toward Republicans.

Lora: Have you noticed a shift in rhetoric and attitude from Trump or his rally attendees since Harris became the nominee?

John: Right after Harris took Joe Biden's place, seemingly everyone--Trump, his surrogates, rank-and-file rally-goers--appeared lost as to how to attack her.

In these final weeks before Election Day, Trump and his followers are trying to paint Harris as incompetent, a liar, and someone who can't be trusted. At the most recent Trump rally I attended, in Pennsylvania, Trump repeated forms of incompetent and incompetence over and over again. But the attacks can also be vague. I've heard some of his supporters try to claim that she's an illegitimate candidate because she didn't "earn" the nomination. Harris voters, for their part, often say that Trump is a threat to democracy and to their rights.

Lora: What value do these rallies bring to the candidates?

John: The candidates have to fire up their base and hope that the people who show up will go home and convince their friends and neighbors to vote. It takes a special kind of voter enthusiasm to put on a T-shirt, get in the car, and drive to a rally. Those people are more engaged than the average person who won't take off from work or ditch another obligation to go hear a politician speak.

Harris has held some major rallies in the nearly 100 days of her campaign, drawing big crowds to arenas. But her events aren't over-the-top like some of Trump's. Later this month, Trump is going to stage a rally at Madison Square Garden, in Manhattan. He's by no means going to win New York, but holding the event feels like he's planting a flag: Look at me--I'm headlining Madison Square Garden.

Related:

	The Trump-Obama split screen in Pennsylvania
 	On the National Mall with the RFK-to-MAGA pipeline






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump breaks down onstage.
 	Peter Wehner: This election is different.
 	Inside the carjacking crisis




Today's News

	A Fulton County judge ruled that Georgia county election officials cannot decline or abstain from certifying election results under any circumstance.
 	In a letter to Israel signed by Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, the United States warned that it might restrict military aid if Israel does not take steps to improve the humanitarian situation in Gaza within the next month.
 	A man from North Carolina was arrested on Saturday and accused of making threats against FEMA workers.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Here's how to start your search for a new hobby--and how to deal with the likelihood that you'll be bad at it initially, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Dogs Are Entering a New Wave of Domestication

By Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods

In just a generation, we humans have abruptly changed the rules on our dogs. With urbanization increasing and space at a premium, the wild, abandoned places where children and dogs used to roam have disappeared from many American communities. Dogs have gone from working all day and sleeping outside to relaxing on the couch and sleeping in our beds. They are more a part of our families than ever--which means they share our indoor, sedentary lifestyle.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why does anyone care about the Nobel Prize?
 	"Dear James": Should I break up with my Trump-loving partner?
 	Anne Applebaum: The danger of believing that you are powerless
 	The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine
 	Donald Trump's fascist romp
 	The question hanging over Harris's campaign




Culture Break


Illustration by Clay Rodery



Watch. In the 25 years since Fight Club's release, the film (streaming on Hulu) has burrowed deeply into American culture--and its insights remain apt.

Read. Sandra Cisneros, who wrote The House on Mango Street, defied the traditional roles of womanhood.

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 Secret of Trump's Economic Message

When he speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child--which might be the source of his appeal.

by David A. Graham




When Donald Trump speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child. China gives us billions of dollars via tariffs. American auto workers take imported cars out of a box and stick the pieces together. These are very light paraphrases of statements he made today at the Economic Club of Chicago, in a sometimes combative interview with the Bloomberg editor in chief John Micklethwait.

Yet voters consistently say they trust Trump more to handle the economy than they do Kamala Harris. Why? Perhaps because, when Trump speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child. Yes, he has a reputation as a businessman, and voters consistently trust Republicans more on the issue (even though the economy fares better under Democrats). But Trump's reductionism may be the real source of his appeal when it comes to the economy and other policy areas. ("Build the wall"; "make NATO pay their fair share.") By restricting his discussion to the bluntest, broadest, and vaguest of terms, he sells an appealing illusion.

David A. Graham: The fakest populism you ever saw

"We're all about growth," he pronounced at the start of the interview, as though this were a bold, contrarian stance. A moment later, he added, "To me, the most beautiful word in the dictionary is tariff."

Poor Micklethwait was no match for this. The former editor of The Economist put up a valiant effort, but he was bringing facts to a rhetoric fight. Micklethwait asked Trump about the cost of tariffs to the American economy, and Trump responded with a long "sir" story about a supposed friend named John who builds car factories. ("I will not give his last name, because he might not like it.") Micklethwait asked about how a trade war would affect the 40 million American jobs that rely on trade, and Trump told stories about John Deere and a conversation he had with former German Chancellor Angela Merkel. None of these answered the question, and it didn't matter.

"You keep bringing up these individual examples, but the overall effect is going to be dramatic," a frustrated Micklethwait said.

"I agree it will have a massive effect, positive," Trump shot back.

When the interviewer asked whether a trade war would endanger relationships with allies, Trump rejected the premise of alliances. "Our allies have taken advantage of us, more so than our enemies," he said. He praised Russian President Vladimir Putin and all but confirmed reporting by Bob Woodward that the men have remained in touch since he left office ("If I did, it's a smart thing"), and deemed the poor pariah nation North Korea "a very serious power."

Trying another tack, Micklethwait warned that a trade war could endanger the use of the dollar as the world's reserve currency, thus weakening American economic power. "If I'm elected, the dollar is so secure," Trump said. "Your reserve currency is the strongest it'll ever be." He gave no explanation for what this could mean or why it might be true. But it sure sounds nice, doesn't it?

The impulse to bluff comes from Trump's many decades of business experience. For Trump the businessman, confidence and bombast have always been more important than facts and reason. This has generally worked out for Trump, who is, after all, a billionaire. But at times, it has been disastrous, as his four corporate bankruptcies demonstrate.

Scott Lincicome and Sophia Bagley: Trump's deranged plan to lower food prices by raising them

Trump's record as president is similarly mixed. He imposed some tariffs on China, but a deal he struck to encourage Chinese imports of American goods flopped. His trade war disproportionately disadvantaged his own supporters. He did not deliver on his promise to bring back manufacturing jobs. His main success was a broad tax cut. During the last year of his term, Trump saw the American economy collapse because of COVID, though he cannot take all of the blame for that.

Considering the former president's checkered history, Micklethwait's desire to probe him on the facts is understandable, but it's also futile. Trump is selling a fantasy, not a white paper. As he repeatedly danced around the questions today, he joked about his oratorical approach: "I call it the weave. As long as you end up at the right location in the end." Trump believes that the right location for him is the White House. The weave just might get him there again.
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Images Circulating of Fabricated <em>Atlantic</em> Headlines






The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "To Save Democracy Harris May Need To Steal An Election."

An image with this fabricated headline (see above) is circulating on social media, appearing to show an article published by The Atlantic. This headline is fabricated. No such article has ever been published by The Atlantic. The fake headline distorts an Atlantic article that was published on October 6, 2021, which ran under the headline "Kamala Harris Might Have to Stop the Steal."

Images of fabricated Atlantic headlines have been circulating on social media with increasing frequency. Many of these images are crudely faked, with grainy resolution, and some of them use hateful language. They misinform and manipulate people who encounter them. Many of these posts have been shared widely by individuals with large followings, including elected officials.

Anyone encountering these images can quickly verify whether something is real--or not--by visiting The Atlantic and searching our site.
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        Donald Trump's Roomful of Suspiciously Friendly Women
        Helen Lewis

        Have you ever looked after toddlers who insist on showing you everything they have done--terrible stick-figure drawings, what they've left in the potty--and demand that you admire it? If you have, then you've experienced something very similar to Donald Trump's performance at a Fox News town hall yesterday in Cumming, Georgia, with an all-female audience. "FEMA was so good with me," he said at one point. "I defeated ISIS," he added later. "I'm the father of IVF," he claimed, with no further explana...

      

      
        The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date
        Matteo Wong

        Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming ...

      

      
        Mike Pence Is Haunting This Election
        Mark Leibovich

        You can't blame Mike Pence for wanting to keep his head down in this presidential election, given that he nearly had his head in a noose after the last one."I'm staying out of this race," Pence said plaintively--more plaintively even than usual--in a rare interview with Lyndsay Keith on something called Merit Street Media (founded, apparently, by Dr. Phil). Pence sat stiffly, and his voice was hushed and dramatic, as it typically is. He was repeating what he has said before: that he could not suppo...

      

      
        How to Bring the Light of Joy to Others
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Last night at sundown, the annual Jewish holiday of Sukkot began. This seven-day celebration, known as both the Feast of Tabernacles and the Holiday of the Harvest, commemorates the exodus from Egypt and the end of the harvest season. Those observing the festival do so by erecting tent-like structures outdoors, in which they eat, pray, and even sleep, to recall the temporary dwellings made by the...

      

      
        Seven True Stories That Read Like Thrillers
        Jared Sullivan

        People love underdogs. Researchers have time and again observed that the public, and perhaps especially the American public, is drawn to stories in which an average person, through some combination of luck and gumption, trounces a far more formidable opponent in a lopsided conflict. One of the most plausible explanations for this appeal is that underdog narratives stir our deep-seated desire for a just world, one where virtuous people actually get what they deserve. Personally, as a writer, I'm a...

      

      
        A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed
        Ian Bogost

        I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never kno...

      

      
        Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The results of the 2024 Small World Photomicrography Competition were just announced, and organizers have once again shared some of the winning and honored images here below. The contest, now in its 50th year, invites photographers and scientists to submit images of all things visible under a microscope. More than 2,100 entries were received from 80 countries in 2024.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        What Does That Bark Mean?
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks;...

      

      
        The End of Parallel Parking
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car ...

      

      
        The Man Who's Sure That Harris Will Win
        Gilad Edelman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.If you follow politics, you can hardly escape Allan Lichtman, the American University history professor known for correctly forecasting the victor of all but one presidential election since 1984. In a whimsical New York Times video published over the summer, the 77-year-old competes in a Senior Olympics qualifying race--and confidently declares that Kamala Harris will win the race (get it?) for the White House. You might a...

      

      
        Autocracy Is in the Details
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsTo a casual observer, Donald Trump's claim about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, eating cats and dogs seemed like a bizarre or mistaken claim that ultimately fueled millions of memes, jokes, and racist insults. But to someone who knows what to look for, the story he told read as much more calculated and familiar. Making an outrageous claim is one common tactic of an autocrat. So is sticking to it far beyond the t...

      

      
        I Hate Didactic Novels. Here's Why This One Works.
        Randy Boyagoda

        This article contains spoilers for Playground.From paintings on ancient cave walls to parables, fables, and memes, animals have served as important storytelling tools. For instance, in Saul Bellow's novel Humboldt's Gift, the narrator describes the novel's title character, a fearsome, mercurial poet, by observing, "A surfaced whale beside your boat might look at you as he looked with his wide-set gray eyes." This deceptively simple metaphor challenges us to imagine an unsettling encounter with a ...

      

      
        Shoplifters Gone Wild
        Marc Fisher

        Illustrations by Ben DenzerThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The splendor of the American big-box store lay before me, with its endless variety of shaving products in every imaginable size and color--a retail extravaganza, all of it locked behind Plexiglas. I needed a razor, and in order to obtain one at my neighborhood Target, I had to press a red button to summon a store clerk. Depending on where you live, you may know the drill. I waited in...

      

      
        Afghan Women Have Been Brought Back in Time
        Bushra Seddique

        Mariam was 12 years old when a relative sold her into a marriage with a 40-year-old soldier in the Taliban, who was already married. She was repeatedly sexually and physically assaulted. By the time she was 19, she had four children. Mariam's story is not unusual; her four sisters each had similar experiences, as have countless other Afghan women. I know this all too well--I was born in Afghanistan during the Taliban's first regime, and left the country when the United States withdrew its troops i...

      

      
        The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere
        Diane Roberts

        Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite cl...

      

      
        The General's Warning
        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.In March 2023, when Mark Milley was six months away from retirement as a four-star general and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he met Bob Woodward at a reception and said, "We gotta talk."Milley went on to describe the grave degree to which former President Donald Trump, under whom Milley had...

      

      
        The Branch of Philosophy All Parents Should Know
        Elissa Strauss

        Of the many challenges I encountered as a parent of young children, the biggest was trying to answer the question: Am I doing a good job? I found plenty of people, drawing on expertise in biology, psychology, economics, and evolutionary history, eager to offer opinions and tips. Some of this information was useful. But none of it gave me what I really wanted--a big-picture vision of what it meant to be a "good" parent, or of what I fundamentally owed my kids.Care is as much practical work as it is...

      

      
        What Really Happened Inside the 'Patriot Pod'
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsFor various reasons, January 6 rioters have been held together in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail that they came to call the "Patriot Pod." They developed their own rituals and inside jokes, and reinforced one another's narratives. Over time, the expected happened: They became further radicalized. And through connections with right-wing media, they have attempted to recast themselves with terms such as political pr...

      

      
        The Man Who Raised a Fist
        Tik Root

        In the Boyle Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles, tucked between a gas station and what looks to be an abandoned warehouse, sits a former ceramics factory that now houses the studio of Glenn Kaino, a prominent conceptual artist. One morning in April, Kaino opened the back door and ushered inside the Olympic gold medalist Tommie Smith; Smith's wife, Delois; and me. We were greeted by an imposing stack of 70 or 80 cardboard boxes. "What are those?" asked Smith, who at 6 foot 4 towers above Kaino. "...

      

      
        The Colors of Early Autumn
        Alan Taylor

        As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this yea...

      

      
        GLP-1 Is Going the Way of Gut Health
        Yasmin Tayag

        If you had come across the abbreviation GLP-1 a few years ago, chances are you'd have had no idea what it stood for. Intro to Greek lyric poetry? Low-level Great Lakes precipitation? A member of the 1990s rap group Get Low Playaz?These days, the initialism is much more recognizable. The new blockbuster obesity drugs, made famous by Ozempic, are collectively known as GLP-1 agonists, for the hormone they mimic in the body: glucagon-like peptide 1. It's impossible to hear about the voraciously in-de...

      

      
        A Trump Loyalist on the Brink
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Scott Perry seemed to be in a good mood. When I found him on a recent Saturday, the Pennsylvania representative was visiting a local Republican office, joking with volunteers as he helped them prepare campaign materials for canvassers who would be knocking doors later that day. Perry was friendly with me too, until I asked whether he regretted any of his actions leading up to January 6.That's when I got a taste of Perry's...

      

      
        Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was origina...
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Donald Trump's Roomful of Suspiciously Friendly Women

A female-focused town hall gets very weird indeed.

by Helen Lewis


Cardboard cutouts of Donald and Melania Trump on sale in Johnstown, Pennsylvania (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Have you ever looked after toddlers who insist on showing you everything they have done--terrible stick-figure drawings, what they've left in the potty--and demand that you admire it? If you have, then you've experienced something very similar to Donald Trump's performance at a Fox News town hall yesterday in Cumming, Georgia, with an all-female audience. "FEMA was so good with me," he said at one point. "I defeated ISIS," he added later. "I'm the father of IVF," he claimed, with no further explanation.

The former president set a boastful tone early. The Fox News moderator, Harris Faulkner, told Trump that the Democrats were so worried about the town hall that the party had staged a "prebuttal" to the event, featuring Georgia's two Democratic senators and the family of Amber Thurman, who died after having to leave the state to access abortion care. "We'll get better ratings, I promise," Trump replied, smirking. (Finally, someone willing to tell grief-stricken relatives to jazz it up a little.)

This event was supposed to involve Trump reaching beyond his comfort zone, after he had spent the past few weeks shoring up his advantage with men by embarking on a tour of bro podcasts. But these women were extremely friendly--suspiciously so. CNN later reported that Republican women's groups had packed it with Trump supporters. Still, even in this gentle setting, the former president blustered, evaded questions, and contradicted himself.

Read: The women Trump is winning

This election cycle has been dominated by podcast interviews with softball questions, but the Fox town hall reveals that the Trump campaign still believes that the legacy media can impart a useful sheen of gravitas, objectivity, and trustworthiness. If a candidate can get that without actually facing tough questions or a hostile audience, then so much the better. Why complain about "fake news" when you can make it? Thanks to Fox, Trump could court female voters without the risk of encountering any "nasty women"--or revealing his alienating, chauvinist side. (Fox did not respond to CNN's questions about the event.)

This has been called the "boys vs. girls election": Kamala Harris leads significantly among women, and Trump among men; in the final stretch of the campaign, though, each is conspicuously trying to reach the other half of the electorate. Hence Harris's decision to release an "opportunity agenda for Black men"--including business loans, crypto protections, and the legalization of marijuana--and talk to male-focused outlets such as All the Smoke, Roland Martin Unfiltered, The Shade Room, and Charlamagne Tha God's radio program.

For Trump, the main strategic aim of the Georgia town hall was surely to reverse out of his party's unpopular positions on abortion and IVF. The former drew the most pointed question. "Women are entitled to do what they want to and need to do with their bodies, including their unborn--that's on them," a woman who identified herself as Pamela from Cumming said. "Why is the government involved in women's basic rights?"

This was the only time the former president made an attempt at being statesmanlike, focusing on the topic at hand rather than his personal grievances or dire warnings about immigration. The subject had been rightfully returned to the states, Trump maintained, and many had liberalized their regimes thanks to specific legislation and ballot measures. Some of the anti-abortion laws enacted elsewhere, he allowed, were "too tough, too tough." He personally believed in exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. This unusual clarity suggests that his strategists have hammered into him that the Dobbs decision, which overturned Roe v. Wade, has repelled swing voters. He took credit, though in a peculiar way, for saving IVF in Alabama after that state's supreme court ruled that frozen embryos should be regarded as children. In his telling, he was alerted to the situation by Senator Katie Britt, whom he described as "a young--just a fantastically attractive person--from Alabama." He put out a statement supporting IVF, and the legislature acted quickly to protect it. "We really are the party for IVF," he added. "We want fertilization."

Read: The people waiting for the end of IVF

Others dispute Trump's account, and his claims to moderation on reproductive issues yesterday weren't entirely convincing. (Project 2025, a blueprint for a second Trump term that was compiled by many of his allies, calls for a raft of restrictions on abortion.) But at least it was something close to a direct answer. The first questioner, Lisa from Milton--whom CNN later identified as the president of Fulton County Republican Women--asked Trump about the economy. She got the briefest mention of the "liquid gold" underneath America, which will allegedly solve its economic problems. Then Trump segued into musing about his "favorite graph"--the one on illegal immigration that supposedly saved his life in Butler, Pennsylvania.

To give Faulkner some credit, she did try to return the conversation to reality at several points, with vibe-killing questions such as "And we can pay for that?" (That was in response to Trump's suggestion that he would cut taxes on benefits for seniors. Trump sailed on without acknowledging it.) He told Linda, also from Milton, that transgender women competing in female sports was "crazy," ruefully shaking his head. "We're not going to let it happen," he added.

"How do you stop it?" Faulkner asked. "Do you go to the sports leagues?"

Nothing so complicated! "You just ban it," he said. "The president bans it. You just don't let it happen." Now, the U.S. commander in chief might oversee the world's biggest military and its largest economy, but he or she is not currently charged with setting the rules of Olympic boxing.

Next up was a single mom, Rachel, struggling with the cost of daycare. She was visibly emotional as she stood at the mic. "You have a beautiful voice, by the way," Trump said, to put her at ease. In response to Rachel's question about how her child tax credit had decreased, he mentioned his daughter Ivanka, who, he said "drove me crazy" about the issue. "She said, Dad, we have to do tax credits for women. The child tax credits. She was driving me crazy." (Typical woman, always banging on about economic freedom this and reproductive rights that.) "Then I did it, and I got it just about done, and she said: Dad, you've got to double it up." He noted that fellow Republicans had told him he would get no gratitude for this, and then promised Rachel that he would "readjust things."

Read: Trump called Harris 'beautiful.' Now he has a problem.

Audience members seemed not to mind that there was only the vaguest relationship between many of their questions and the former president's eventual answers. (Contrast that with Bloomberg News's interview the day before, in which the editor in chief, John Micklethwait, rebuked Trump for referring to "Gavin Newscum" and dragged him back from a riff about voter fraud with the interjection: "The question is about Google.") Some solid objects did appear through the mist, however. Trump promised an end to "sanctuary cities" and a 50 percent reduction in everyone's energy bills, and he defended his "enemies from within" comments as a "pretty good presentation."

Much like a toddler, Trump occasionally said something insightful in a naive and entirely unselfconscious manner. Talking about Aurora, Colorado, where he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, have claimed that Venezuelan gangs are running rampant--a claim that the city's mayor has called "grossly exaggerated"--a brief cloud of empathy passed across the former president's face. "They've taken over apartment buildings," he said. "They're in the real-estate business, just like I am." (So true: The industry does attract some unsavory characters.) Later, talking about the number of court cases filed against him, Trump observed, "They do phony investigations. I've been investigated more than Alphonse Capone." Sorry? Had someone left a pot of glue open near the stage? Did the former president really just compare himself to a big-time criminal who was notoriously convicted only of his smaller offenses?

And then, all too soon, the allotted hour was up. Fox, according to CNN, edited out at least one questioner's enthusiastic endorsement of Trump. Even so, it was obvious that the ex-president's many partisans at the event enjoyed themselves. Before asking about foreign policy, the last questioner, Alicia from Fulton County, thanked Trump for coming into "a roomful of women that the current administration would consider domestic terrorists." ("That's true," he replied.) But had undecided women watching at home learned anything more about Trump that might inform their vote? No. Did they at least have a good time? Probably not.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/donald-trump-lover-women/680282/?utm_source=feed
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The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date

Tech executives are setting deadlines for the arrival of superintelligence. They might regret it.

by Matteo Wong




Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.



Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming AGI revolution--referring to artificial "general" intelligence that rivals or exceeds human capability--they notably have all at this moment coalesced around real, albeit loose, deadlines. Many of their prophecies also have an undeniable utopian slant. First, Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, repeated in August his suggestion from earlier this year that AGI could arrive by 2030, adding that "we could cure most diseases within the next decade or two." A month later, even Meta's more typically grounded chief AI scientist, Yann LeCun, said he expected powerful and all-knowing AI assistants within years, or perhaps a decade. Then the CEO of OpenAI, Sam Altman, wrote a blog post stating that "it is possible that we will have superintelligence in a few thousand days," which would in turn make such dreams as "fixing the climate" and "establishing a space colony" reality. Not to be outdone, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of the rival AI start-up Anthropic, wrote in a sprawling self-published essay last week that such ultra-powerful AI "could come as early as 2026." He predicts that the technology will end disease and poverty and bring about "a renaissance of liberal democracy and human rights," and that "many will be literally moved to tears" as they behold these accomplishments. The tech, he writes, is "a thing of transcendent beauty."



These are four of the most significant and well respected figures in the AI boom; at least in theory, they know what they're talking about--much more so than, say, Elon Musk, who has predicted superhuman AI by the end of 2025. Altman's start-up has been leading the AI race since even before the launch of ChatGPT, and Amodei has co-authored several of the papers underlying today's generative AI. Google DeepMind created AI programs that mastered chess and Go and then "solved" protein folding--a transformative moment for drug discovery that won Hassabis a Nobel Prize in chemistry last week. LeCun is considered one of the "godfathers of AI."



Perhaps all four executives are aware of top-secret research that prompted their words. Certainly, their predictions are couched in somewhat-scientific language about "deep learning" and "scaling." But the public has not seen any eureka moments of late. Even OpenAI's new "reasoning models," which the start-up claims can "think" like humans and solve Ph.D.-level science problems, remain unproven, still in a preview stage and with plenty of skeptics.

Read: It's time to stop taking Sam Altman at his word

Perhaps this new and newly bullish wave of forecasts doesn't actually imply a surge of confidence but just the opposite. These grand pronouncements are being made at the same time that a flurry of industry news has been clarifying AI's historically immense energy and capital requirements. Generative-AI models are far larger and more complex than traditional software, and the corresponding data centers require land, very expensive computer chips, and huge amounts of power to build, run, and cool. Right now, there simply isn't enough electricity available, and data-center power demands are already straining grids around the world. Anticipating further growth, old fossil-fuel plants are staying online for longer; in the past month alone, Microsoft, Google, and Amazon have all signed contracts to purchase electricity from or support the building of nuclear power plants.



All of this infrastructure will be extraordinarily expensive, requiring perhaps trillions of dollars of investment in the next few years. Over the summer, The Information reported that Anthropic expects to lose nearly $3 billion this year. And last month, the same outlet reported that OpenAI projects that its losses could nearly triple to $14 billion in 2026 and that it will lose money until 2029, when, it claims, revenue will reach $100 billion (and by which time the miraculous AGI may have arrived). Microsoft and Google are spending more than $10 billion every few months on data centers and AI infrastructure. Exactly how the technology warrants such spending--which is on the scale of, and may soon dwarf, that of the Apollo missions and the interstate-highway system--is entirely unclear, and investors are taking notice.



When Microsoft reported its most recent earnings, its cloud-computing business, which includes many of its AI offerings, had grown by 29 percent--but the company's stock had still tanked because it hadn't met expectations. Google actually topped its overall ad-revenue expectations in its latest earnings, but its shares also fell afterward because the growth wasn't enough to match the company's absurd spending on AI. Even Nvidia, which has used its advanced AI hardware to become the second-largest company in the world, experienced a stock dip in August despite reporting 122 percent revenue growth: Such eye-catching numbers may just not have been high enough for investors who have been promised nothing short of AGI.

Read: Silicon Valley's trillion-dollar leap of faith

Absent a solid, self-sustaining business model, all that the generative-AI industry has to run on is faith. Both costs and expectations are so high that no product or amount of revenue, in the near term, can sustain them--but raising the stakes could. Promises of superintelligence help justify further, unprecedented spending. Indeed, Nvidia's chief executive, Jensen Huang, said this month that AGI assistants will come "soon, in some form," and he has previously predicted that AI will surpass humans on many cognitive tests in five years. Amodei's and Hassabis's visions that omniscient computer programs will soon end all disease is worth any amount of spending today. With such tight competition among the top AI firms, if a rival executive makes a grand claim, there is pressure to reciprocate.



Altman, Amodei, Hassabis, and other tech executives are fond of lauding the so-called AI scaling laws, referencing the belief that feeding AI programs more data, more computer chips, and more electricity will make them better. What that really entails, of course, is pumping their chatbots with more money--which means that enormous expenditures, absurd projected energy demands, and high losses might really be a badge of honor. In this tautology, the act of spending is proof that the spending is justified.



More important than any algorithmic scaling law, then, might be a rhetorical scaling law: bold prediction leading to lavish investment that requires a still-more-outlandish prediction, and so on. Only two years ago, Blake Lemoine, a Google engineer, was ridiculed for suggesting that a Google AI model was sentient. Today, the company's top brass are on the verge of saying the same.



All of this financial and technological speculation has, however, created something a bit more solid: self-imposed deadlines. In 2026, 2030, or a few thousand days, it will be time to check in with all the AI messiahs. Generative AI--boom or bubble--finally has an expiration date.
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Mike Pence Is Haunting This Election

He's a reminder of the moment when Trump broke free of all consequences.

by Mark Leibovich




You can't blame Mike Pence for wanting to keep his head down in this presidential election, given that he nearly had his head in a noose after the last one.

"I'm staying out of this race," Pence said plaintively--more plaintively even than usual--in a rare interview with Lyndsay Keith on something called Merit Street Media (founded, apparently, by Dr. Phil). Pence sat stiffly, and his voice was hushed and dramatic, as it typically is. He was repeating what he has said before: that he could not support Donald Trump after everything the former president had done, and that he could never back Kamala Harris, either, because of what he holds sacred--namely "the sanctity of life," which is the "calling of our time."

"I've made it clear I won't be endorsing," he reiterated. "How I vote, I will keep to myself."

But it's not so simple for Pence. He can try to opt out, but his ordeal inevitably makes him an inescapable figure in this cliff-hanger for American democracy.

At so many turns, his absence has spoken louder than his presence ever could. He is a reminder of Trump's abject indecency, the former president's pitiless trampling of norms and the consequence-free zone afforded him by the Republican Party and the Supreme Court.

Read: How Jack Smith outsmarted the Supreme Court

"Well, it's a shame," Trump said in a recent interview, in an answer to a question about Pence. He conveyed not a speck of regret about Pence, only grievance, as he does. Trump started talking about January 6, 2021, that most fateful day of choosing for his most slavishly devoted of deputies. No one did complete submission to Trump like Pence did--right up until he chose fealty to the Constitution over the wishes of "my president," as Pence used to refer to Trump (also: "this extraordinary man," paragon of "broad-shouldered leadership"). "He couldn't cross the line of doing what was right," Trump lamented. He also allowed that Pence was a "good man." They'd had a "very good relationship." In the end, though, Pence lacked the "courage" and "stamina" to do Trump's ultimate bidding--for which many thought he should pay the ultimate price.

"So what?" Trump was saying in the Oval Office while rioters chanted "hang Mike Pence" at the Capitol. This latest detail was dropped into the delirium bowl by Special Counsel Jack Smith's recent court filing in the January 6 case. In a rational world, this would be a bombshell--another example of Trump's callous dereliction, his willingness to leave his deputy to a hanging mob of his own supporters.

But "so what?" pretty much summed up Americans' response to this latest October non-surprise.

"So what" about Mike Pence? He can't help but remain--the specter of him, if not the man himself. "When Mike Pence made that decision to certify that election, that's why Mike Pence isn't on this stage," Tim Walz said, taunting his counterpart, J. D. Vance, in their debate.

Democrats like to point out that even Trump's own vice president won't support him. Remarkable, right? It should be, yes--it should speak volumes about Trump. Except: So what? Republican voters keep speaking their own volumes about Trump and keep nominating him. They keep proving, if more proof was needed, that Trump is a special case.

From the start, it was a bit of a mystery with Pence: how this most ostentatiously virtuous of Christians could affix himself to one of the most vulgar creatures ever to soil our public stage. Sure, ambition, opportunism, a mansion and a big plane--great. But how did Pence even get past, say, the Access Hollywood tape in 2016? His approach was essentially to swallow everything--all of the cruelty, crassness, and chaos from Trump--in the belief that this presidency would be a boon to the far-right policies that Pence had spent decades yearning for. He went along to get what he needed and to keep the peace with the boss, until he no longer could.

"Pence is always going to occupy this complex, almost unfathomable place," the presidential historian Ted Widmer of the City University of New York told me. A speechwriter in the Clinton White House, Widmer has written several books on American democracy, leaders, and campaigns. He says that by standing firm against Trump on January 6, Pence ensured himself a kind of historical purgatory. "Nobody was as true blue of a Republican or loyal vice president as Pence was," Widmer said. "Everything could have turned out so perfectly for him." His refusal to help Trump thwart the will of American voters "might buy Pence whatever the historian's version of a mulligan is," Widmer told me. "But it is also the same thing that was unforgivable in Trump's moral universe."

Pence rarely talks about the day that will always define him. If it comes up, he prefers to frame January 6 as "a disagreement" that he had with Trump over what authority a vice president had (or clearly did not have) to challenge the certification of Electoral College votes. In the end, he declared his allegiance to an even higher authority than Trump. "I've always said that the safest place in the world is to be at the center of God's will," Pence said.

He likes to remind people that he and Trump spoke several times in the final, post-insurrection days of their administration. "We parted amicably," he said in the Merit Street Media interview, adding that Trump "told me in the Oval Office with many present that he thought I'd done a great job." Also, Pence said, Trump thanked him on the tarmac of Andrews Air Force Base. And they'd spoken often by phone in the days after he left office.

"But there was something in the early days of the spring of 2021 where he seemed to shift back," Pence told Keith. Pence said he then concluded that, "like the Bible says, at some point, you've just got to wipe the dust off your feet and go your own separate ways."

In so much as Pence is willing to discuss his breakup with Trump, he tends to focus on how the former president has abandoned the conservative positions that they championed in office. This particularly relates to abortion, but extends to a broader betrayal: "I've literally seen him walking away from strong American leadership on the world stage. I've seen him marginalize the right to life, and even parrot Democrats when it comes to the crisis facing our children and grandchildren in the National Debt," Pence told Keith.

"When you now see Trump separating from Pence, it's not just [Trump] going back to being pro-abortion," Marc Short, Pence's former vice-presidential chief of staff, who remains one of Pence's closest advisers and confidants, told me. "It's Trump moving away from the free-trader Mike Pence, who is also anti-tax and anti-tariff, and who would not abandon Ukraine."

Read: The Christian radicals are coming

As for January 6, it has become something of a gateway drug. If Trump can be forgiven for that, what would his supporters not tolerate? Whether or not he ever gets convicted for it, Trump's ability to overcome that day politically has come to represent its own get-out-of-jail-free card. What's a little wobbliness on abortion?

"Once Republicans decide to condone Trump going the wrong way on the rule of law," Short said, it becomes possible to rationalize all manner of ideological trespass. "I do think for a lot of people, once you've crossed that bridge, set aside your oath to the Constitution," Short told me--"when you have violated what you know to be true--you figure that you might as well go all in."

Friends of Pence say that many Republicans, including Trump supporters, will often express support for him. They tell him he is a good man, and they respect what he did, and that it's unfair how he's been treated. But these conversations almost always happen in private. They would never say as much in public--for fear, of course, of crossing Trump.

Where does that leave Pence, a Christian conservative in a GOP now governed by one man's impulses? In powerful circles of the party, Pence remains a pariah. "Judas Pence is a dead man walking with MAGA," Steve Bannon told The New York Times in June. If Trump wins, maybe he softens and absolves his former vice president, who did nearly everything he asked. If nothing else, Pence will endure as the cautionary scoundrel of the Trump age: one who was loyal to the bitter end, and barely lived to tell about it.
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How to Bring the Light of Joy to Others

The Jewish holiday of Sukkot offers a great formula for generating happiness.

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.

Last night at sundown, the annual Jewish holiday of Sukkot began. This seven-day celebration, known as both the Feast of Tabernacles and the Holiday of the Harvest, commemorates the exodus from Egypt and the end of the harvest season. Those observing the festival do so by erecting tent-like structures outdoors, in which they eat, pray, and even sleep, to recall the temporary dwellings made by the Israelites during their 40 years in the desert, as well as the shelters that farmers used in earlier times when they were bringing in the crops.

Sukkot is a joyful celebration--in the Talmud, it is written that any Jew who has not celebrated Sukkot "never saw rejoicing in his lifetime." That's a claim I've never heard about any other holiday. I don't recall anyone saying, for example, that Christmas is guaranteed to make you happy, let alone that you can't be truly happy if you don't celebrate Christmas.

The spirit of Sukkot is in sharp contrast to the holiday that immediately precedes it: Yom Kippur, which calls upon Jews to make somber atonement for their sins. That change of mood will be especially poignant and difficult this year, coming so soon after the anniversary of the October 7 massacre in Israel. For some, Sukkot's joyful celebration may understandably feel out of reach.

But Sukkot has an ingenious method for bringing joy even in the midst of suffering, if people choose to accept it--what's known as "reverse emotional causation." Sukkot instructs its observants as follows: to, as they recall being saved, be humble, even if they feel proud; to be grateful for the abundance they enjoy, in spite of their resentments; to celebrate as befits the holiday, even if their hearts are hard. By this means, Sukkot engineers the joy it seeks to instill.

You don't need to be Jewish to benefit from Sukkot's technique of reverse emotional causation. Learning this method can help you find more to rejoice in.

Yair Rosenberg: When you're not in control of your life

We live in an age in which emotional authenticity is considered paramount. Many people talk about their feelings constantly and feel warranted in acting according to them. A common justification for saying something unkind might easily be "Because I felt angry." As I have written a number of times, this rationale cedes a lot of behavioral autonomy to the brain's limbic system, which largely functions below the level of conscious control. Negative basic emotions, for example--fear, anger, disgust, sadness--are at root a physiological response to perceived threats. To act because you feel these emotions is to allow yourself to be managed by what amounts to an entity of low intelligence.

For greater happiness, a better way to live employs what behavioral scientists call metacognition. This simply refers to an impartial awareness of your emotions, a capacity to see them as important information but not as a mandate for any particular behavior. Good ways to practice metacognition include Vipassana meditation, journaling, and prayers, which shift the experience of involuntary emotion into the realm of conscious attention.

Once you have this cognitive awareness of your feelings, you can consider what they mean, and how to act most appropriately in response.

Social scientists have also found that emotions can be reeducated through conscious decisions and actions. Put simply, if you want to feel differently, act as if you do. Many experiments demonstrate this so-called as-if effect.

Take humility, for example, which is a sentiment with both attitudinal and emotional components. Being humble is virtuous but devilishly elusive, especially for some people. As Benjamin Franklin--known by contemporaries for his lack of humility--joked in his autobiography, "Even if I could conceive that I had completely overcome [my pride], I should probably be proud of my humility."

In 2014, a team of psychologists set out to test whether humility training could work. Participants were assigned a 7.5-hour set of exercises intended to help them recognize and acknowledge their limitations: Although they were not specifically seeking to become humbler, completion of the course did result in their becoming more open to ideas, acquiring a broader perspective with less focus on themselves and an enhanced ability to see value in other things. The researchers concluded that the intervention they'd designed increased humility by about 8 percent among participants (compared with no significant change among a control group that was not exposed to the exercises). The improved humility also came with a greater capacity for forgiveness and patience, and reduced negative feelings.

Gratitude works the same way. You might think that being grateful requires feeling grateful. Researchers have successfully run the process in reverse. A 2011 study in Applied Psychology documented an experiment by three Canadian psychologists, in which one group of participants was asked to adopt a practice of thinking about what they were grateful for in life and to try to maintain this gratitude; a control group simply recalled a memorable event from their lives, with no prompt about feeling thankful. After four weeks of this exercise, the scholars found that those in the gratitude group reported almost 8 percent more life satisfaction, while the simply memorable controls were slightly less happy than when they'd begun.

Finally, consider celebration itself. A holiday per se doesn't necessarily stimulate positive emotion; that depends on how you decide to celebrate the occasion. In 2011, a team of Spanish and Chilean psychologists studying Christmas and New Year celebrations found that when the holidays were purposely ritualized through traditional practices, families on average experienced greater satisfaction with their life after the holiday than beforehand. In other words, people don't celebrate because they feel joy; they feel joy because they have made a specific commitment to celebrate.

Arthur C. Brooks: Eight ways to banish misery

Sukkot devised an ancient formula for joy: No matter how you feel, for seven days, practice humility, count your blessings, and gather with family and friends to share in food and drink--and joy will find you.

It might find others as well. The holiday in fact has a third name--the Festival of Lights, because the people of old Jerusalem would light great lamps that would illuminate the entire city. "And it shall be one day that shall be known to the Lord, neither day nor night," wrote the prophet Zechariah, "and it shall come to pass that at eventide it shall be light." From miles around, Jerusalem would be a brilliant, gleaming beacon, and all across the countryside, people would rejoice at the sight.

Even if you are (like me) not Jewish, you can adopt your own personal Sukkot whenever your well-being isn't where you want it to be. As an act of humility, set aside a week during which you will resolve to focus less on yourself and your professional or personal life; instead, try taking on a project that has no immediate benefit for you but gives a lot to others. Strive not to talk about yourself the entire week but concentrate on the things outside yourself for which you are grateful. One effective way of doing this is to make a gratitude list that you keep studying and updating over the week. And then make sure to celebrate with others whom you love: A ritual you could adopt would be to have dinner with a different friend or family member each night, and to use it as an occasion to bring joy to them as much as you can.

By doing these things, you yourself will light up, creating the joy you seek. And like a little Jerusalem, you will shine on others and bring them the inspiration they need.

Gut yom tov. Happy Sukkot.



This essay is based on a Sukkot reflection delivered on October 16, 2024, at Temple Beth Elohim in Wellesley, Massachusetts.
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Seven True Stories That Read Like Thrillers

These immersive works of journalism follow ordinary Americans facing long odds.

by Jared Sullivan




People love underdogs. Researchers have time and again observed that the public, and perhaps especially the American public, is drawn to stories in which an average person, through some combination of luck and gumption, trounces a far more formidable opponent in a lopsided conflict. One of the most plausible explanations for this appeal is that underdog narratives stir our deep-seated desire for a just world, one where virtuous people actually get what they deserve. Personally, as a writer, I'm attracted to these accounts because they tend to be full of what William Faulkner once called "the old verities and truths of the heart" that stories need to succeed--that is, "love and honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice."

My new book, Valley So Low, is something of an underdog story: It follows a small-time Knoxville lawyer who takes on the powerful Tennessee Valley Authority after a disaster at one of its coal-fired power stations sickens hundreds of blue-collar workers. Over the five years I spent working on it, I looked for inspiration in nonfiction books that took a similar shape. The ones that most resonated were immersive, carefully created works of journalism that followed ordinary Americans facing long odds--in the courts of law, in the workplace, or in their own neighborhoods. The authors of these books in many cases spent years collecting details to bring their characters to life on the page to a degree typically reserved for fiction. These seven standouts are each about everyday people pushing back against wildly difficult, often unfair circumstances. And, even though the protagonists don't always win or come out ahead, exactly, they at least endure, which is often its own sort of victory.








A Civil Action, by Jonathan Harr

Most nonfiction books, even immortal ones, like Robert Caro's The Power Broker, rely heavily on scenes that the writer has reconstructed through reporting and research; that is, the writer typically didn't witness the events described firsthand. A Civil Action--about a lawsuit against two giant corporations, Beatrice Foods and W. R. Grace, over water pollution in Woburn, Massachusetts, in the 1980s--is remarkable in that Harr seems to have been present for nearly every meeting, every hearing, and every round of drinks after each brutal day in court. Harr's main character, Jan Schlichtmann, is an idealistic attorney representing eight families sickened with leukemia by chemicals that the two companies allegedly dumped into a river near their homes, poisoning their drinking water. Thanks to Harr's efforts--he worked on the book for eight years, and often slept on Schlichtmann's fold-out couch while reporting--A Civil Action illuminates, in cinematic detail, why regular citizens struggle to win toxic-exposure suits against corporate polluters: Even if the plaintiffs have compelling facts and a dedicated attorney, like Schlichtmann, the polluters almost always have more money, and money will buy you time. And when your clients are sick and dying, Schlichtmann learns, time is a powerful enemy.

Read: Why the EPA backed down



"The Escape of Mrs. Jeffries," by Janet Flanner

Sometimes an obstacle blocking your path feels like a mountain, and other times the obstacle is, in fact, a mountain. Such was the case for Ellen Jeffries, a middle-aged American expat who was trapped in wartime Paris with no easy way to return to the States after her adopted country fell to Adolf Hitler. Fearing internment, she hatches an audacious plan: flee south through France, cross over the Pyrenees on foot to Spain, then finally catch a flight back stateside. Flanner, who was The New Yorker's Paris correspondent for almost 50 years, thrillingly recounts Jeffries's efforts to evade the Nazis on her trek to freedom, which include a harrowing nighttime river crossing before a mountain ascent to the relative safety of Spain. In relaying Jeffries's story, Flanner pioneered a form of nonfiction writing that her New Yorker colleague John Hersey would later mimic to fame-making effect in his horrific 1946 story "Hiroshima," wherein nearly all traces of the author's reporting have been excised, leaving only a novelistic rendering of events. But Flanner, the world should know, did it first, in 1943. A stand-alone audiobook version of Jeffries's story came out last year; you can also read it in Janet Flanner's World or in The New Yorker Book of War Pieces.






Anatomy of Injustice, by Raymond Bonner

Every wrongful-conviction story is tragic and pitiful, but the ordeal of Edward Lee Elmore is especially so, as Bonner's tightly written account of his case makes clear. The book opens with the 1982 murder of a well-off elderly white woman, Dorothy Edwards, in Greenwood, South Carolina--a murder for which Elmore, an intellectually disabled Black handyman, is swiftly convicted and sentenced to death. But the story really gains momentum when a defense attorney named Diana Holt, whom Bonner profiled for The Atlantic in 2012, becomes convinced of Elmore's innocence and decides to fight to win him a new trial. Holt has grit: She's a former runaway who, in her youth, survived all manner of hellish abuse. Still, she struggles to overcome the fact that once a person is convicted in a court of law, not even exonerating new evidence guarantees that they'll get off death row, never mind get another shot at justice. Elmore, through no shortage of legal miracles, eventually sees the outside of a jail cell, but it's a victory tainted by the irrevocable wrongs done to him, which is why Bonner dares not call his release justice.

Read: Why are innocents still being executed?








Almighty, by Dan Zak

One night in July 2012, an 82-year-old nun named Megan Rice and two companions break into the Y-12 National Security Complex in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. This, as it turns out, proves to be pretty easy, even though the place is nicknamed "the Fort Knox of Uranium." But exposing the ease of infiltrating Y-12, where the government produces and stores atomic-bomb fuel, is Rice's main objective. She's a member of the anti-nuclear group Plowshares, and in this dynamic, accessible book, Zak, a reporter for The Washington Post, unspools how Rice and other activists seek to end nuclear-arms proliferation through "actions" intended to scare the wits out of policy makers and the public by revealing the poor security at nuclear-weapons sites. Maybe then, the activists reason, nations will agree to decommission their warheads before they fall into dangerous hands. Toward the end, Zak shifts his focus to the lawmakers and military leaders who ultimately decide our nuclear-arms policies. In doing so, he details how emerging threats have reinforced Washington's view that the best way to avoid the next major-power war is through stockpiling more warheads--and observes that the disarmament crowd's desire for a nuclear-free world likely won't be realized in our lifetimes, if ever, unless that dynamic changes.

Power to Hurt, by Darcy O'Brien

O'Brien, the son of Hollywood actors, had a knack for turning lurid crimes of the sort you might find on Dateline or 20/20 into something akin to art, and Power to Hurt is his crowning achievement. Published in 1996, the book follows Vivian Forsythe, a divorced young mother from Dyersburg, Tennessee, who, in a stroke of unimaginably awful luck, applies to work for local judge David Lanier. Lanier rapes Forsythe during a job interview, which O'Brien recounts in upsetting, unwavering detail. Afterward, Forsythe tells no one about the attack, because Lanier and his brother, the local district attorney, effectively control the county. But eventually Forsythe and Lanier's other victims--and there are many, she discovers--meet an FBI agent and work together to bring down the old judge, a campaign that takes the better part of a decade and comes to involve the U.S. Supreme Court. Power to Hurt is ultimately less a true-crime book than a post-crime book in which victims summon radical courage to confront a monster.

Read: 'Nobody is going to believe you': Bryan Singer's accusers speak out





The Last Cowboy, by Jane Kramer 

Henry Blanton wants to be a cowboy--a real cowboy. Never mind that he already runs a ranch, and the job is not all that great: He's an unhappily married foreman of a 90,000-acre tract in the Texas Panhandle. But, at age 40, he still dreams of becoming an old-time gunslinger who roams the open plain, like the heroes of the Western movies he watches compulsively. The problem, as Kramer captures in this sharp 1977 book, is that modernity has made the free-ranging life of Blanton's dreams almost impossible: Barbed wire constrains the cattle; Eastern conglomerates control many of the ranches; and paychecks are piddly for hired hands like Blanton, whose struggles to get by eventually drive him to a breaking point. Kramer, who's in her 80s now and seldom publishes new work, has become a name that only serious magazine lovers would recognize, even though she spent decades covering Europe for The New Yorker. That is a shame, because her journalism at its best, as it is in this book, is as textured and compelling as that of her better-known contemporaries, and she masterfully captures life at the edges of America.








The Warmth of Other Suns, by Isabel Wilkerson

Wilkerson's masterpiece begins roughly in the middle of the oppressive Jim Crow regime in the South, in the years leading up to and immediately following the Second World War, as three young Black people--a doctor, a sharecropper's wife, and a fruit picker--flee the region for better jobs and possibly friendlier neighbors in the North or West. Her three characters stand in for the approximately 6 million other Black Americans who made similar journeys as part of the mass exodus that would become known as the Great Migration. Wilkerson spent 15 years writing and reporting her book on the subject, and the effort paid off: The New York Times recently ranked it as the second-best book of the 21st century. What makes the book remarkable is less Wilkerson's sweeping history of the southern exodus (though she handles this deftly) than her granular reporting on her central characters, who each face unexpected hardships in their adopted new homes. The result is a tale about a too-frequently ignored chapter of American history that continues to shape our country's present.
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A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed

This is clearly a mistake.

by Ian Bogost




I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never know what a centimeter is. But there also was a startling omission: The calculator's "C" button--the one that clears input--was gone. The "C" itself had been cleared.

Until today, the iPhone's calculator mimicked the buttons of its forebears: If you keyed in 48.375, for instance, instead of 43.875, tapping "C" within your app would zero out your entry so you could try again. "Forty-three point eight seven five," you might say aloud to remember, and then again while you tried to press the buttons in their proper order. Now that zeroing function is no more. In place of "C," the app provides a backspace button ([?]). Pressing it removes the last digit from your input: 48.375 becomes 48.37, then 48.3, and so on.
 
 This may seem like an insignificant development, or a minor change for the better. Instead of clearing an errant figure and then incanting its digits while trying to reenter them, I can simply reverse to the point where I made the error--backspace, backspace, backspace--and type again from there, just as I'd do for text. By all measures of reason, this process is superior. Yet the loss of "C" from my calculator app has been more than a shock to me. It feels like an affront.

Read: Lithium-ion batteries have gone too far

The "C" button's function is vestigial. Back when calculators were commercialized, starting in the mid-1960s, their electronics were designed to operate as efficiently as possible. If you opened up a desktop calculator in 1967, you might have found a dozen individual circuit boards to run and display its four basic mathematical functions. Among these would have been an input buffer or temporary register that could store an input value for calculation and display. The "C" button, which was sometimes labeled "CE" (Clear Entry) or "CI" (Clear Input), provided a direct interface to zero out--or "clear"--such a register. A second button, "AC" (All Clear), did the same thing, but for other parts of the circuit, including previously stored operations and pending calculations. (A traditional calculator's memory buttons--"M+," "M-," "MC"--would perform simple operations on a register.)

By 1971, Mostech and Texas Instruments had developed a "calculator on a chip," which condensed all of that into a single integrated circuit. Those chips retained the functions of their predecessors, including the ones that were engaged by "C" and "AC" buttons. And this design continued on into the era of pocket calculators, financial calculators, and even scientific calculators such as the ones you may have used in school. Some of the latter were, in essence, programmable pocket computers themselves, and they could have been configured with a backspace key. They were not. The "C" button lived on.

For me, that persistence fed a habit that I barely knew had been engrained. Decades of convention have made my mind and fingers expect the comforting erasure "C" provided. Destroy that input; make it zero! And zero it became, in an instant, a placeholder for any possibility. When I saw that "C" was gone, I was hanging art in my bedroom and trying to calculate a measurement for the center of the wall. Which is to say, my hands and brain were full: I was holding pencils and measuring tape as I balanced on a ladder and clung to the edge of the art frame. This was not the time for me to readjust my calculator's input one digit at a time. I needed to zero that thang--but I couldn't.

Read: Please don't make me download another app

I am pleased but also confused to report that the iPhone's "AC" button remains. When no value sits in the input buffer awaiting its desired mathematical operation, the [?] button changes to "AC." The ability to destroy all local mathematics remains, at least for now. Also confusing: As TikTok influencers and tech tipsters have been pointing out for years, you could already backspace in the iPhone's Calculator app just by swiping on the screen. (In the new app, that ability seems to have been removed.)
 
 I will acclimate, like I did to all the other ways in which having a magical general-purpose computer in my pocket has altered familiar interactions with formerly stand-alone devices. I've come to accept, for example, that the shutter button in my camera app doesn't capture the lens view that I see on screen; instead, it initiates a set of software processes that construct the processed version of the scene that a thousand engineers think I want instead.

But the "C" button's quiet departure feels different. A computer computes, and calculation was one of its first and most important tasks. Today's calculator programs are--or were--simulations of calculators, the electronic machines that had been designed to perform mathematical operations--the old, chunky machine with a printed tape that sat on your accountant's desk; the Casio or TI calculator that you used for high-school trigonometry; the rugged Hewlett-Packard that you swiped off Dad's desk so you could make its display read BOOBIES upside-down (5318008). It feels silly to lament their loss, or to miss a virtual button that did little more than refer to its precursor. Swapping "C" for [?] may be overdue, and it could end up making the software versions of electronic calculators better. Yet this small change has been upending. I worry that the calculator, like many other smartphone apps, is not evolving so much as being fiddled with, and for the joy of fiddling at that. Maybe the whole calculator project needs to press "AC" on itself, before that button is gone forever too.
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        Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:52 PM ET
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            The results of the 2024 Small World Photomicrography Competition were just announced, and organizers have once again shared some of the winning and honored images here below. The contest, now in its 50th year, invites photographers and scientists to submit images of all things visible under a microscope. More than 2,100 entries were received from 80 countries in 2024.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close view of the head and antennae of a weevil]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: The anterior section of a palm weevil
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                Dr. Sherif Abdallah Ahmed, Tanta, Egypt
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close image of a fly's compound eye with a speck of pollen on it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Pollen on the compound eyes of a fly
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                Uwe Lange, Hannover, Germany
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A colorful microscopic image of a cross-section of grass, showing many small interior chambers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                7th Place Winner: Cross section of European beach grass (Ammophila arenaria) leaf
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                Gerhard Vlcek, Maria Enzersdorf, Austria
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Purplish arcs of plasma leap from a wire to the tip of a needle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                2nd Place Winner: An electrical arc between a pin and a wire
                #
            

            
                
                
                Dr. Marcel Clemens, Verona, Italy
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of varied pieces of beach sand, shaped like chunks, shards, and spikes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Beach sand
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                Zhang Chao, Beijing, China
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three tiny stalks rise from slime mold, looking like dried-up flowers or tall mushrooms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                6th Place Winner: Slime mold (Cribraria cancellata)
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                Henri Koskinen, Helsinki, Finland
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close view of the multiple eyes of a green spider]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                13th Place Winner: The eyes of a green crab spider (Diaea dorsata)
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                Pawel Blachowicz, Bedlno, Poland
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of the tip of a syringe needle with a few dozen butterfly scales stuck to it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                12th Place Winner: Wing scales of a butterfly (Papilio ulysses) on a medical syringe needle
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                Daniel Knop, Oberzent-Airlenbach, Germany
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cluster of three tiny eyes, seen in the forehead of a yellow jacket]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: Ocelli between the compound eyes of a yellow jacket
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                Dr. Bruce Douglas Taubert, Glendale, Arizona
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of a rounded seed, covered in many interlocking scales]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                19th Place Winner: The seed of a Silene plant
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                Alison Pollack, San Anselmo, California
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close image of a potato sprout, covered in small hairs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: A potato tuber sprout
                #
            

            
                
                
                Dr. Felice Placenti, Siracusa, Italy
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of crystallized chemicals, forming patterns of circles and cracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                14th Place Winner: A recrystallized mixture of hydroquinone and myoinositol
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                Marek Mis, Suwalki, Poland
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Eight small eggs that are shiny and golden sit on a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: Golden bug eggs on a sage leaf
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                Jochen Stern, Mannheim, Germany
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of a record player's needle resting on a grooved vinyl record]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: A vinyl player needle resting on a scratched vinyl disk
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                Daniel Evrard, Aywaille, Belgium
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mushroom-like stalk rises from slime mold, covered by two tiny water droplets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                11th Place Winner: Slime mold on a rotten twig with water droplets
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                Dr. Ferenc Halmos, Band, Hungary
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of organic tissue from a pig, looking like a woven network of strands]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Optic nerve head collagen of a pig
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                Susannah Waxman & Dr. Ian Sigal, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wasp is visible inside a small egg casing, seen through a hole torn in the shell, attached to a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                18th Place Winner: An insect egg parasitized by a wasp
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                Alison Pollack, San Anselmo, California
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic study of a tiny sea star, showing its many branching nerves and other tissue in many colors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: The nervous system of a young sea star
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                Dr. Laurent Formery & Dr. Nathaniel Clarke, Pacific Grove, California
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A microscopic view of a tiny tangled blood vessel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: An abnormal blood vessel formation in a human retina with severe diabetic retinopathy
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                Dr. Martin Hein, Nedlands, Australia
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close view of a cannabis plant leaf, showing a stalk dotted with bulbous glands]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                3rd Place Winner: The leaf of a cannabis plant. The bulbous glands are trichomes. The bubbles inside are cannabinoid vesicles.
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                Chris Romaine, Port Townsend, Washington
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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What Does That Bark Mean?

AI hype has come to dog research.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.



In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks; he sighs; he scratches at the door.



But of course we have never talked to each other, not really. Some 15,000 years since humans first domesticated the wolf, scientists have learned that different barks mean different things--for instance, dogs use lower, longer barks for strangers--but our understanding of dog communication remains rather limited. (Researchers are careful to call it communication, not language, because no animal has been shown to possess the same complexity of verbal systems as humans.)



Although a bark at a squirrel is easy enough to decipher (I will eat you!), humans have more trouble knowing whether a whine is just a dog having random feelings on a Tuesday--or something far more serious. Dog owners often joke about how they'd give up years of their life just to have a chance to talk to their pet for a single hour or day. Meanwhile, hucksters posing as dog whisperers and pet psychics have happily taken their cash by claiming to be able to help them translate their dogs' inner thoughts.



Now, amid a wave of broader interest in applications for artificial intelligence, some dog researchers are hoping that AI might provide answers. In theory, the technology is well suited for such a purpose. AI, at its core, is a pattern-recognition machine. ChatGPT is able to respond in language that seems human, because it has been trained on massive datasets of writing, which it then mimics in its responses. A similar premise applies to other generative-AI programs; large language models identify patterns in the data they're fed, map relationships among them, and produce outputs accordingly.



Researchers are working with this same theory when it comes to dogs. They're feeding audio or video of canines to a model, alongside text descriptions of what the dogs are doing. Then they're seeing if the model can identify statistical patterns between the animals' observed behavior and the noises they're making. In effect, they're attempting to "translate" barks.



Researchers have used similar approaches to study dog communication since at least 2006, but AI has recently gotten far better at processing huge amounts of data. Don't expect to discuss the philosophy of Immanuel Kant with Fido over coffee anytime soon, however. It's still early days, and researchers don't know what kind of breakthroughs AI could deliver--if any at all. "It's got huge potential--but the gap between the potential and the actuality hasn't quite emerged yet," Vanessa Woods, a dog-cognition expert at Duke University, told me.



Right now, researchers have a big problem: data. Modern chatbots are trained on large collections of text--trillions of words--that give them the illusion of language fluency. To create a model capable of translating, say, dog barks into English (if such a thing is even possible), researchers would need millions, if not billions, of neatly cataloged clips. These barks will need to be thoroughly labeled by age, breed, and situation--separating out a 10-year-old male labradoodle barking at a stranger from a six-week-old bichon frise puppy playing with its littermate.



No such catalog currently exists. This is one of the great ironies of the project: Dogs are all around us, constantly captured by phones and doorbell cameras and CCTV. You don't need to watch Planet Earth to see the canine living in its natural habitat; the internet is filled with more clips of dogs than anyone could watch in a lifetime. And yet all of this media has never been cataloged in a serious way, at least not on the scale that would be necessary for us to better understand what their barks mean.



Perhaps the best catalog that exists is from researchers in Mexico, who have systematically recorded dogs in their homes in specific situations, getting them to bark by, say, knocking on a door or squeaking a favorite toy. A research team at the University of Michigan took some of the 20,000 recordings included in the dataset and fed it into a model trained to recognize human speech. They played barks for the model, and then had it predict what they were barking at, just based on sound. The model could predict which situation preceded the bark with about 60 percent accuracy. That's nowhere near perfect, but still better than chance, especially considering that the model had more than a dozen bark contexts to pick from.



The same approach of using AI to decipher dog barks is happening with other animals. Perhaps the most promising work is with whale chatter, as my colleague Ross Andersen has written. Other researchers are tackling pigs, bats, chimpanzees, and dolphins. One foundation is offering up to $10 million in prize money to anyone who can "crack the code" and have a two-way conversation with an animal using generative AI.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

Dogs probably won't be the animals that help scientists win the prize. "I do not think they necessarily use words and sentences and paragraphs," Rada Mihalcea, a co-author of the Michigan study, told me over Zoom. (Naturally, in the middle of our call, a stranger knocked on my door, causing my foster dog to bark.) As much as dog owners like myself might want something akin to Google Translate for dogs, Mihalcea's starting with much more narrow ambitions. She hopes this line of research can "help us get an understanding into what is even there as a linguistic system--if there is such a system."



Another research group, led by Kenny Zhu at the University of Texas at Arlington, is taking a different approach. His team is scraping massive amounts of dog videos from YouTube. But the data are extremely noisy--quite literally. The researchers have to isolate the barks from all the other sounds that happen in the background of the videos, which makes the process onerous. Zhu's team does have preliminary findings: They had their algorithms process the sounds of six different breeds (huskies, Shiba Inus, pit bulls, German shepherds, Labradors, and Chihuahuas), and believe they've found 105 unique phonemes, or sound units, that span all the breeds.



Even if researchers are able to eventually get a perfect dataset, they'll run into another problem: There's no way to know for sure that whatever observations the AI makes is right. When training other AI models on human languages, a native speaker can verify that an output is correct, and help fine-tune the model. No dog will ever be able to verify the AI's results. (Imagine a dog sitting in an academic research lab, nodding solemnly: Yes, that's correct."Ruff-ruff-ruff" means"Give me the chicken.") The dream of AI as an intermediary between humans and dogs faces a fundamental bias: It is human researchers who are using human-made AI models and human ideas of language to better understand canines. No matter how good the technology gets, there will always be unknowns.



The focus on better understanding dogs' verbal noises can obscure how much we already know about them. Dogs have evolved to better communicate with humans: Their barks have changed, and their eyes have grown more expressive. Feral dogs and wolves bark less than pets, suggesting that humans are a big reason why our pups make noise. "The whole thing about dog genius is that they can communicate with us without speaking," Woods told me. "We can also read them really clearly, which is why we're so in love with them."

Read: Dogs are entering a new wave of domestication

I know what she means. During a heat wave this summer, I decided to buy heat-resistant dog boots to protect my pup from the scorching pavement. You put them on by stretching them over your dog's paws, and snapping them into place. The first time I put them on my dog, he stared at me. When I tried to walk him in them later that week, he thrashed in the grass and ran around chaotically. He did not want to wear the boots. And I did not need an AI to know that.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/dog-communication-ai-translation/680281/?utm_source=feed
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The End of Parallel Parking

It'll be a while before self-driving cars take over. Self-<em>parking</em> cars are already here.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?



Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car is simultaneously a pipe dream and sort of, kind of the reality of many Americans. Waymo, a robotaxi company owned by Alphabet, is now providing 100,000 rides a week across a handful of U.S. cities. Just last week, Tesla announced its own robotaxi, the Cybercab, in dramatic fashion. Still, the fact remains: If you are in the driver's seat of a car and out on the road nearly anywhere in America, you are responsible for the car, and you have to pay attention. My dad's self-driving fantasy likely remains far away.

But driving is already changing. Normal cars--cars that are not considered fancy or experimental and strange--now come with advanced autonomous features. Some can park themselves. You can ask your electric Hummer to "crab walk" into or out of a tight corner that you can't navigate yourself. It seems that if you are on a bad date and happen to be sitting on a restaurant patio not too far from where you parked your Hyundai Tucson SEL, you can press a button to make it pull up beside you on the street, getaway-car style. It's still hard to imagine a time when no one needs to drive themselves anywhere, but that's not the case with parallel parking. We might be a generation away from new drivers who never learn to parallel park at all.



It makes sense that the task would be innovated away. Parallel parking is a source of anxiety and humiliation: David Letterman once pranked a bunch of teenagers by asking them to try to parallel park in Midtown Manhattan, which went just as hilariously poorly as you might expect. Parallel parking isn't as dangerous as, say, merging onto the highway or navigating a roundabout, but it's a big source of fear for drivers--hence a Volkswagen ad campaign in which the company made posters for a fake horror movie called The Parallel Park. And then it's a source of pride. Perfectly executed parking jobs are worthy of photographs and public bragging. My first parallel park in Brooklyn on the day I moved there at 21 was flawless. I didn't know about alternate-side parking, so I ultimately was ticketed and compelled to pay $45 for the memory, but it was worth it.



Whether or not you live in a place where you have to parallel park often, you should know how to do it. At some point, you will at least need to be able to handle a car and its angles and blind spots and existence in physical space well enough to do something like it. But this is an "eat your vegetables" thing to say. So, I thought, the best people to look at in order to guess how long we have until parallel parking is an extinct art might be the people who don't already have a driver's license. According to some reports, Gen Z doesn't want to learn how to drive--"I'll call an Uber or 911," one young woman told The Washington Post. Those who do want to learn have to do so in a weird transitional moment in which we are still pretending that parallel parking is something a human must do, even though it isn't, a lot of the time.



I talked with some longtime driving-school instructors who spoke about self-parking features the way that high-school English teachers talk about ChatGPT. The kids are relying on them to their detriment, and it's hard to get them to form good habits, said Brian Posada, an instructor at the Chicago-based Entourage Driving School (not named after the HBO show, he said). "I've got some students who are really rich," he told me. As soon as they get their permits, their parents buy them Teslas or other fancy cars that can self-park. Even if he teaches them how to parallel park properly, they will not practice in their own time. "They get lazy," he told me.



Parallel parking isn't part of the driver's-license exam in California, though Mike Thomas still teaches it at his AllGood Driving School. His existential dread is that he will one day be less like an educator and more like the person who teaches you how to use your iPhone. He tells teens not to rely on the newfangled tools or else they will not really know how to drive, but he doesn't know whether they actually buy in. "It's hard to get into the minds of teenagers," he said. "You'd be amazed at how good teenagers are at telling people what they want to hear." Both instructors told me, more or less, that although they can teach any teen to parallel park, they have little faith that these new drivers will keep up the skill or that they will try on their own.



Teens are betting, maybe correctly, that they soon may never have to parallel park at all. Already, if you live in Austin or San Francisco and want to avoid parallel parking downtown, you can order an Uber and be picked up by a driverless Waymo. But autonomous parking is much simpler to pull off than fully autonomous driving. When I pushed Greg Stevens, the former chief engineer of driver-assistance features at Ford, to give me an estimate of when nobody will have to drive themselves anywhere anymore, he would not say 2035 or 2050 or anything else. He said he would not guess.



"The horizon keeps receding," he told me. Stevens now leads research at the University of Michigan's Mcity, a huge testing facility for autonomous and semiautonomous vehicles. Most driving, he said--99.9 percent--is "really boring and repetitive and easy to automate." But in the final .1 percent, there are edge cases: "things that happen that are very rare, but when they happen they're very significant." That's a teen whipping an egg at your windshield, a mattress falling off the back of a truck, a weird patch of gravel, or whatever else. "Those are hard to encapsulate completely," he said, "because there's an infinite number of those types of scenarios that could happen."



In many ways, people are still resisting the end of driving. One guy in Manhattan is agitating for a constitutional amendment guaranteeing human beings the "right to drive," if they so choose, in our autonomous-vehicle future. It can be hard to predict whether people will want to use new features, Stevens told me: Some cars can now change lanes for you, if you let them, which people are scared to do. Most can try to keep you in your lane, but some people hate this a lot. And for now, self-driving cars are just not that much more pleasant to use than regular cars. On the highway, the car tracks your gaze and head position to make sure your eyes stay on the road the entire time--arguably more depressing and mind-numbing than regular highway driving.



Many people don't want a self-parking car, which is why Ford has recently paused plans to put the feature in all new vehicles. I hate driving because it's dangerous, but I am good at parallel parking, and I'm not ready to see it go. It's the only aspect of operating a vehicle for which I have any talent. I don't want to ease into a tight spot without the thrill of feeling competent. Parallel parking is arguably the hardest part of driving, but succeeding at it is the most gratifying.



If parallel parking persists for the simple reason that Americans don't want to give it up, fully self-driving cars may have little hope. A country in which nobody has to change lanes on a six-lane highway or park on their own is a better country, objectively. I also spoke with Nicholas Giudice, a spatial-computing professor at the University of Maine who is working on autonomous vehicles with respect to "driving-limited populations" such as people with visual impairments or older adults. Giudice is legally blind and can't currently drive a car. He said he would get in the first totally self-driving car anybody offered him: "If you tell me there's one outside of my lab, I'll hop into it now."



Conventional parallel parking--sweating, straining, tapping the bumper of the car in front of you, finally getting the angle right on the 40th try--won't have to disappear, but it could become part of a subculture one day, Giudice said. There will be driving clubs or special recreational driving tracks. Maybe there will be certain lanes on the highway where it would be allowed, at least for a while. "You can't have 95 percent autonomous vehicles and a couple of yahoos driving around manually," he said. "It will just be too dangerous."



Am I a yahoo for still wanting to parallel park? I can mollify myself with a fantasy of parallel parking as not a chore but a fun little game to play in a closed environment. I can picture it next to the mini-golf and the batting cages at one of those multipurpose "family fun" centers. There's one near my parents' house where you can already ride a fake motorcycle and shoot a fake gun. My dad could drive me there with his feet up and a ball game on.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/end-of-parallel-parking-robotaxi/680276/?utm_source=feed
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The Man Who's Sure That Harris Will Win

Allan Lichtman is known for correctly forecasting elections. But his record is not as impressive as it seems.

by Gilad Edelman




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


If you follow politics, you can hardly escape Allan Lichtman, the American University history professor known for correctly forecasting the victor of all but one presidential election since 1984. In a whimsical New York Times video published over the summer, the 77-year-old competes in a Senior Olympics qualifying race--and confidently declares that Kamala Harris will win the race (get it?) for the White House. You might also have recently seen Lichtman on cable news, heard him on the radio, or read an interview with him. 

In an era of statistically complex, probabilistic election models, Lichtman is a throwback. He bases his predictions not on polls, but rather on the answers to a set of 13 true-or-false questions, which he calls "keys," and which in 2016 signaled a Trump victory when the polls said otherwise. He has little patience for data crunchers who lack his academic credentials. "The issue with @NateSilver538 is he's a compiler of polls, a clerk," Lichtman posted on X in July, as part of a long-running spat with the prominent election modeler. "He has no fundamental basis in history and elections."

Lichtman's complaint isn't just with polls and the nerds who love them. In his view, almost everything that the media and political establishment pay attention to--such as campaigns, candidate quality, debates, and ideological positions--is irrelevant to the outcome. An election is a referendum on the incumbent party's track record. "The study of history," he writes in his book Predicting the Next President, "shows that a pragmatic American electorate chooses a president according to the performance of the party holding the White House, as measured by the consequential events and episodes of a term."

Anne Applebaum: The danger of believing that you are powerless

According to Lichtman, the standard account of how presidential campaigns work is a harmful fiction. "The media, the candidates, the pollsters, and the consultants," Lichtman writes, "are complicit in the idea that elections are exercises in manipulating voters," which stymies political reform and meaningful policy debate. That argument contains a touch of the conspiratorial, but there's a big difference between Lichtman's worldview and a conspiracy theory: His predictions actually come true. If Lichtman is wrong about how elections work, how can he be so good at foretelling their outcomes?

One possible answer is that, in fact, he isn't.

Lichtman developed his method in 1981 in collaboration with Vladimir Keilis-Borok, a Russian mathematical geophysicist. Lichtman had a hunch, he told me, that "it was the performance and strength of the White House Party that turned elections." He and Keilis-Borok analyzed every election from 1860 to 1980; the hunch bore out.

Each of the 13 keys can be defined as a true-or-false statement. If eight or more of them are true, the incumbent-party candidate will win; seven or fewer, and they will lose. Here they are, as spelled out in Predicting the Next President:

1. Incumbent-party mandate: After the midterm elections, the incumbent party holds more seats in the U.S. House of Representatives than it did after the previous midterm elections.

2. Nomination contest: There is no serious contest for the incumbent-party nomination.

3. Incumbency: The incumbent-party candidate is the sitting president.

4. Third party: There is no significant third-party or independent campaign.

5. Short-term economy: The economy is not in recession during the election campaign.

6. Long-term economy: Real annual per capita economic growth during the term equals or exceeds mean growth during the two previous terms.

7. Policy change: The incumbent administration effects major changes in national policy.

8. Social unrest: There is no sustained social unrest during the term.

9. Scandal: The incumbent administration is untainted by major scandal.

10. Foreign or military failure: The incumbent administration suffers no major failure in foreign or military affairs.

11. Foreign or military success: The incumbent administration achieves a major success in foreign or military affairs.

12. Incumbent charisma: The incumbent-party candidate is charismatic or a national hero.

13. Challenger charisma: The challenging-party candidate is not charismatic or a national hero.

Lichtman says that keys 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 13 are true this year: just enough to assure a Harris victory.

Although some of the keys sound extremely subjective, Lichtman insists that they are not subjective at all--assessing them simply requires the kind of judgments that historians are trained to make. The charisma key, for example, doesn't depend on your gut feeling about a candidate. "We are talking about the once-in-a-generation, across-the-board, inspirational, truly transformational candidates, like Franklin Roosevelt or Ronald Reagan," he told me.

I can attest that applying the keys is challenging for those of us without a history Ph.D. The keys must be "turned" consistently from election to election without regard to polls, but in practice seem to be influenced by fluctuating public-opinion data. The Democratic nominee in 2008, Barack Obama, qualified as charismatic, but the 2012 nominee, who was also Barack Obama, did not, because of his diminished approval ratings. The "third-party challenger" key cuts against the incumbent if a third-party candidate is likely to get 5 percent of the vote--but this is only knowable through horse-race polling, which we're supposed to ignore, or after the fact, in which case it's not a prediction.

Lichtman insists that voters don't change their minds in response to what the candidates say or do during the course of a campaign. This leads him to make some deeply counterintuitive claims. He has written that George H. W. Bush's attacks on Michael Dukakis in 1988--which included the infamous Willie Horton ad--accomplished nothing, and actually hurt Bush's subsequent ability to govern, because he already had enough keys to win and should have been focused on his policy agenda. He implies that JFK, who edged out Richard Nixon by less than two-tenths of a percentage point in 1960, would have won even if he had had the personality of, say, his nephew Robert, because he had eight keys in his favor in addition to charisma. And this past summer, Lichtman told anyone who would listen that Joe Biden should stay in the race, despite his difficulty completing a sentence, because replacing him on the ticket would mean the loss of the incumbency key. If Democrats persuaded Biden to drop out, he wrote in a July 3 op-ed, "they would almost surely doom their party to defeat and reelect Donald Trump." (He changed his mind once it became clear that no one would challenge Harris for the nomination, thus handing her key 2.)

Arguments such as these are hard to accept, because they require believing that Lichtman's "pragmatic electorate" places no stock in ideological positions or revelations about character and temperament. Lichtman is unperturbed by such objections, however. All arguments against the keys fail because they suggest that the keys are in some way wrong, which they plainly are not. Lichtman has written, for example, that the infamous "Comey letter" did not tip the 2016 election to Trump, as poll-focused analysts such as Nate Silver have "incorrectly claimed." How does Lichtman know the claim is incorrect? Because the keys already predicted a Trump victory. The proof is in the fact that the system works. This raises the question of whether it actually does.

Going nine for 10 on presidential predictions is not as hard as it sounds. Only four of the past 10 elections were particularly close. Most campaign years, you can just look at the polls. Lichtman predicted a Biden victory in 2020, for example, but you probably did too.

To his credit, Lichtman has made many accurate calls, in some cases well before polls showed the eventual victor in the lead. Even in 2000, the election that he is generally considered to have gotten wrong, the system worked as advertised. As he explains in Predicting the Next President, the keys "predict only the national popular vote and not the vote within individual states." (Lichtman has devoted considerable energy to proving that the election was stolen in Florida by the GOP, and that he has thus really gone 10 for 10.)

Lichtman's most celebrated feat of foresight by far, the gutsy call that supposedly sets his keys apart from mere polls, was his 2016 prediction. Calling the race for Trump when the polls pointed the other way was reputationally risky. After Lichtman was vindicated, he was showered with praise and received a personal note of congratulations from Trump himself. "Authorities in the field recognized my nearly unique successful prediction of a Trump victory," Lichtman told me in an email. He quoted the assessment of the political scientist Gerald M. Pomper: "In 2016, nine of eleven major studies predicted Clinton's lead in the national popular vote. However, by neglecting the Electoral College and variations among the state votes, they generally failed to predict Trump's victory. One scholar did continue his perfect record of election predictions, using simpler evaluations of the historical setting (Lichtman 2016)."

Oddly, no one seems to have noticed at the time what seems in hindsight like an obvious problem. By Lichtman's own account, the keys predict the popular-vote winner, not the state-by-state results. But Trump lost the popular vote by two percentage points, eking out an Electoral College victory by fewer than 80,000 votes in three swing states.

Lichtman has subsequently addressed the apparent discrepancy. "In 2016, I made the first modification of the keys system since its inception in 1981," he writes in the most recent edition of Predicting the Next President. In "my final forecast for 2016, I predicted the winner of the presidency, e.g., the Electoral College, rather than the popular vote winner." He did this, he writes, because of the divergence of the Electoral College results from the popular vote: "In any close election, Democrats will win the popular vote but not necessarily the Electoral College."

Peter Wehner: This election is different

But the gap that Lichtman describes did not become apparent until the results of the 2016 election were known. In 2008 and 2012, the Electoral College actually gave a slight advantage to Obama, and until 2016, the difference between the margin in the popular vote and in the Electoral College tipping state was typically small. Why would Lichtman have changed his methodology to account for a change that hadn't happened yet?

Odder still is the fact that Lichtman waited to announce his new methodology until well after the election in which he says he deployed it. According to an investigation published this summer by the journalists Lars Emerson and Michael Lovito for their website, The Postrider, no record exists of Lichtman mentioning the modification before the fact. In their estimation, "he appears to have retroactively changed" the predictive model "as a means of preserving his dubious 10 for 10 streak."

This is a sore subject for Lichtman. Whether he got 2016 totally right or merely sort of right might seem like a quibble; surely he was closer to the mark than most experts. But a forecaster who changes his methodology after the fact has no credibility. When I brought the matter up with Lichtman in a Zoom interview, he became angry. "Let me tell you: It steams me," he said, his voice rising. "I dispute this, you know, When did you stop beating your wife? kind of question."

Lichtman directed me to an interview he gave The Washington Post in September 2016. (When I tried to interject that I had read the article, he cut me off and threatened to end the interview.) There and elsewhere, Lichtman said, he clearly stated that Trump would win the election. Trump did win the election, ergo, the prediction was accurate. Nowhere did he say anything about the popular vote.

Later that evening, Lichtman sent me a follow-up email with the subject line "2016." In it, he described Emerson and Lovito as "two unknown journalists with no qualifications in history or political science." As for their claims, he pointed once again to the Washington Post interview, and also to an article in the October 2016 issue of the academic journal Social Education, in which he published his final prediction.

Here is what Lichtman wrote in the Social Education article: "As a national system, the Keys predict the popular vote, not the state-by-state tally of Electoral College votes. However, only once in the last 125 years has the Electoral College vote diverged from the popular vote."

This seemed pretty cut-and-dried. I replied to Lichtman's email asking him to explain. "Yes, I was not as clear as I could have been in that article," he responded. "However, I could not have been clearer in my Washington Post prediction and subsequent Fox News and CBS interviews, all of which came after I wrote the article." In those interviews, he said nothing about the popular vote or the Electoral College.

I got another email from Lichtman, with the subject line "Postriders," later that night. "Here is more information on the two failed journalists who have tried to make a name for themselves on my back," Lichtman wrote. Attached to the email was a Word document, a kind of opposition-research memo, laying out the case against Lovito and Emerson: "They post a blog--The Postrider--that has failed to gain any traction as documented below. They are not qualified to comment on the Keys, the polls, or any aspect of election prediction." The document then went through some social-media numbers. Lichtman has 12,000 followers on Facebook; The Postrider has only 215, and the articles get no engagement. One hundred thousand followers for Lichtman on X; a few hundred for Emerson and Lovito.

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

I ran these criticisms by Emerson and Lovito, who were already familiar with Lichtman's theory of the case. After they published their article, he emailed them, cc'ing his lawyer and American University's general counsel, accusing them of defamation.

To the charge of being less famous than Lichtman, they pled guilty. "It's true that a public intellectual who has been publishing books since the late 1970s and is interviewed every four years by major media outlets has a larger following than us, yes," they wrote in an email. "But we fail to see what relevance that has to our work." Regarding their qualifications, they pointed out that they each have a bachelor's degree in political science from American University, where Lichtman teaches. (Emerson is a current student at American's law school.) "As for this story on the Keys, we spent months reading and reviewing Professor Lichtman's books, academic papers, and interviews regarding the Keys. If we are not qualified to comment at that point, he should reconsider how he publicly communicates about his work."

In a December 2016 year-in-review article, the journalist Chris Cillizza looked back on the stories that had generated the most interest for his Washington Post politics blog, The Fix. "The answer this year? Allan Lichtman. Allan Lichtman. Allan Lichtman ... Of the 10 most trafficked posts on The Fix in 2016, four involved Lichtman and his unorthodox predictions," Cillizza wrote. "Those four posts totaled more than 10 million unique visitors alone and were four of the 37 most trafficked posts on the entire WaPo website this year."

Americans love a prediction. We crave certainty. This makes the life of a successful predictor an attractive one, as Lichtman, who has achieved some measure of fame, can attest. But a professional forecaster is always one bad call away from irrelevance.

Give Lichtman credit for making concrete predictions to which he can be held accountable. As he always says, the probabilistic forecasts currently in vogue can't be proved or disproved. The Nate Silvers of the world, who have unanimously labeled the upcoming election a toss-up, will be correct no matter who wins. Not so for Lichtman. A Trump restoration would not just end his winning streak. It would call into question his entire theory of politics. We are all waiting to find out how pragmatic the electorate really is.
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Autocracy Is in the Details

Learn to spot the signs.

by Hanna Rosin




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

To a casual observer, Donald Trump's claim about Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, eating cats and dogs seemed like a bizarre or mistaken claim that ultimately fueled millions of memes, jokes, and racist insults. But to someone who knows what to look for, the story he told read as much more calculated and familiar. Making an outrageous claim is one common tactic of an autocrat. So is sticking to it far beyond the time when it's even remotely believable. Autocrats often dare their followers to believe absurd claims, as a kind of loyalty test, because "humor and fear can be quite close together sometimes," says Peter Pomerantsev, a Soviet-born British journalist and co-host of Autocracy in America, an Atlantic podcast series.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Pomerantsev and Atlantic staff writer and co-host Anne Applebaum about how to detect the signs of autocracy, because, as they say, if you can't spot them, you won't be able to root them out. We also analyze the events of the upcoming election through their eyes and talk about how large swaths of a population come to believe lies, what that means, and how it might be undone.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. There's something new unfolding in this election, something we haven't seen in this country on such a grand scale. Kamala Harris said it bluntly at her acceptance speech at the DNC when she talked about how tyrants like Kim Jong Un side with Donald Trump.

Kamala Harris: They know he is easy to manipulate with flattery and favors. They know Trump won't hold autocrats accountable, because he wants to be an autocrat himself.
 [Applause]


Rosin: An autocrat. How do you know if a leader is vying to be an autocrat? It's an abstract title hard to picture playing out in the U.S. But as I picked up in a new Atlantic podcast, Autocracy in America, if you know what you're looking for, you can see it pretty clearly.

People who have seen it play out in other countries can tick through the list of autocratic tactics. At work. Right now. In the United States.

Applebaum: That was really the organizing idea of the show, was to tell people that stuff is already happening now.


Rosin: This is staff writer Anne Applebaum. She's a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian and co-host of Autocracy in America.

Her co-host is Peter Pomerantsev, a senior fellow at the SNF Agora Institute at Johns Hopkins University and a scholar of propaganda and misinformation.

After I started listening to their show, I realized I was missing some very basic things--patterns that were easy to spot if someone pointed them out to you. So I wanted to get them to help me to understand the moment we're in, both in this election and in American history.

Here's my conversation with Anne and Peter.

[Music]

Rosin: So I think of the two of you as, like, detectives. You see patterns happening in the news and the election that the rest of us either don't notice or don't quite put together as patterns. So I want to, through your eyes, look at the current election. Have you detected any patterns or signs of the kind of current autocracy in America bubble up in the dialogue of this election?

Applebaum: So I was very struck by the famous "eating cats and dogs" phrase.

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


Applebaum: And everybody laughed at it, and they said, Ha ha ha. That's very funny. And this struck me as an example of people lying in a way, even though everybody knows they're lying, and the purpose of the lie was to demonstrate their power. We can lie. We can do whatever we want. We can say whatever we want about these people, and it doesn't affect us.

And the fact that they never retracted it, despite the fact that people in Springfield were up in arms, and everybody who's done any reporting--journalists have been to Springfield, have asked people, Are there any dogs or cats being eaten? And people say no.

It's a way of showing power--so, We can lie, and everybody else is going to go along with our lie when we win the election.

Pomerantsev: You know, something that's been much remarked upon in autocratic systems: truth and power sort of switch roles. You know, we think of truth challenging power and holding the powerful by account with the truth. When I lived in Russia--and my first book, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, was all about this, how truth didn't play that role anymore. Truth was about showing your loyalty, showing whose side you're on--and, you know, subservient to power.

Applebaum: They're creating around themselves a kind of alternative community, where, If you're inside our world, we say whatever we want the truth to be, and everybody joins in.

Pomerantsev: And also, rubbishing the idea of truth. I mean, what comes with that is truth stops being about information and analysis. It's about making a point, saying whose side you're on. Even the more absurd the lie that you say shows even more, Look at my team. Look at my team. Look whose side I'm on.

And Vance was fascinating. You know, he's a very fascinating character, something right out of some of the darkest Russian novels, because he kind of intellectualizes this, because he's also a writer and someone who thinks about language a lot, clearly. And when he went on air and said, Oh yeah. I made this up, and I'll keep on making things up. Because truth doesn't matter. You know, something else matters.

J. D. Vance on CNN: If I have to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to the suffering of the American people, then that's what I'm going to do.


Rosin: And is it just because I'm (A) an American and (B) a journalist that I can't catch up? Like, you both have so much foreign experience--living in foreign countries, watching autocracy--so you've digested this. Is it because it's new to me that everything--like, every time Trump does it, I keep wishing for the facts to stop the momentum, and they never do, and somehow I can't catch up? It's just because we're new, right? Because Americans just haven't seen this before.

Applebaum: It's not that new. I mean, it's been going on since 2016. And in fact, I would say almost the opposite is true. I think most people--I mean, you may be an exception.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Pomerantsev: It's because you're a journalist, not because you're an American.

Rosin: (Laughs.) It's because I'm slow.

Applebaum: No. I think most people have got used to it. And I mean, the normalization of the lying and the normalization of the gibberish that Trump comes up with--all of that has become part of the background of politics in America and isn't shocking the way it would have been. And imagine an election 20 years ago. I don't know--imagine Bill Clinton going up on the stage and talking about sharks and electrocution and Hannibal Lecter. People would have been outraged, and he would have been thrown off the stage, and Who is this crazy person talking to us?

But we've now gone down a path where we're accustomed to that way of speaking in public. More and more people have joined the former president in doing so. More and more people have got used to listening to that, and we're in a different world now. Maybe you're just still in the former world.

Rosin: But why are we laughing? I mean, what you're saying is quite serious. Like, what you're saying is that they're using this pet story in order to sort of flex a kind of autocratic power, and we are just making memes and making jokes and laughing at Trump and saying how ridiculous it is that he's doing this pet thing. But what you're talking about is quite serious. So that's where I'm saying maybe the gap is--like, we haven't quite caught up--that actually it's dangerous. It's not funny.

Pomerantsev: I don't find it funny at all, actually. I find it very, very sinister. One thing that we keep on coming back to in our show is in Eastern Europe, where there's been a history of this, the response is often to look at the absurdity of it. A lot of the great Eastern European novels about autocracy are absurdist novels. But absurdism is very scary. I mean, in the hands of the sadistic and the powerful, it's a terrifying tool. So I find humor and fear can be quite close together sometimes.

Applebaum: No. It's one of the things you do when you're afraid and also, especially, when you're powerless. When democracy has failed completely, when you're living in a completely autocratic society, then what do you have left? You can't fight back. You can't hit anybody. So you turn it into jokes.

Rosin: So that's the level of Trump. I want to talk about this at the level of followers or people listening to Trump or, you know, the general populace, and tell you guys a story.

I've been to more Trump rallies in this election than I have in the last election. And one thing that happens is: I was reporting with an Atlantic reporter. His name is John Hendrickson. He covers politics, and he has a pronounced stutter. And this was at the time that Biden was still running, and Trump had declined to make fun of Biden's stutter, and then Trump crossed that line in a certain rally. He started to make fun of the way Biden talks.

Trump: Two nights ago, we all heard Crooked Joe's angry, dark, hate-filled rant of a State of the Union address. Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together? Remember, he said, I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.


Rosin: And John Hendrickson wanted to go with me to a rally. So we thought we would get into some sticky ethical dilemmas, and we would have kind of difficult conversations with people about compassion and morality. And we did have some of that. But a lot of what happened is that people would say to us, That didn't happen. Trump didn't do that. Like, I just, again, wasn't prepared for that.

[Music]

Rosin: The first time someone said it, I just said, Yes. He did, like a baby. And they said, Well, no. We don't know--he didn't, and so then I sort of stepped back and called up the video. And then there was a video of Trump doing what we said he had done. So then the next time someone said he didn't do that, I just showed them the video, and they said, Well, we don't--I don't know where that video came from. I don't know that that's real.

And so I didn't know what to do next. Like, when people just say, That didn't happen, I just wasn't sure where to go next. So what I did was go home and Google the term psychological infrastructure. And I don't even know if that's a thing, but just what has happened to our brains? And I wanted you two to reflect on this.

Applebaum: I mean, one of the things that happened to our brains--and I don't think it's only Trump supporters--is that the quantity of information that we all see every day is so enormous. And so much of it is either false or irrelevant, or somehow we learn to exclude it, that I think the old, slow process of thinking about what's true and what's not true--it's hardly even relevant anymore. It's not just Americans, actually. I mean, I think everybody has started to treat facts and evidence and truth differently. And I think that's kind of where Trump comes from.

In the way that Hollywood produced Ronald Reagan and TV produced JFK, because they were the new forms of media, and they were the ones who were successful in that media, I think Trump is somebody who's successful in the world of very fast video clips and takes, where you're not paying any attention anymore to what's actually true and what's not, and what's AI and what's not, and what's staged and what's not. I think he's just a beneficiary of that.

Pomerantsev: I always wonder: What is the permission structure that a leader gives their followers, especially when the leader has this really tight emotional bond with their followers?

The permission structure that Trump gives his audience, I think, is: He sticks a middle finger up to reality. It's very nice to give a middle finger to reality. Reality, essentially, at the end of the day, reminds you of death. I mean, it's a middle finger to death at some very deep level. That's what Trump gives people. So he denies reality, so you can deny reality, so when Hanna turns up with her evidence, you can go, Eh, fuck that.

Rosin: Oh my God. That--

Pomerantsev: And that gives you a high.

Rosin: Peter, that's so--I mean, that feels correct, because there is such a hostility towards the media in a Trump rally. And it is very fun for people in a Trump rally, because often the media has the power. Like, I have equipment. I have a microphone. I have a lot of things. It is such a high for people to give us the middle finger and just say, like, You have no power. You're nothing. That is very much in that dynamic. So I wonder if there is just some pleasure in telling us that didn't happen. And it doesn't matter if you knew it happened or saw it happen or anything like that.

Pomerantsev: We know about the hostility to the media as a kind of, like, sociological strategy, but also, I wonder, actually, it's deeper than that. By telling the people who represent knowledge and facts a big middle finger, it's part of this bigger rebellion against reality.

Applebaum: You know, Trump, from the very beginning of his political career--one of the central things he was doing was attacking the idea of truth. Remember how he broke into our consciousness in the political world as a birther. You know, Barack Obama is not really the president. He's an illegitimate president. He was born in Kenya.

Trump on The View: Why doesn't he show his birth certificate? I think he probably--
 Barbara Walters on The View: Why does he have to?
 Trump on The View: Because I have to and everybody else has to.


Trump on The Today Show: I thought he was probably born in this country, and now I really have a much bigger doubt than I had before.
 Meredith Vieira on The Today Show: But based on what?


Applebaum: And the fact that he could build a community of trust around that idea was a beginning, for a lot of people, of a break with, as you say, the idea that facts are real and that there's some structure of truth, fact-finding, journalism, etcetera that can back it up.

So I think this has been a deliberate thing that he's done for a decade, is to try to undermine people's faith in truth and faith in journalism and faith in all kinds of other institutions, as well. But he is aided by the nature of the modern conversation and debate, which has only become more chaotic, you know, with every passing year.

Rosin: Do you two think of the American mind as broken in some way? No. I'm serious. Like, where we journalists are playing a losing game, and the American mind is corroded?

Applebaum: I'm not sure it's just the American mind.

Pomerantsev: That was a very diplomatic answer, Anne. Damn, that was good. That was good.

Rosin: I actually wonder about this. I actually wonder about this. I mean, that is a very unmelodic phrase I Googled, psychological infrastructure. But I did start to think of the world in this way. Like, Okay, there's a transportation infrastructure. There are all these, you know--but then there's a collective-consciousness infrastructure, and it's being corrupted, you know. In the same way you can sort of hack into an electrical grid, you can hack into a collective consciousness. And it just seems terrifying to me.

Applebaum: It matters a lot who the leaders of your country are. I remember an Italian friend of mine telling me a long time ago, after Berlusconi had been the leader of Italy for a number of years, it actually changed the way men and women related to each other in the country, because Berlusconi was famous for having lots of young girlfriends and so on.

Suddenly, it became okay for married men to have much younger girlfriends, in a way that it hadn't been before. So he kind of changed the morality because he was the top dog, so whatever he did was okay. And that suddenly meant it was okay for a lot of other people too. And I think Trump did something like that too.

He made lying okay. You know, If Trump does it, and he's the president--or he was the president--then it's okay for anyone to do it. We can all do it. And so I do think he had an impact on the national psyche, or whatever term you want to use.

Pomerantsev: Yeah. I think the question isn't whether it's broken or not. Clearly, something has snapped if 30 percent of the country think the last election rigged in some way.

So the question, Is it broken irrevocably? is actually the question. And the only thing I would say from seeing this in authoritarian regimes or regimes that go authoritarian-ish: It's very shocking when you see people openly choosing to live in an alternative reality. It's not that they got duped. They're doing that because it's part of their new identity.

It can also be thin because it is a bad identity. And actually, in their personal lives, they're still completely rational. You know, they need facts as soon as they're looking at their bank account. So it's not all pervasive. This is just something you do for your political identity, for the theater of it, which means that it can change very fast, again, and change back again. So there is a thinness to it.

Rosin: But that's hopeful.

Pomerantsev: That's what I mean. That's what I mean. So is it irrevocable? Not necessarily, is what I would say. But clearly something's broken.

Rosin: After the break, Anne and Peter play out our near future--that is, what happens after the election--and Anne tries her hardest not to sound too dark.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. So broaden out a little bit. What's at stake in the election, as you two see it? This election.

Applebaum: I have to be careful not to sound apocalyptic, because it's kind of my trademark tone, and I'm seeking to--

Rosin: It's your brand. You're trying to change your brand. (Laughs.)

Applebaum: I'm trying to tone it down. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay.

Pomerantsev: Just as things get really apocalyptic, Anne's like, I'm going to be all self-helpy. (Laughs.)

Applebaum: I think whether the United States continues to be a democracy in the way that we've known it up until now--or at least since the Civil War or maybe since the civil-rights movement--is at stake.

I think, for example, the question of whether we will go on having, you know, a Justice Department that adheres to the rule of law and government institutions who act in the interests of the American people--rather than the interest of the president, personally, and his friends, personally--I think all of that's at stake.

So the thing that I've seen happen in other countries is the politicization of the state and the politicization of institutions. And that's what I think is very, very likely to happen if Trump wins a second term. And once that begins, it is very hard to reverse. It's very hard to bring back the old civil servants who are, for better or for worse--I mean, maybe they're ineffective or incompetent, but at least they think they're acting in the interests of Americans.

Once you don't have that culture anymore, it's difficult to rebuild, and I'm afraid of that.

Pomerantsev: Look--America's meaning in the world goes beyond its borders. It is the only superpower that's also a democracy and talks a lot about freedom, though we unpack what it means by "freedom" in the show. There's a real risk that a Trump victory is the end of America's role doing that. For me, actually, the most sinister moment in the debates was when Trump looked to Viktor Orban, the leader of Hungary, as his role model.

Orban is not of great importance geopolitically. Hungary is a tiny country, but he's a model for a new type of authoritarian-ish regimes inside Europe. And if America cuts off its alliances, if America makes possible a world where Russia and China will dominate--and there's a real risk of that--then we're into a very, very, very dangerous and turbulent future.

This is a moment when democracies really do hang together. The other side is very focused and very ruthless. Something that didn't make it into the show was a quote from an interview that we did with Mikhail Zygar, the Russian journalist. He's in Episode 2. But there was one line that didn't make it into the show for editing reasons. But he sort of told us: What do the Kremlin elite call Trump?

And they call him Gorbachev, America's Gorbachev, by which they don't mean he's a liberal reformer. They mean he's going to bring the whole thing crashing down. It's the end of America, and it's Russia and China's moment to dominate.

Applebaum: Yeah. And not just the end of America as a democracy but the end of American leadership in the world, the way that Gorbachev ended--

Pomerantsev: The project's over.

Applebaum: The project's over. That's what they think.

Pomerantsev: Oh, they're licking their lips.

Rosin: Let's say Trump doesn't win. Do all your worries fade away?

Applebaum: Some do. I mean, not having Trump as the leader--having him having been defeated in an election, especially if that election result holds and there is not another rebellion--that will force at least some part of the Republican Party to try to move on and find different language and different leaders.

But there will be a long legacy, even if he loses--so the legacy of people who've come to accept his way of speaking and his way of dealing with the world as normal, the legacy of people who believe that Kamala Harris is a Marxist revolutionary who's out to destroy America, the legacy of violence in politics and the language of violence in politics. I mean, we've always had it, actually, in U.S. history. You can find lots of moments where it's there, kind of rises and falls depending on the times. But we have a continued high level of threat, I think.

Rosin: Right. So it still requires a vigilance. It's clear from this conversation why you two were motivated to make this series, Autocracy in America. Why does going back in history and doing this broad sweep--why is that useful? Why approach it in that way?

Pomerantsev: America is incredibly exceptional. But also, the things that play out here, you know, they have their precedence internationally and in history. And sometimes stepping back from the immediate moment is the way to sort of both understand it and also start to deal with it. You know, sometimes when you're just in this--you know, the latest rage tweet or the latest, like, horrific TikTok video or something--stepping back, seeing the context, seeing the larger roots, seeing that it happens elsewhere is a way of then starting to deal with it.

I mean, that's what a therapist will always get you to do. He says, Step back from the crisis, and let's talk about the context. And the context is both uplifting in the sense that there have been ways to deal with this before but also--I mean, for me it was fascinating to understand how the story of autocracy in America is not just about Trump at all.

It's a stable thing that's been there all the time. The series, for me, was transformative in the sense that--I entered it, and I'm still in the process of making sense of it--I entered it very much with this idea that the story of America is the story of America outgrowing its lacks of freedoms and rights and getting better and better.

And by the end, I was kind of inching towards a revisioning, where it seems a country where the autocratic instincts and the democratic instincts are constantly competing, constantly at war with each other, and mitigated by things like foreign-policy. I mean, you know, Episode 4 is all about how America's foreign policy choices in the Cold War, being for freedom, made it improve civil rights at home.

So all these factors influence the progress of democracy, the upholding of rights and freedoms. And it's not some simple line. And that, for me, was actually quite--I don't know. That was very new for me.

Applebaum: I think it's also important that people stop thinking about history the way I was, essentially, taught in school, which is that it's some kind of line of progress.

You know, The arc of history bends towards justice, or whatever way you want to put it--that we're on some kind of upward trajectory, you know, and that sometimes we back down but, Never mind. It'll keep going, because history isn't determinative like that. It's, in fact, circular. Things happen. We grow out of them. But then they come back. You know, ideas return. Old ways of doing and thinking--they don't get banished forever. They reemerge.

And when you look at American history, just like when you look at the history of any country, actually, you find that. You find that old ideas come back, and I thought it was worth it, in this series, since we were talking about the present and the future, to also look at the way some of the same ideas and arguments had played out in the past.

Rosin: Well, Anne, Peter, thank you so much for making this series and for talking to us about it today.

Applebaum: Thank you.

Pomerantsev: Thank you for listening.

Rosin: Listeners, I urge you to check out the whole series, Autocracy in America. You'll learn to spot the signs of autocracy in our past and right now. You can find it wherever you listen to podcasts.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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I Hate Didactic Novels. Here's Why This One Works.

Richard Powers's recent novels have traded complexity for preachiness, but his latest is an effective twist on AI panic.

by Randy Boyagoda




This article contains spoilers for Playground.

From paintings on ancient cave walls to parables, fables, and memes, animals have served as important storytelling tools. For instance, in Saul Bellow's novel Humboldt's Gift, the narrator describes the novel's title character, a fearsome, mercurial poet, by observing, "A surfaced whale beside your boat might look at you as he looked with his wide-set gray eyes." This deceptively simple metaphor challenges us to imagine an unsettling encounter with a big, strange presence, and situates us in a literary tradition with its sly allusion to Herman Melville's Moby-Dick. Bellow's simile is instructive insofar as it's evocative, and appealingly demanding in its layers of meaning compressed into a single sentence.

Contrast this with an artist's encounter, in Richard Powers's new novel, Playground, with a juvenile albatross: "Ina reached her hand into the chest of the decomposing bird and drew out two bottle caps, a squirt top, the bottom of a black film canister at least fifteen years old, a disposable cigarette lighter, a few meters of tangled-up monofilament line, and a button in the shape of a daisy."

Like many passages in Playground, this teaches me important and timely things in serviceable prose: Plastics are bad because they kill birds; the consequences of human despoilment are gruesome if we dare look closely enough. I get it, I get it all too easily, when I read Powers's preachier novels, whether they're about trees (The Overstory), race (The Time of Our Singing), refugees (Generosity), or the challenges of single fatherhood for astrobiologists (Bewilderment). Powers has also written novels of greater subtlety, driven by a purist's fascination with the inner workings of complex systems and instruments: The Gold Bug Variations, Galatea 2.2, Orfeo, Plowing the Dark.

Playground seems on the surface to belong in the first group--the flat-character morality plays that have come to define Powers's later career. It extends and deepens his ongoing project of telling stories that combine lyrical mastery with environmentalist didacticism to criticize humankind's treatment of the world while attending to the promise of the nonhuman--natural and artificial. The setup of his latest also addresses the reader's dilemma in confronting such work: What, exactly, is the contemporary novel for? To teach, or to challenge? Fortunately, for those who stick with Playground to the end, Powers doesn't answer the question in flattering ways but instead complicates it confidently, exploring what art might look like in a less human future.

Read: Writing the Pulitzer-winning The Overstory changed Richard Powers's life

The new novel begins with a creation story cum prayer about Ta'aroa, the Indigenous Polynesian creator god, before proceeding to detail the dilemmas of people living on the remote South Pacific island Makatea. During the early years of the 20th century, when the island was rich in phosphate crucial to industrial agriculture, it was ruined by the extraction work of foreign companies. It's finally recovering when its 82 remaining human inhabitants are approached by a conglomerate seeking a host to build components of future floating cities. These new artificial islands will serve as swanky sanctuaries for uber-elites hoping to ride out the collapse of human society (or maybe just escape state regulations).

The novel's human drama plays out as the islanders determine whether to vote yes to the seasteading project, and focuses on the intertwined stories of four main characters. Ina, a half-Polynesian sculptor and an attentive mom, and her husband, Rafi, a literary-minded Black educator, both live on Makatea. Todd, who is white, is Rafi's boyhood friend turned enemy: They first bonded as bookish Chicago kids from dysfunctional families who loved playing Go. Todd is now the billionaire founder of a world-beating, all-in-one social-media, gaming, and commerce platform called Playground--and also the discreet money behind the seasteading endeavor. The project is in many ways motivated by Todd's lifelong love of the ocean, itself inspired by the novel's fourth major character, Evie, a trailblazing French Canadian scuba diver and scientist who holds Jane Goodall-grade celebrity status.

Playground is told in two ways that feel by turns overlong and undercooked--until they add up to something unexpected and genuinely fascinating. The dominant thread suggests a seemingly conventional, multi-perspective third-person novel featuring braided backstories interspersed with a chronicle of deliberations among the atoll's inhabitants about whether to approve the project. Another narrative runs in tandem: a first-person series of reflections on Todd's life and work, provoked and also marred--in their undulance and ellipsism--by his diagnosis of the degenerative brain disease known as Lewy body dementia. "I'm suffering from what we computer folks call latency," Todd observes early on. "Retreating into the past ... as more recent months and years grow fuzzy." Three emotions recur for Todd: his regret over the break with Rafi and (by extension) Ina, the only people he's ever felt close to; his longing, as a Midwestern boy, for the ocean wonders he first read about in Evie's best-selling book; and his self-satisfaction as a Big Tech visionary. ("I bent under the obligation to become the first person to reach the Future. And here I am, successful at last.")

Where is Todd, exactly? Ostensibly, he's living in a splendid isolation afforded by his extreme wealth while his slick minions press the people of Makatea to agree to the conglomerate's offer of large-scale economic renewal--while also implying that they could just as easily ask inhabitants of another Pacific island. On Makatea, Rafi broods and minds the children, at least until he becomes very upset after learning about Todd's involvement in the project; Ina makes a dramatic protest sculpture out of garbage, some of it found in the bodies of little birds; the other islanders debate their voting rights versus the rights of the surrounding marine life; and Evie, now in her 90s, visits like an ethereal, demure white sage, commanding credibility from the islanders because of her mystical relationship to sea creatures, which we hear about again and again (and again). Eventually, nearing total mental and physical breakdown, Todd makes a dramatic trip to Makatea to meet Rafi and Ina and Evie, in hopes of achieving a perfect confluence of his goals in the realms of business, relationships, and world-building.

Read: Going to extremes

If this all sounds like fantasy fiction for rich white people, that's because it is. I'm not being a crank here, whining again about how Powers falls short of the great American masters of marine-life metaphors. I'm pointing, in fact, to a revelation near the very end of the novel, which discloses its stunning conceit. The spoiler is warranted here, because revealing Powers's destination serves his potential readers by placing fewer demands on their patience than he does. Todd is in fact immersed in an AI-generated story, created by a successor version of his first major creation. In the first-person sections, set off in italics, he's been speaking to the AI, not us, the whole time. He's fed it as much material as he could, from memory and information, about Makatea and about himself, Rafi, Ina, and Evie. In turn, the AI has created for him the very story we've been reading, interleaved with his reflections. His success lies in crafting and reading an artificially constructed story that fulfills wishes, answers unmet needs, and resolves regrets that ring his actual life.

The AI-generated components are incoherent, cliched, cloying, and condescending: confusing chronologies, stereotypes about the simple nobility of Makatea's Indigenous people and the resilience of inner-city Chicagoans, the sacral grandeur of animal and technological sentients. But suddenly, all of that makes sense, because the author has constructed a Powersian hall of mirrors: a novel that imagines what a novel might look like if it were composed by an AI developed by a misanthropic genius loner.

Ingenious tricks and clever devices abound in Powers's fiction, but never before with the provocative implications of the turn in Playground. The novel offers a superb reversal of the scaled-up scavenging normative to AI art, but more than that, Playground challenges the readership--both admirers and critics--that Powers's past work has created. Will true believers in Powers's literary-ethical divinity feel betrayed by the late revelation, given their sincere investment in the story? Will they not only be moved by a fairy tale machined for a big, bad tech guy, the toughest of antiheroes to side with, but also believe that a nonhuman intelligence can capably capture and compel their imaginations? I hope so, inasmuch as this would lead to an intellectual reckoning of a different order than the surface expectation--that Powers's latest novel simply teaches us that plastics are bad and Pacific Islanders are good. Moreover, reading Powers in this more difficult, demanding way affirms the imperative that Literature--recalcitrant in its ideas, characters, and storylines--should invite and sustain more of and from its readers.

In the end, Playground is exactly what I'd presumed it wasn't: difficult, ambiguous, and resistant to au courant notions, all while trafficking in such ideas with deceptive coolness and ease. The novel exposes our dependency on fiction that promises morally clear accounts of our right-ordered relationship to animals, nature, each other, technology, literature--and to story itself.
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Shoplifters Gone Wild

"They pop the locks; they melt the glass; they take the keys out of employees' hands."

by Marc Fisher




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


The splendor of the American big-box store lay before me, with its endless variety of shaving products in every imaginable size and color--a retail extravaganza, all of it locked behind Plexiglas. I needed a razor, and in order to obtain one at my neighborhood Target, I had to press a red button to summon a store clerk. Depending on where you live, you may know the drill. I waited in Aisle B45 with two women, one in front of the Dove deodorants, the other in the Old Spice section.

"I keep pushing, but no one comes," said the Old Spice lady.

Six minutes passed. I pressed my button; my fellow shoppers pressed theirs. The Dove woman let out a dramatic sigh and left. Was a clean shave really worth all this? I looked at Old Spice; we shook our heads and departed. Result: three paying customers sacrificed to the War on Shoplifting.

By definition, most shoplifting is petty plunder--candy bars, baby formula, lipstick. But the small stuff adds up, as demonstrated by viral videos showing shelves of deodorant or cold medicine swiped into Hefty bags by thieves who can't even be bothered to run away. Some people contend that all of the noise about shoplifting reflects mainly a race-tinged social panic, but the retail industry is not locking up its goods, annoying its customers, and closing stores because of a few viral videos. Companies are doing it because they're seeing their goods walk out the door, costing them billions.

From the March 2018 issue: The dark art of stealing from self-checkouts

Big corporate retailers, mom-and-pop shops, cops, prosecutors, and lawmakers have tried everything to stop the thefts: get tough, be gentle, invest in new surveillance technology, turn pharmacies into fortresses. Nothing seems to work. At my Target in Washington, D.C., I counted 21 aisles of goods locked behind plastic, including toothpaste, body wash, underwear, earbuds, and air fresheners--all items that impulse thieves and organized criminals alike find desirable and easiest to resell, on the street or, more often these days, online.

Who is taking all of this stuff? And why has this age-old nuisance crime become so prevalent?

People steal because it's easy and--with rare exceptions--free of consequences. David Kimmel, who resides at Northpoint Training Center, a former state mental hospital repurposed as a medium-security prison, in Boyle County, Kentucky, is one of those exceptions.

Kimmel is on his fourth tour in prison for shoplifting, for stealing a $12.88 doll from Walmart and $142.68 worth of ammunition from a Rural King store. This time, Kimmel faced a Kentucky prosecutor and jury who seemed determined to send a message. Each of Kimmel's two charges was bumped up from a misdemeanor with a 90-day maximum sentence to a felony carrying up to a five-year penalty, mainly because he had already been banned from those stores for shoplifting (several previous instances of stealing from that Walmart, Kimmel told me, and one prior instance--stealing a lawnmower--from the Rural King). The jury didn't think even that was enough, so they increased each sentence to 10 years. Finally, the jury recommended that Kimmel serve the two sentences not concurrently but consecutively, for a grand total of four decades.




Kimmel steals, he told me, because he's a drug addict--pain pills, usually, or heroin and fentanyl. He is 39 now and has been shoplifting since he was 15. "I've done it hundreds of times," he said. During all of those years, he was mostly employed--painting houses, doing construction. "I could make a living, pay rent and electric," he said. "I couldn't afford drugs." He sold the stolen items at half their retail price to fences in a nearby parking lot, or on Facebook. He knows it's not right, but "you ain't hurtin' nobody," he told me. "It's just from a big company." If he were back on the street now, as an addict, he figures he'd still be shoplifting.

Kimmel appealed his conviction, and last year, the Supreme Court of Kentucky agreed that he should not have to serve his sentences consecutively. He told me his prison time was eventually cut back to 20 years. But the original sentence reflects how fed up many Americans are with shoplifting. At a rally last fall, Donald Trump announced that if he's reelected, "we will immediately stop all of the pillaging and theft. Very simply: If you rob a store, you can fully expect to be shot as you are leaving that store. Shot!" At another rally last month, he said he could end shoplifting "immediately" with "one really violent day"-- a "real rough, nasty day," maybe even just "one rough hour"--during which police could take on criminals. Both times, the crowd cheered.

Whereas many on the right see the rise in shoplifting as proof of a nationwide moral collapse, many on the left deny that it's even happening or that it is a meaningful problem. Shoplifting is one of the hardest crimes to measure, because only a tiny proportion of cases are ever reported to police. Thefts aren't increasing in every city--in some, reported thefts have gone down--and viral videos of shoplifters-gone-wild don't necessarily add up to a crime wave. But merchandise is disappearing off shelves at such high rates that stores have resorted to extreme measures to defend themselves--even at the risk of alienating paying customers. The surge, retailers and industry experts say, is real.

From the November 2024 issue: How carjacking became a teenage pastime

Shoplifting has soared over the past three years, according to a survey by Jack L. Hayes International, a loss-prevention consulting firm, of 26 big retail companies with, collectively, more than 22,000 stores. The study calculated the total retail losses due to theft to be $7.1 billion in 2022, up from $4.9 billion in 2019. Retailers say stores are closing because they can't make up their losses, and because some employees are scared and don't want to work there anymore.

When Mike Mershimer worked as a store detective in the 1980s and '90s, the primary tools deployed against shoplifters were handcuffs, shame, and mockery. He'd see shoplifters swipe a belt or Air Jordans, and "I'd grab him, throw him on the ground, and cuff him," he told me. Customers would ridicule the thief as Mershimer marched him out the door. "I never saw those shoplifters again," he said. Today, Mershimer advises retailers and major brands on store security. Clients are looking for fixes, but though Mershimer can offer constructive advice, he's well aware that there's no simple solution. "I get a helpless pit in my stomach," he told me. "I don't know what to tell them."

Guards aren't the answer, he said. New engagement rules at many retail stores discourage police and security guards from using force to stop offenders--they can no longer grab and cuff shoplifters. Some chains, their lawyers eager to avoid injuries to employees, have made even chasing down shoplifters a fireable offense. In a recent video capturing a shoplifter rolling a cart of stolen items out of a D.C. supermarket, a customer berates the guard for not chasing the thief. The guard replies, "I'm just a visual deterrent," a phrase now common in the retail-security industry. The criminals, Mershimer told me, "see them for what they are: nothing."

Some businesses try to look tough by dressing the guards in black tactical gear or equipping them with a German shepherd or a handgun, but "you're mainly intimidating your customers," he said. "If I pull up in the parking lot and see that, I'm pulling out."

Hardening the target--creating what the industry calls the "fortress store"--doesn't work either. Adding physical barriers and locking away products "not only deters shoplifters; it deters legitimate customers," Mershimer said. Ditto for limiting the amount of stock placed on display: A mostly empty shelf is more of a turnoff to real customers than to thieves.

Some stores have started locking their front doors, buzzing in only people who look like paying customers. But what does a paying customer look like? Door buzzers are invitations for a discrimination lawsuit.

Yet something has to be done, Mershimer told me. Twenty years ago, if someone swiped a pair of Levi's, "you could stand the loss. You budgeted 2 percent for shrink. Now you can't sustain these enormous losses. Now it's a whole shelf of Levi's."




A senior executive at a national chain store was equally frustrated. He spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, because his bosses didn't want the debate over shoplifting to tarnish the company's brand. His stores lock up products even though they know it chases away paying customers and is an ineffective barrier against professionals. "They pop the locks; they melt the glass; they take the keys out of employees' hands," he said.

In the early 2000s, many cities and states began easing the consequences for shoplifting. Dallas police stopped responding to calls about thefts under $50 in value. In 2014, California voters approved a referendum reclassifying thefts of items worth $950 or less as misdemeanors.

Now the clamor for safer stores is pushing the pendulum back toward enforcement. In the past few years, states such as Florida, North Carolina, and Louisiana have ratcheted up penalties, especially for people caught stealing in a group. Next month, Californians will vote on a referendum that would toughen penalties for shoplifting, essentially undoing the reforms voters approved just a decade ago.

Read: Why California is swinging right on crime

Whether this will have an effect on thieves' behavior is unclear. Shawn Hunter is 29 years old and has racked up more than 40 criminal charges in D.C., plus additional charges in Maryland and Virginia. Earlier this year, in a Target store in a wealthy section of D.C., two cops conducting a retail-theft surveillance operation watched Hunter stuff $54 worth of items into his bag and leave without paying. The officers stopped him just outside the door.

Hunter did not respond to requests for an interview, but I sat behind him in May in D.C. Superior Court as he waited his turn for a hearing. The judge called him to task for having missed a previous court date, but his lawyer explained that he had a good excuse: He'd failed to appear because he was in another courtroom on that same day, answering to yet another theft charge.

Hunter fidgeted throughout the hearing. The second he was dismissed, he jumped up, took the escalator two steps at a time, and burst out of the courthouse with a yelp of regained freedom.

Shoplifting is not a modern development; the term lifting dates back to a 1591 British pamphlet. In the years since, people have come up with plenty of theories about what drives shoplifters to steal. In Victorian Britain, shoplifting was seen predominantly as a female malady. The opening of department stores caused a moral panic--women with money and time to spare, London newspapers warned, were in danger of sullying their virtue and filling their days with petty crime.

When Rachel Shteir set out two decades ago to write a book on shoplifting, her idea was to plumb the roots of the early aughts' apparent surge in retail thefts. She sold her book, The Steal, to her publisher on the back of a wave of attention devoted to the actor Winona Ryder, who'd been caught taking $5,500 of designer clothes and accessories from a Saks Fifth Avenue in Beverly Hills. According to a witness, Ryder claimed to have been conducting research for a role as a kleptomaniac. Ryder's attorney denied this and suggested that the actor had assumed that the Saks clerk knew what she had taken and would charge her later for the goods. There was a sense then that women "were stealing not because they needed to eat but because they were shopping addicts," Shteir, now a professor at DePaul University, told me. Talking about shoplifting in those years often meant discussing mental-health issues such as borderline personality disorder.

Beginning in the late 1960s, and especially after the publication of Abbie Hoffman's Steal This Book, a different conception of shoplifters emerged, one that continues to dominate on the intellectual and political left. In this view, oppressed people steal to assert their power in the face of a society determined to keep them down. In the 2012 article "Stealing a Bag of Potato Chips and Other Crimes of Resistance," the sociologist Victor Rios argued that shoplifting was a reasonable act of defiance against a system that preemptively labeled young men of color as criminals. Stealing, he wrote, was a way of "fighting for dignity."




The idea that theft was both a reflection of social need and a form of political resistance became more entrenched on the left after protests--and, in some places, looting--erupted around the country over the murder of George Floyd, in 2020. Some commentators explicitly lumped shoplifting in with looting as a justified expression of frustration and rage. As Vicky Osterweil, the author of In Defense of Looting, told NPR, looting "freaks people out. But in terms of potential crimes that people can commit against the state, it's basically nonviolent. You're mass shoplifting. Most stores are insured; it's just hurting insurance companies on some level. It's just money. It's just property. It's not actually hurting any people."

This is not a popular perspective in the retail industry. Those who have studied shoplifting point out that retail theft has always been more common than people think, and not primarily among the poor or those who view themselves as politically oppressed.

Read: Why people loot

An estimated one in 11 Americans have shoplifted at least once. In one study, criminologists spent the spring of 2000 to the spring of 2001 monitoring surveillance video in a major national chain drugstore in Atlanta. They determined that about 20,000 incidents of shoplifting took place in that one store, compared with only about 25,000 larceny-theft cases reported to police in the entire city in 2001. The study used shoppers' clothing, jewelry, and other markers to draw conclusions about their economic class, providing a rough profile of who steals. The result: The shoplifters were not disproportionately minority, male, and lower-class, as many experts had assumed. In fact, about a third were middle-class and nearly 40 percent were women, and white people were just as likely to steal as were Black or Hispanic people.

These days, industry analysts say they are seeing more middle-class shoplifters than they did pre-COVID, mainly because shoplifters think they won't face significant consequences (which is likely correct). Men might treat themselves to home-improvement tools and video-game accessories. Women, many of whom are the primary shopper for their family, will pay for milk and eggs but then swipe luxury items that a tight budget can't accommodate: high-end cosmetics, skin-care products, jewelry.

Retailers are also becoming more concerned about what is known as organized retail crime, which often involves ringleaders ordering up shopping lists of goods they've often already sold to customers online. The thefts are contracted out to professional boosters, who rip off home goods, hardware, clothing, and drugstore items from any point along the supply chain, including freight trains, delivery trucks, warehouses, and stores. No reliable statistics show what portion of overall thefts are initiated by organized rings, but estimates range from as little as 5 percent to half of all theft. Coordination online has made organized theft more efficient, but it's a different kind of puzzle for law enforcement than the far more common, and more psychologically complicated, individual shoplifting.

Why is shoplifting surging now? The coronavirus pandemic and social media are the two factors most often cited by researchers and industry executives.

At the very beginning of COVID's spread, many categories of crime decreased, because people mostly stayed home and access to stores was limited. Shoplifting apprehensions reported by 22 major retail chains declined by 44 percent from 2019 to 2020, according to the Jack L. Hayes consultants. But since then, the numbers have soared far beyond their pre-COVID levels, reflecting persistent inflation, "less staff on sales floors," and "thieves viewing shoplifting as a high-reward, low-risk endeavor," their survey concluded.

Read Hayes is a former store detective with the scars to prove it. Back in the '90s, his hands were repeatedly cut by shoplifters' fingernails and pocketknives. These days, he runs the University of Florida's SaferPlaces Lab, which develops and tests innovations in shoplifting prevention. He's busier than ever. He told me he'd "seen surges before, but this is different--more significant, more widespread."

He said that "everything changed" with COVID, "including how you think about other people. Everybody around you is a threat to your health and safety." Store employees grew less willing to confront thieves, and lifters felt free to ignore shopkeepers' efforts to halt them. People seemed "quicker to go violent" against clerks who did intervene.

"People just seem bolder," Hayes told me. "We used to use shame as a deterrent, an informal sanction." At some point, it stopped working.

Hayes told me that shoplifting has become more common among both casual thieves and hardened professionals. On one end of the spectrum, videos on social media showing young people how easy it is to steal items they're not allowed to buy--cigarettes, beer--have gone viral, encouraging the curious to try their hand at it. On the other end, some people who formerly sold drugs are now drawn to big-ticket theft--power tools, TVs, laptops--because of the lower risk of punishment.

Thieves advertise their loot on Facebook and eBay, and trade tactical tips on Reddit as well as on more obscure sites. Online communities of pros and amateurs are occasionally shut down, but new ones pop up all the time. Many shoplifters are now trained by helpful online advisers to know precisely what to target. "They come into the store with a list," the senior retail executive told me. "They want Prevagen or Maybelline. They know when our delivery trucks arrive; they know when we stock the shelves. They know when we're lightly staffed."

The internet isn't just a place to garner tips. It has also, Hayes said, become a place "to showcase what you've stolen." Videos of shoplifters committing their crimes and showing off their loot have become internet mainstays, both a reflection of evolving attitudes toward retail theft and an encouragement for new practitioners. Videos tagged #haul--some set to the tune of Ayesha Erotica's "Real Messy Bitch" ("Yeah, I sca-a-am and I ro-o-ob, I'mma take everything that you go-o-ot ... I love robbery and fraud, I'm a shoplifting god")--feature slo-mo pans: energy drinks, candies, cleaning products.

The subreddit r/ShopliftersGoneWild, which has been around for two years and has 5,200 members, is run by a 53-year-old man in Florida who works from home for a medical company.  He asked not to be named, "because the internet is a crazy place." He's not a shoplifter himself; in fact, he's quite derisive of lifters. His wife works in retail and has long provided him with a steady supply of shoplifting stories at the dinner table. He told me that he launched the forum "to be funny"; he enjoys watching thieves and their critics go at each other in the comments.

GoneWild Man, as I'll call him, started off posting videos of encounters between clerks and thieves. But the subreddit morphed into a place where compulsive lifters talk about why they do it, and right-thinking Americans confront them with the damage they're doing to their own community.

"Some people love the risk," GoneWild Man told me. "It's the same adrenaline rush as skydiving, but a lot cheaper and safer." The lifters "try to claim 'we only do it from the big boxes, not the mom-and-pops,'" he said. "They make themselves out to be the good person." Or not: Some advise newbies to avoid problems by threatening store security guards that if they "touch me, I'll sue" or--an enduring legacy of COVID--"I'll cough on you."

GoneWild Man often struggles with a "moral dilemma": Should he shut down the subreddit, especially when he sees people encouraging crime by, say, offering instructions on how to remove security tags from expensive garments?




He says he likes that law-abiding people jump in, trying to talk lifters out of stealing more stuff. But he's under no illusions that his subreddit is converting thieves into upstanding citizens. It's hard to detect much shame among brazen lifters. He does, however, see some fear. Perhaps the most frequently asked question on the forum is: "Am I going to get busted?"

If there's one thing retailers agree on, it's that the courts will never make shoplifting a high-enough priority. The industry, therefore, devotes enormous energy to figuring out its own defense.

Kay Patel, an engineer for a tech company in Philadelphia, thought that owning a convenience store would be a rewarding side gig. What he didn't count on when he bought the store last October was about $200 to $300 in goods walking out the door every day. "This place is definitely harder than I thought it would be," he told me. "People came in and took whatever they wanted."

Temple University's campus police have a station down the block, and officers are in and out of Patel's shop all day. (Patel draws them in with free coffee.) Shoplifters paid the officers no mind. Kids would run in, grab snacks, and bolt. "You can't do anything," one of them taunted Patel. He had a point. Patel can't file an insurance claim without his rates shooting up. He doesn't want his seven employees chasing or grabbing lifters, because it's not worth the risk of violence. Patel had 16 cameras inside and outside the store, but his cashiers couldn't monitor the screens while they rang up purchases.

On a drizzly, gloomy day in May, I watched as a 15-year-old boy strolled toward the exit of Patel's store, sipping from a Big Gulp cup. From behind the counter, the cashier called to him: "Hey, kid!"

The kid wheeled around and held out his cup: "It's just water."

The cashier waved him on. Confrontation diffused. False alarm. What the kid didn't know was that seconds before the cashier had called out to him, the cashier's phone had buzzed with an alert. A few months earlier, Patel had installed a security-software product called Veesion--one of a slew of new programs that promise to catch thieves before they steal anything. The software, constantly scanning every aisle of the store, had captured the boy's image and used AI to analyze his movements. "Gesture close to body," said the alert, displaying an image of the boy holding his cup up against his chest.

Minutes later, another alert flashed on the cashier's phone: "Very suspicious," it said, showing a woman in the back of the store rummaging through her purse. The cashier looked up and saw the woman at the ATM machine. She'd been digging out her bank card.




The software picks up on the kinds of "suspicious cues" that the Atlanta-drugstore study found were the most accurate predictors of shoplifting behavior: people turning their head as they scan the aisles, nervously playing with products, looking for cameras or security tags. Alerts fly when people reach into their pockets, open their handbag, stick a hand inside their jacket. Patel says that Veesion alerts him and his employees 50 to 60 times a day, and about half are false alarms. In the week before my visit to the store, one alert was triggered by a man nonchalantly loading some 30 cans of Red Bull into his backpack. When the cashier confronted the man, he dropped the bag and left, Patel told me. This, he added, happens in many cases when a shoplifter is called out. He told me that his losses have fallen to maybe $75 a day.

Video and AI solutions are all the rage at loss-prevention trade shows. FaceFirst, for example, promises to "instantly detect habitual shoplifters" by running customers' faces through a database of proven thieves. There's talk of creating a surveillance network across the retail industry that would allow stores to share images of alleged or convicted shoplifters.

AI doesn't get bored monitoring video, so it can watch the parking lot and alert store clerks if someone walks toward the shop carrying a crowbar. "Hey, manager, do you want to lock the front door?" the bot might ask. But such technologies also raise the creepiness factor and its more serious corollary: the potential that someone will perceive racial discrimination and take action against your business.

Read: Defund facial recognition before it's too late

Still, the products keep coming. An Irish program, Everseen, recognizes when customers at self-checkout stations mis-scan products (for example, waving a barcode filched from some cheap product over the scanner instead of the one on the steak they're putting in their bag).

Big home-improvement chains have developed power tools that remain deactivated until they're purchased. Grocery chains in the U.K. are storing expensive meats in a case that opens only after checkout. Some supermarkets have shopping carts that jam if they approach the store exit without clearing the checkout lane--an extra security layer that may slow down shoplifters but can also make consumers "feel corralled," says Emmeline Taylor, a criminologist at City, University of London who studies retail theft. Last year, Walgreens opened a store in Chicago in which most products have been removed from the open shelves and customers must order at a kiosk up front, whereupon a clerk retrieves their items from storage.

Barbara Staib, an executive at the National Association for Shoplifting Prevention, has been at this for a quarter of a century. She's seen fancy fixes come and go. "You can keep going with your technology and your solutions and all the innovation in the world, but if you don't address motivations, you're not going to get anywhere," she told me. That could mean getting shoplifters into counseling, rehab programs, food-assistance services, and job-training classes. Sometimes, especially with casual thieves, a few hours of education about the impact that shoplifting can have on their own friends and family--raising prices, closing stores--can make a difference. Staib's organization offers a four-hour course focused on sending shoplifters the message that their behavior isn't harmless. It seems to help: A four-year study in King County, Washington, found that fewer than 6 percent of young people who finished the course were nabbed again for shoplifting.

Such efforts won't stop organized retail crime, Staib conceded, but they might help the many occasional shoplifters who think thievery is no big deal. "These people you can educate," she told me. "We can't stop them; we have to get them to stop themselves."

But the surge in shoplifting is one piece of a larger collapse of the social forces that once restrained wayward behavior at least as much as the law did: trust, guilt, and shame. It took a lot to get us to this point--huge technological and psychological disruption; the atomization of American life by the anonymity of the internet; the isolation imposed by COVID lockdowns, which eroded many people's sense of empathy; a lack of consequences for stealing, attributable to reductions in policing and store staffing. It's hard to see how better surveillance cameras and longer prison terms, let alone programs like Staib's, could roll back such powerful changes in how we live.

Maybe GoneWild Man was right when he said, "It's just okay to be a bad person now."



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/shoplifting-crime-surge/680234/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Afghan Women Have Been Brought Back in Time

"Every morning we are waking up with a new Taliban rule limiting us in every way they could; rules for our body, hair, education, and now our voices."

by Bushra Seddique




Mariam was 12 years old when a relative sold her into a marriage with a 40-year-old soldier in the Taliban, who was already married. She was repeatedly sexually and physically assaulted. By the time she was 19, she had four children. Mariam's story is not unusual; her four sisters each had similar experiences, as have countless other Afghan women. I know this all too well--I was born in Afghanistan during the Taliban's first regime, and left the country when the United States withdrew its troops in 2021. I have friends who still live there. (Mariam is not a real name; like many of the women I spoke with for this story, this person asked me to protect her identity for fear of retribution.)

The events of recent years have been a terrible form of whiplash. After the 2001 U.S.-led invasion overthrew the Taliban and a democratic government was established, new women's-rights advocacy groups proliferated. With their help, Mariam was eventually able to leave the marriage. Millions of other Afghan women experienced new freedoms in those years. The government reopened the schools and universities for women. Under the new constitution, women were guaranteed the right to work, vote, and participate in public life. The Ministry of Women was created to protect these rights. Now, though, Mariam is once again living under a Taliban regime, this time with even more oppressive rules. "Every morning we are waking up with a new Taliban rule limiting us in every way they could; rules for our body, hair, education, and now our voices," Mariam told me. "If the Taliban continues, Afghanistan will soon become a graveyard for women and young girls, and the world will just watch."

Ian Fritz: What I learned while eavesdropping on the Taliban

The question Mariam and other Afghan women are now asking is whether the international community will come to their aid once again. In August, the Taliban issued a 114-page, 35-article set of restrictive laws, approved by their supreme leader, Hibatullah Akhundzada. The document takes many basic freedoms away from the country's women, prohibiting them from singing publicly or looking at men other than their husband and relatives, and requiring them to cover their bodies and faces in public. Many of these restrictions have been enforced since the Taliban took control of the government in August 2021, but until now, they were not the official law.

For weeks, there was little sign that the international community would step in. But last month, in a historic move, Australia, Canada, Germany, and the Netherlands filed a case against the Taliban under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). This case will take the Taliban to the International Court of Justice, in The Hague. It is the first time that a group of countries has taken another nation to the ICJ for CEDAW violations. The Taliban now has six months to respond to the complaint. For the Afghan women I spoke with, the new case is an important step toward justice. "This is great progress to end gender apartheid and persecution," said Muhiba Ruzbehan, 46, who lived under the first Taliban regime and now works in medicine in London. Many of them consider the mere filing of the lawsuit an achievement, but what they want is a favorable ruling from the International Court of Justice. Until then, a lawsuit is just a lot of paper.

For many who lived during the Taliban's first regime, the newly instated laws are frightening flashbacks to the brutal rules of the late '90s. Back then, Ruzbehan served as a doctor's assistant in a Taliban military hospital. She saw women whose hands had been cut off, brought in for treatment by Taliban commanders proud of their abuse. She saw women who had been flogged and seriously injured for merely speaking with a man. She saw bodies of women who had been stoned to death for adultery. "I am deeply heartbroken and disappointed to see the Taliban's second term is even more radical compared to their first regime," she told me.

From the September 2022 issue: I smuggled my laptop past the Taliban so I could write this story

Younger women who don't remember the earlier regime are now experiencing a constrained life they had long heard about from their mother and grandmothers. I spoke with Salehi, 27, who is from Badakhshan, the northeasternmost province of Afghanistan. When the Taliban banned women from certain kinds of work in December 2022, she lost her job as a data-entry clerk. Salehi was terrified by the Taliban's new laws, and fearful of worse yet to come. "Dying is better for us rather than living with these limitations," she told me.

Hamida, 28, is a women's-rights advocate living in Kabul. She is not married, and lives on her own. She told me that the Taliban's laws are making her life extremely hard. She fears that if the country's leaders find out she has no husband, they will force her to marry, or send her back to her family in nearby Bamyan, which would mean the end of many things she hoped for and worked hard for.

Ever since the U.S. left the country in 2021, millions of Afghan women have felt abandoned by the international community. The Taliban's laws have violated their basic human rights day in and day out. But the women I spoke with told me that although the Taliban has brought back the oppression of its first regime, not all is the same. They--the women--have changed. They attended school and experienced living under a democratic government. They know they have rights. The new case at the ICJ, they pray, is a sign that maybe, just maybe, the rest of the world knows this too.
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The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere

The hurricanes are real, the paradise is make-believe--but for millions of Floridians, old and new, this is our home.

by Diane Roberts




Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite claims of perpetual sunshine, the weather in Florida is often horrendous: 95 degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent humidity.

Then there are the storms. In three months, we've been hit by three hurricanes, of escalating severity: Debby, Helene, and Milton. Governor Ron DeSantis may have barred any mention of climate change from state statutes, but the seas are getting hotter and hotter, brewing the fuel that powers these bigger, badder storms. Towns from Siesta Key, on the Gulf, to Fort Pierce, on the Atlantic, are in pieces, roofs ripped off and thrown around like Lego pieces, boats snatched from their moorings and dumped onto people's front yards. The damage is estimated in the billions; the storms have caused about 60 deaths in the state.

Many of us are asking the question that has long occurred to onlookers from elsewhere: Why on earth does anyone want to live here? What's the fatal charm that entices hundreds of thousands of people to move to Florida every year and keeps them here?

To paraphrase Henry James--who visited Palm Beach County in 1905 and didn't think much of the place--it is a complex fate to be a Floridian. Still, millions of us embrace the complexity, finding our own Florida in the kaleidoscope colors of the state. If you want a rich mezcla of food and music, we have that; if being near water uplifts your spirit, we have lakes, rivers, lagoons, bays, and beaches where the sand looks like icing sugar; if you want to fight against the "woke," Florida is a good base of operations. For me, it's the landscape of my childhood, my history, the place that made my family and made me, no matter how infuriating I often find it.

Florida can be every bit as alluring as advertised. Despite the best efforts of drain-and-pave developers hell-bent on monetizing every square inch of potential real estate, it has areas of blazing beauty: the Everglades in early summer; saw grass lit by a pink and orange dawn; the turquoise waters of the Forgotten Coast; the millennium-old mounds standing in green dignity on the shore of Lake Jackson; the bald-cypress trees that were saplings when Augustus Caesar ruled Rome and 100 feet high when the Spanish arrived to colonize the land they named after Pascua Florida, the Feast of Flowers. Florida was multicultural before multicultural was cool, drawing immigrants from the Iberian Peninsula, France, Britain, Greece, Latin America, and the Caribbean, interwoven with the native peoples who survived my forebears' arrival and the descendants of enslaved Africans brought in to work the rice and cotton plantations when Florida became part of the United States in 1821.

Politicians, condominium touts, and tourist-board boosters will tell you that Florida is paradise, a Garden of Eden at North America's southeastern corner. Citizens of the upper 48 are sold a daydream Florida of poolside cocktails, low taxes, and conservative-leaning politics. They imagine a life spent tootling around on golf carts or lolling on pontoon boats, liberated from shoveling snow and having to pay for public schools and social services.

For them, Florida operates in a state of amnesia, promising an endless vacation wasting away in Margaritaville. If people actually faced the fact of climate change, we'd stop building on barrier islands; we'd retreat inland; we'd demand a halt to the destruction of mangrove forests and wetlands that mitigate storm surges. But that's not happening, not while money's to be made creating an illusion of paradise.

Read: Florida's risky bet

As a teenager, I declared I'd move away and never live in Florida again. My issue wasn't the hurricanes: We taped up the picture windows, filled the bathtubs with water and got on with it. It wasn't the politics: Florida in the 1980s was a progressive state, determined to cure a pounding Jim Crow hangover. Mainly, I just wanted to experience places where college football wasn't the biggest social event and not everybody knew your family.

So I left: first for university in England, where I stayed 10 years, then for academic jobs elsewhere in the United States. Yet here I am, right back where I was born, in Tallahassee. I chose to return, partly because Florida is congenitally eccentric, a story gold mine for writers, partly because of the startling loveliness of my part of the state, with its icy springs and red-clay hills, and partly because it's where my kinfolk are. We've lived in Florida for more than 200 years; I feel a deep sense of ownership and responsibility.

Life here can be challenging. I teach at Florida State University, where, despite DeSantis's efforts to legislate away all learning about race and gender as "woke," faculty and students persist in fostering diversity and seeking knowledge. Yet several colleagues in my department are leaving, saying they refuse to raise daughters in a state that denies them reproductive freedom. Families with trans kids are also moving in order to protect them from repressive state laws that impede gender-affirming treatment.

You now can't get an abortion in the state after six weeks. But you can buy pretty much any kind of gun and carry it concealed to the beach, church, or Walmart. As of last week, Florida had suffered 24 mass shootings this year.

Florida is also home to Moms for Liberty, whose self-proclaimed mission is to "protect childhood innocence." I'm with the comedian Wanda Sykes, who says, "Until a drag queen walks into a school and beats eight kids to death with a copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, I think you're focusing on the wrong shit."

Florida has a long history of focusing on the wrong shit, from defending slavery in the Civil War, to trying to drain the Everglades in the early 20th century to make the land turn a profit, to pretending climate change is not real despite regular flooding in the streets of Miami and Fort Lauderdale. Nevertheless, Florida's stubborn refusal to accept certain realities is perversely fascinating. I kind of admire it--and enjoy living in a place that embraces the aspirational over the actual. I just wish that we could find a way to be more generous toward our people and our environment.

The right stuff to focus on would be fixing the insurance market--Florida has the most expensive premiums in the country--and doing something to move us toward sustainable energy. Yet the governor and legislature's culture-wars obsession excludes dealing with these very large, very real problems. As a result, people whose lives have been wrecked by the hurricanes struggle to scrape together the money to rebuild their splintered houses, hoping next year will be different. And if they can't afford to rebuild, a developer will come along and buy the place, restarting the cycle by putting up bigger and more expensive residences for new Floridians convinced that their beachside dream house won't be smashed in next year's storms.

So, ineluctably, people will keep leaving their old homes and heading south, craving the fiction that is Florida while ignoring its unsettling realities. Sometimes, I wonder if people move here to be absolved of the need to ever think again. Then again, who am I to preach? I can tell you all the reasons to leave, but I choose to stay. Spending so long on one patch of ground shapes the soul. I know where home is. And someone has to bear witness to the Florida that's daily disappearing.
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The General's Warning

Mark Milley said that Donald Trump is a fascist, a new book reports.

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.

In March 2023, when Mark Milley was six months away from retirement as a four-star general and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he met Bob Woodward at a reception and said, "We gotta talk."

Milley went on to describe the grave degree to which former President Donald Trump, under whom Milley had served, was a danger to the nation. Woodward recounts the episode with Milley--who almost certainly believed that he was speaking to Woodward off the record--in his new book, War:

"We have got to stop him!" Milley said. "You have got to stop him!" By "you" he meant the press broadly. "He is the most dangerous person ever. I had suspicions when I talked to you about his mental decline and so forth, but now I realize he's a total fascist. He is the most dangerous person to this country." His eyes darted around the room filled with 200 guests of the Cohen Group, a global business consulting firm headed by former defense secretary William Cohen. Cohen and former defense secretary James Mattis spoke at the reception.
 "A fascist to the core!" Milley repeated to me.
 I will never forget the intensity of his worry.


For readers of The Atlantic, this will sound familiar: Milley's warning about Trump as well as the steps Milley took to defend the constitutional order during Trump's presidency were the subject of a cover story last year by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. As Goldberg put it in that story: "The difficulty of the task before Milley was captured most succinctly by Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster," who served as the second of Trump's four national security advisers. "As chairman," McMaster said to Goldberg, "you swear to support and defend the Constitution of the United States, but what if the commander in chief is undermining the Constitution?"

Milley knows well the risks of criticizing Trump. The former president has reportedly expressed a desire to recall and court-martial retired senior officers who have criticized him, and he has even suggested that Milley should be executed. Since Milley retired, Woodward noted, the combat veteran who served three tours in Afghanistan has endured "a nonstop barrage of death threats," which led him to install bulletproof glass and blast-proof curtains in his home.

I long resisted the use of the word fascist to describe Trump. But almost a year ago, I came to agree with Milley that Trump is through-and-through a fascist. He is not only unhinged in his narcissistic self-obsessions, a problem which itself renders him unfit for office; he is also an aspiring dictator who demands that all political life centers on him. He identifies his fellow Americans as "enemies" because they are of a different race, national origin, or political view. And he has threatened to use the powerful machinery of the state and its military forces to inflict brutality on those fellow citizens.

Of course, it's one thing to hear such concerns from angry members of the so-called Resistance on social media, from liberal talk-show hosts, or even, say, from curmudgeonly retired political-science professors who write for magazines. It's another to hear them from a man who once held the nation's top military office.

Some observers question whether Milley should have said anything at all. I understand those reservations: I taught military officers for decades at the Naval War College, and I am familiar with the tradition--handed down from America's first commander in chief, George Washington--of the military's avoidance of entanglement in civilian politics. I, too, am uncomfortable that, while still on active duty, Milley spoke to Woodward about a presidential candidate. He could have waited a few months, until his retirement; he could even have resigned his commission early in order to be able to speak freely.

My own objectivity on the issue of Milley speaking with Woodward is strained by my strong feelings about Trump as an existential danger to the nation, so I checked in with a friend and widely respected scholar of American civil-military relations, Kori Schake, a senior fellow and the director of foreign- and defense-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute.

"It's a legitimately difficult call," she wrote to me. She noted that resigning and then going public is always an option. She admitted, however, that for a general to throw his stars on the desk might be an honorable exit, but it's not much use to the people remaining in uniform who must continue to serve the country and the commander in chief, and in general she sees the idea of simply quitting and walking out to be unhelpful.

So when should a general--who's seen things in the White House that terrify him--raise the alarm if he believes that a president is planning to attack the very Constitution that all federal servants are sworn to protect? Schake thinks that Milley overestimated his importance and was out of his lane as a military officer: "The country didn't need General Milley to alert them to the danger of Trump, that was evident if people wanted to know, and plenty of civilian officials--including General Milley's boss, [Mark Esper], the Secretary of Defense--had already been sharing their concern."

Schake is one of the smartest people I know on this subject, and so I am cautious in my dissent, especially because other scholars of civil-military affairs seem largely to agree with her. And like Schake, I am a traditionalist about American civil-military relations: Trump, as I wrote during his presidency, routinely attacked the military and saw its leaders as his opponents, but that should not tempt anyone in uniform to match his egregious violations of our civil-military norms and traditions.

A comparable situation occurred during the final days of President Richard Nixon's time in office: Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger told the Joint Chiefs chair at the time, General George Brown, that any "unusual orders" from the president should be cleared through him. (The Constitution, of course, does not have a special provision allowing Cabinet officers to subvert the chain of command at will if they think the president is having a bad day.) Schlesinger's actions arose from concern about Nixon's mental state; four years earlier, Admiral Thomas Moorer, one of Milley's predecessors as Joint Chiefs chair, was so worried about Nixon's policies that he actually oversaw some internal spying on National Security Council proceedings.

And yet I understand Milley's alarm and frustration. He was not grousing about a policy disagreement or trying to paper over a temporary crisis regarding the president's capacity. He was concerned that a former American president could return to office and continue his efforts to destroy the constitutional order of the United States. This was no political pose against a disliked candidate: For Milley and others, especially in the national-security arena, who saw the danger from inside the White House, Trump's continuing threat to democracy and national stability is not notional.

I also am somewhat heartened that a four-star general, when faced with what he sees as a dire peril to the nation, believes that the sunlight of a free press is the best option. But, more important, are people now listening to what Milley had to say? The revelations about his views seem to have been overwhelmed by yet more of Trump's gobsmacking antics. As I was writing today's Daily, news broke that Trump had added Nancy Pelosi and her family to his enemies list. (Paul Pelosi has already suffered a hammer attack from a deranged man stoked by conspiracy theories, a ghastly incident that some Trump supporters have used as a source for jokes; Trump himself has referenced it mockingly.)

All of this raises the question, once again, of what it will take, what will be enough, to rouse the last undecided or less engaged American voters and bring them to the ballot box to defend their own freedoms. Milley and other senior military officers are in a bind when it comes to talking about a former president, but telling the truth about Trump is a duty and a service to the nation.

Related:

	How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley.
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The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere

By Diane Roberts

Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite claims of perpetual sunshine, the weather in Florida is often horrendous: 95 degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent humidity.


Then there are the storms.

Read the full article.
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Learn. This branch of philosophy just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children, Elissa Strauss writes.

Read. Feeld, the polyamory dating app, made a magazine, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes. Why?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small, in the "Dear Therapist" newsletter. This month, she is inviting readers to submit questions related to Thanksgiving.

To be featured, email dear.therapist@theatlantic.com by Sunday, October 20.

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.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Branch of Philosophy All Parents Should Know

Care ethics just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children.

by Elissa Strauss




Of the many challenges I encountered as a parent of young children, the biggest was trying to answer the question: Am I doing a good job? I found plenty of people, drawing on expertise in biology, psychology, economics, and evolutionary history, eager to offer opinions and tips. Some of this information was useful. But none of it gave me what I really wanted--a big-picture vision of what it meant to be a "good" parent, or of what I fundamentally owed my kids.

Care is as much practical work as it is psychological, ethical, and spiritual. Yet parenting seemed to be missing in a substantial way from the sources that I and many other people use to understand their place in the world. Religion, classic novels, philosophy, even economics have long presented the intellectual and emotional work of parenting as a footnote to the human story, rather than as a major plot point. I craved a body of thought that treated parenting as worthy of serious inquiry and established care as central to our moral concerns. I wanted context for the epiphanies and perplexities I was experiencing daily. So I went searching. And, in due course, I found my way to a branch of philosophy known as care ethics.

A confession: I had little interest in philosophy before becoming a parent. My previous exposure to the subject had consisted of a few weeks of Philosophy 101, during which far-out theoreticals such as the "trolley problem" dominated the discussion. What, I wondered then, could gaming out what I would do in the unlikeliest of situations teach me about how to deal with the day-to-day conundrums of undergrad life?

But care ethics has made me something of a philosophy convert. In this system of thought, relationships in which one human relies on another, including those between parent and child, are treated with rigor and depth. Care ethicists spend their days contemplating subjects such as the essence of what it means to care well for another, and how this care intersects with people's capacity to be "good" or to live what they might call "the good life"--or, to honor the way care ethics keeps the subjective nature of experience front of mind, "a good life."

Care ethics is, in a sense, anti-trolley-problem philosophy. Abstract scenarios tend to focus on one moment. Care ethics focuses on moral matters that take place over time, just as relationships do. And it doesn't shy away from the fact that the moral decisions people might make involving their spouse or children are probably different from those they would make involving friends or strangers. "There is so much gray area with care," Maurice Hamington, a care ethicist and Portland State University philosophy professor, told me. "Care is sloppy and messy, and you get your hands dirty, and there is so much that constantly needs to be negotiated," which is most likely one reason philosophers have historically avoided the subject. "It's not the kind of philosophy that you can put on a bumper sticker."

As many care ethicists are apt to point out, when people reflect on their life, burrowing around for what really matters and who they really are, the care they gave and the care they received is almost always top of mind. Yet philosophical reckonings with morality have long failed to acknowledge this. Thinkers have instead been preoccupied with defining right or wrong based on interactions between independents, two people who are essentially equals. But humans spend much of their lives in dependency relationships: We start as children dependent on parents, become adults who care for our children, move on to caring for our parents or other adults, and later become older and require care again. Not always in that order, not always with all the steps. But true independence is the anomaly, not the norm.

Read: Why don't we teach people how to parent?

Care ethicists endeavor to confront the depths to which humans have needs, feelings, and bodies that break. Work in this area began with the psychologist Carol Gilligan, who in the late 1970s began questioning studies that had suggested that girls were less morally developed than boys. Gilligan's research, featured in her 1982 book, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development, found that women and girls weren't lacking in the ability to contend with moral questions, as earlier thinkers had argued, but that they instead had a different approach to figuring out right and wrong. When working through ethical dilemmas, girls, Gilligan found, were inclined to consider the particulars of relationships alongside big moral ideals and virtues. A girl might be more willing to lie to protect someone she cares about, for instance, while a boy might be more determined to tell the truth no matter the personal fallout, because he values honesty as an ethical principle.

Inspired by Gilligan's work, some philosophers, most of them women, started considering the absence of care relationships in their own discipline--a field not coincidentally dominated by men. One of the first books to consider the moral dynamics of interpersonal caregiving was Nel Noddings's 1984 work, Caring: A Relational Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (the original subtitle used A Feminine Approach). Noddings--who had 10 children, described herself as "incurably domestic," and began her philosophy career in her 40s--wrote that the care we receive as children serves as the foundation of our impulse to be good, and that this is something we might carry for the rest of our days. This represented a departure from much of the dry, objective reasoning by earlier philosophers, many of whom saw emotional relationships and domestic life as obstacles to clear-headed moral thinking.

Today, care ethics is in what Hamington, the Portland State ethicist, described to me as a "golden age." More thinkers are working on care through various lenses, including the interpersonal, the political, and the spaces where the two meet. This development comes at a pivotal time, as American politicians, including Kamala Harris, Tim Walz, and J. D. Vance, are not only debating the best ways to support parents and other caregivers but also talking about how their care experiences shaped their character and fitness to lead their country.

Read: The GOP's pro-family delusion

A relatively recent attempt to integrate care into everyday thinking is the Social Science of Caregiving. The project, based at Stanford University, is led by the UC Berkeley psychology professor Alison Gopnik, who has brought together economists, philosophers, biologists, and psychologists to better understand the nature of caregiving. It's a subject "whose time has come," Gopnik told me. One of the project's big aims, she said, is to consider the ways in which government policies and culture rest on the assumption that people are independent, and to reimagine a social contract that acknowledges the ubiquity of dependency.

American society, in which support for caregivers lags far behind that in other developed nations, is not yet structured to reflect this ubiquity. I have learned from care ethicists that when a country truly supports parents and caregivers, when it treats care as a core value, it doesn't just offer people relief in the form of rest and financial resources. It also increases and embraces the possibility that people might grow from the experience of caring for others--that they might see care, the giving and receiving of it, as an indispensable part of living "the good life."

The more I put care at the center of my moral accounting, the more I started to consider it a clear and obvious part of a rich, meaningful existence--the kind of subject worthy of dinner-party conversations with my smartest friends. Many of the philosophers I spoke with felt the same. I've never come across a care ethicist who would argue that parenting and other caregiving inevitably make us better, more enlightened people. But many told me that they believe it can lead to substantial growth when accompanied with self-awareness and curiosity.

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

An important part of this process is learning to wrestle with vulnerability--one of care ethics' core preoccupations. "Vulnerability is not really something discussed in other philosophical circles," Daniel Engster, a University of Houston political philosopher, told me. This is because our capacity to be hurt or feel weak takes us out of the realm of abstraction--the stuff on which so much theory is based--and into the unruly complexity of human connection. "In care ethics," Engster said, "vulnerability is not something to be shunned or ashamed of. It is a real moral concept." Should a care ethicist ever be forced to come up with a bumper sticker, it would probably mention vulnerability.

Some care ethicists focus mainly on the care recipient's vulnerability. In this view, my big ethical job as a parent is to pay close attention to my children, attempt to understand their needs and desires, and act accordingly; my agenda for them should not really be in the picture. Other ethicists, such as Engster, make room for parents' vulnerability and desires. Engster believes that parents and other caregivers can play a role in determining a child's needs, but that this must stem from deep engagement with that child and curiosity about who they are. "I like to think of good care as a dance," he said. "Whoever is leading may have some idea of where and how caring should go, but it has to be constantly responsive to the one being cared for, trying to match their steps."

Crucially, alongside these visions of what constitutes good care sit equally useful ideas about what good care is not. "Care is not altruism," Hamington told me, pointing to one of the most damaging misunderstandings about parenting. For me, learning this distinction felt like the unfogging of a mirror, a sense of finally being seen and seeing myself clearly as a parent. By removing care from the realm of selflessness, I felt relieved of a certain variety of mom guilt--the kind that grows from the cultural pressure to suppress my needs while trying to meet the needs of my kids. Such pressure obscures one of the highest aims of good care, which is to model for children how to listen carefully to themselves and other people, the Penn State philosophy professor and ethicist Sarah Clark Miller told me. "If we are cared for in our neediness and vulnerability when we're young," Miller said, "we learn to make meaning in ways that help us weather the bad, amplify the good, and generally be humans who can connect well with others."

Read: How to quit intensive parenting

In the child-rearing equation, our culture tends to see parents as the fixed factor and children as the variable factor. Children get to grow, while parents are expected to be a steady, stabilizing force. How boring. Care ethics helped me see myself as a variable factor as well. As a result, I feel not only liberated from a checklist approach to parenthood but also more able to see the challenges of parenting as a fulfilling intellectual and emotional exercise. As I help my children learn to make meaning of their own lives, I am discovering ways to make meaning in my own.

Today, if someone were to demand a definition of "good" parenting from me, I think I would start with Engster's dance. Success isn't meeting a set of external expectations, or maintaining a particular mood or Instagram-approved vocal register. Success is being present in the chaos of the exchange and accepting that my kids and I will have moments of knowing and not knowing, speaking and listening, holding on and letting go. Success is knowing that this dance is some of the hardest work I will ever do in my life, that I will not always be up for it, and that I will make plenty of mistakes. It also means owning these mistakes in front of my kids--because I, too, get to be vulnerable. Care, in other words, is real life. Important life. Understanding this has helped me to live what I would call a good one.
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What Really Happened Inside the 'Patriot Pod'

<span>In the D.C. jail where many J6ers were held, things got weird. And then Trump started listening.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

For various reasons, January 6 rioters have been held together in a segregated wing of the D.C. jail that they came to call the "Patriot Pod." They developed their own rituals and inside jokes, and reinforced one another's narratives. Over time, the expected happened: They became further radicalized. And through connections with right-wing media, they have attempted to recast themselves with terms such as political prisoner and hostage, which the presidential candidate Donald Trump has now adopted as his own.

In this episode, we follow a young rioter from the Patriot Pod who went into jail a mischievous goofball and emerged willing to die for the MAGA cause. We tell, for the first time, an inside story of exactly what happened within the pod, how it spread out to the world, and what this tight-knit group is planning for the future.

This is the fifth 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: In May of 2024, a new person was hanging around our neighbors' house--a young guy, fresh out of prison, who was spending nights at the "Eagle's Nest." Around us, Micki referred to him as "the little boy." His real name is Brandon Fellows.

[Music]

Rosin: Brandon had come to the Capitol on January 6 armed with a fake orange beard that looked like it was made from his mom's leftover yarn and a weird knitted hat. He was having fun until someone in front of him started smashing a window with a cane, which prompted a cop to swing his baton, and then Brandon freaked out.

Brandon Fellows: I'm like, Oh my god. Holy shit. Holy shit. I said it, like, five times, and I'm just like, Yeah. They clearly don't want us in there. That's what I said in my mind. I'm not going in there. I'm not getting hit. I like my face. I'm not going to get hit. I'm not doing that.

Rosin: So Brandon just hung around for a while, did some people watching. Eventually, he wandered over to the other side of the building, where, according to him, he saw cops just kind of passively letting rioters inside. So he climbed through a window and ended up in Oregon Senator Jeff Merkley's office with his feet up on the desk, smoking a joint.

I had this idea of Brandon as, like, the Seth Rogan of insurrectionists: goofball, high by noon, not exactly militia material.

Rosin: Are you Brandon?

Fellows: Yes.

Rosin: I'm Hanna. Hi.

Fellows: Nice to meet you.

Rosin: But the Brandon I met three years later looked different: totally beardless, conspicuously fit. He showed up at this Memorial Day march that Micki organized about a week after he was released from prison.

Lauren Ober: Hey, Micki. How far are you going?

Micki Witthoeft: To the jail.

Rosin: The counterprotesters were already trailing with megaphones, so Micki was strict. Stay on the sidewalks. Don't cause trouble.

Witthoeft: I'm not interested in any kind of conflict.

Ober: But newly released Brandon was having too much fun to obey. A D.C. resident told him to get off his property. Brandon yelled back, "I was at the Capitol on January 6!" A group of guys in MAGA hats saluted him, "Political prisoner. Thanks for sticking it out!" Marchers cheered him on as he walked by, took selfies, asked questions.

Marcher: Did you feel like you were going to get your ass kicked from time to time, being in a D.C. jail? I mean, I would think that if you're a white boy in D.C. jail, you'd be getting your ass kicked.

Fellows: It's total culture shock. It's crazy. But I survived. I only got into one fight.

Rosin: I was interested in Brandon because he ended up back in D.C., a one-man experiment I could follow for what was coming for us on January 6, 2025, the day the next election is scheduled to be certified--especially if Trump loses.

And I could tell, even just from that march, that some new kind of energy was blooming in Brandon. No more weed. No more disguises. Post-prison, his defiance had a different tone, which I picked up when I was following him at the march and I overheard him mention death a couple of times.

Fellows: Yeah. If it's my time to die, it's my time to die. I prefer not to, but life is beautiful.

Rosin: I'm eavesdropping, by the way. I got here at the time when you were like, I can die. There was something about death, and I was like, Huh?

Rosin: I sound awkwardly confused because I was confused. Why does a 30-year-old think it might be his time to die? Die for what? And why so dramatic?

I'm Hanna Rosin.

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

Rosin: Okay, to understand how Brandon went from "I'm not doing that," on January 6, 2021, to "I'm ready to die," in 2024--a little bit about Brandon: He's now 30. He grew up in Schenectady, New York, born into a line of military men going back before the Civil War. He told me his grandfather was the main inventor of a gun that shoots 3,000 bullets per minute. His dad was an Army sniper. But Brandon was different.

Fellows: I kind of went through this emo phase. I had longer hair. I dyed it black, wore black clothes, like rock-band clothes.

Rosin: When he was 13, Brandon started wearing eyeliner, trying to impress the emo girls he was hanging out with. Usually, he would wipe it off before he got to his dad's house, but one day he forgot.

Fellows: And he's like, Is that eyeliner on your face? And I was like, No. Clearly it was. I didn't wipe it off. And he's like, Don't lie to me. He hates lies. And I was like, All right. Yes. It is. And he's like, Brandon--this is the actual language he said. He's like, I cannot have fags in my house.

Rosin: He said what now?

Fellows: He said, I cannot have fags in my house.

Rosin: After this and a couple of minor domestic disputes, Brandon's dad said he couldn't stay with him anymore--like, ever--although they did make up three years later. We couldn't reach his dad for comment, although his mom confirmed the events. He spent the rest of his teenage years living only at his mom's house, until he didn't want to do that anymore, and he found his own way to live.

Fellows: So I have two tiny houses almost at all times.

Rosin: Wait. You were a tiny houser?

Fellows: Yes. I've been a tiny houser since 2016.

Rosin: Okay.

Fellows: I have a veggie-oil-powered bus. It's almost--it's 85 percent carbon-neutral. Very cool.

Rosin: From his tiny houses and his veggie bus, Brandon ran a tree-trimming business and a chimney-cleaning business. He'd never been to a Trump rally, or any rally, but decided to go that day. It's kind of unclear why. Just all these things he'd been annoyed about--COVID restrictions, small-business restrictions--it seemed more fun to be annoyed in a crowd.

The following morning, January 7, Brandon does what people do after a big event: brunch, at a campground with other January 6 tiny housers. Apparently, he's not alone in the January 6-tiny houser Venn diagram overlap.

Anyway, it was at this brunch where he learned that a woman had been killed at the Capitol: Micki's daughter, Ashli. Someone showed him a video, and he cried.

Which for Brandon, is something. He doesn't express emotions in any easily readable way and almost never in public. You can hear that in the way he speaks. But that video of Ashli--it got to him.

Fellows: And that's a reason why I showed back up on the eighth, to D.C. I came back. But nobody was there.

Rosin: Nobody was at the Capitol--just a vast field littered with empty water bottles and pepper-spray cans--so he went home. All the other people at the Capitol on January 6--they went home too.

And then the FBI began the largest manhunt in American history. Agents combed through thousands of hours of video and sourced leads from an anonymous group of online sleuths called the Sedition Hunters.

At home, in New York, Brandon noticed a new type of visitor to his LinkedIn profile: so-and-so from the FBI Albany field office, the D.C. field office. And then a cop showed up at his mom's house, and Brandon began his journey back to D.C.

Fellows: It's July 2, 2021, is when I reached the D.C. jail. So I walk through the center doors, and--I kid you not--within 15 seconds, I hear on the speakers, Something, something, something, medical staff, medical staff, stabbing victim.



Rosin: About a week later, he's moved to a temporary cell and more of the same.

Fellows: I start heading over to this basketball court, interior basketball court. So the first probably, like, two minutes, I see this dude come up to this dude, and he says, Where's my honey bun? And he, all of a sudden, starts stabbing a guy.

Rosin: Wait. You're watching someone--

Fellows: Yep.

Rosin: With what?

Fellows: I couldn't make out what it was, but I saw him stabbing him, and I saw some blood. And I watched that just with my jaw dropped, and I'm looking to my right, and I'm seeing these four payphones. And everybody's just talking. They're still talking to the person they're on the phone with, like this happens all--like this is nothing. I was like, I gotta get out of here.

Rosin: Were you genuinely freaked out?

Fellows: I went to go do pull-ups immediately.

Rosin: For a lot of J6ers I've interviewed, intake at the D.C. jail is seared into their brains. Most of them had never been to jail before, much less the D.C. jail, which is notorious for its violence. I've heard of J6ers who cried in the transport van when they realized where they were going.

But intake is not where they stayed. The population of the D.C. jail is about 90 percent Black, and judges were importing a bunch of guys whose collective reputation was "white supremacist," so they ended up housed in a segregated unit. The consequences of this were huge and sometimes absurd.

What resulted would eventually become known as the "Patriot Pod," the place where groups of J6ers were imprisoned together, 20 to 30 at a time over three years. These are the people that Micki and Nicole held their vigil for every night over those two years.

By the time Brandon arrived in D.C., about six months after January 6, he already knew about the Patriot Pod.

Fellows: So we're walking in, and I'm just imagining in my head. I'm like, Oh I'm gonna walk in to cheers. Like, oh another person like, Hey. We're sorry this is happening to you. But hey--you know, you made it.

Rosin: There were no cheers, but there was plenty of goodwill. Plus, for Brandon, this was a who's who of J6--people he'd read about or seen on YouTube during the endless hours he'd spent on house arrest.

Fellows: People started coming up to my cell and talking to me. One standout was Julian Khater, because he said, Hey. I'm the guy that they accused of killing Officer Sicknick. I'm like, No way!

Rosin: This was the crowd that Brandon was walking into: Khater, who pleaded guilty to assaulting officers with a dangerous weapon, and Guy Reffitt, Nicole's husband, who came to the Capitol with a gun, and a guy named Nate DeGrave, who bragged about punching a cop.

Fellows: Tons of people started coming over, and they're like, Hey. We've got commissary for you. We've got commissary. And I'm like, Oh. Okay. So that made up for the not cheering.

Rosin: Fellow J6ers came by Brandon's cell and asked, Hey. You need a radio? Pen and paper? Need some extra clothes? They dropped off beef jerky, ramen, mac and cheese. Dozens came by just to introduce themselves and talk to the new guy. By the end of the day, Brandon had a stack of items outside his cell and a lot of new friends.

Rosin: They're just giving you stuff?

Fellows: Yeah.

Rosin: I mean, this is like--this sounds like summer camp.

Fellows: I want to be careful to say that it's summer camp because, you know, we're not getting sunlight. We're getting terrible food. We're getting--yeah, okay, cool--getting camp food.

But it seemed like at that moment, despite all the terrible stuff going on, we had a good sense of community. At least that's what I was feeling at first. And like, we were taking care of each other.

Rosin: And why do you think it was like that?

Fellows: We're the same--like, we all are there for the one event. This isn't like, you know, in the other wings, where it's like, Oh, what are you in for? We all know the event we're in for. We just, like, have different stories of what happened at that event.

[Music]

Rosin: Because most J6ers had no criminal records, the jail-ness of jail came as a shock to them. Their families were mostly far away. They couldn't shave. Their cells stank. And this is all happening in the winters of 2021 and 2022, when COVID variants were running rampant, especially in jails. Sometimes they had to endure long stretches of solitary confinement. People told me that by day three of being confined, they could hear real disturbing moans coming from some of the cells.

During one nine-day stretch of COVID-induced solitary, Brandon kind of lost it. A fellow J6er, a guy named Kash Kelly, was on detail, which meant he could roam from cell to cell, and he came to Brandon's rescue.

Fellows: Kash comes up to me, and he's like, You okay, man? I'm like, Yeah. (Sighs.) And then he's like, No. No. Are you really okay? And I start tearing up and bawling, because I was, like--I didn't expect to. I just started bawling. And I, like, turned away from him. And he's like, Oh, bro. Bro, you alright?

Rosin: The J6ers were going through hell, but the difference between them and the average person in D.C. jail--or, really, any American jail--is that they were going through hell together, so they could soothe each other with a reach out, some commissary, a well-timed joke.

Sometimes, they even found a way to have fun. When the COVID era died down and the men could spend more time out of their cells, they came up with one for the ages, one they'll remember at a million reunions down the road. They called it The Hopium Den.

On these nights, the men of the Patriot Pod gathered their chairs into a semicircle, their cozy amphitheater the site for the show. The emcee was a U.S. Special Forces vet accused of beating a police officer on January 6 with a flagpole. In jail, his fake mic was a mop.

The Hopium Den was a place where the J6ers turned the drudgery of jail into theater. For example, one guy took moldy bologna and rubbed it on another guy's head and called it a hair-growth commercial. Another guy lifted his shirt up and ate coleslaw like a slob--apparently, he really loved the gloopy prison coleslaw. This was a roast. They rapped diss tracks, wrote mushy poetry to pretend they were gay.

I've heard about so many Hopium Den skits, sometimes the guys are snorting with laughter when they recount them to me. And I never understand why they are funny. But that only tells me that, as much as they were stressed and got fed up with each other sometimes, they still had a million inside jokes.

Nate DeGrave: Dear fellow Americans, I never thought I'd write a letter like this.

Rosin: It's not easy to mark exactly when these individual J6ers became the Patriot Pod--became a unit--and when that unit became an important symbol to MAGA out in the world. One important early moment came in October 2021, when a guy named Nate DeGrave wrote a letter to a right-wing media site.

DeGrave: This is my cry for help. My name is Nathan DeGrave, and as a nonviolent participant at the January 6 rally, I spent the last nine months detained as a political prisoner in pod C2B at the D.C. D.O.C., otherwise known as D.C.'s Gitmo.

Rosin: In his letter, Nate described the conditions as "inhumane." He said the J6ers were depressed and anxious from the "mental abuse we endure." He complained about the guards. And then came the important part: He used the phrases "political prisoner" and "D.C.'s Gitmo"--phrases that would shortly be everywhere.



Nate sent the letter to a friend he knew at Gateway Pundit, a right-wing media site. And immediately, it caught fire. Marjorie Taylor Greene posted about it. Greg Kelly called. Tucker Carlson mentioned it.



DeGrave: It started to catch a lot of attention, and more and more people were adopting the same phrases and words that we were using to describe ourselves.

Rosin: Nate DeGrave was on the phone with his attorney right after his letter got published, and the attorney was watching the GiveSendGo, which is a Christian crowdfunding site. Lots of people in the J6 pod use the site to raise funds for legal fees.

DeGrave: I mean, it went from zero to, like, $20,000, $30,000 in a 10-, 15-minute period.

Rosin: What?

DeGrave: And then I just continued to climb from there. And I think at the end of the first day, I was at probably just north of $70,000.

Rosin: In one day.

DeGrave: In one day. It was amazing. I almost forgot for a moment that I was still in jail.

Rosin: The immediate virality confirmed something for them: Even though their surroundings--iron bars, broken toilet, curfew--told them one story, You are temporarily banished from decent society, that story, they were starting to believe, was not true. They were the decent society. It was the outside that was wrong. And maybe the key thing that confirmed this new truth for them was what happened with the song.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: How did the singing start? Like, how did that tradition start?

Scott Fairlamb: It was right, I think, when I had come in that it started to take off. I'm not sure exactly who started it. It kind of just snowballed, you know?

Rosin: This is Scott Fairlamb, who pleaded guilty to assaulting a police officer. Scott arrived in the Patriot Pod in March 2021.

Rosin: So it happened at a certain time every night?

Fairlamb: Every night at 9 o'clock, we would get everybody and make everybody aware at three minutes out.

Rosin: How?

Fairlamb: I would yell through the door, "Three minutes!" And everyone else could echo it: "Three minutes." "Three minutes." "Three minutes." So everybody would be ready.

Rosin: Scott said at first, the singing started out hesitant, kind of quiet. They weren't exactly choir types, plus you never knew if the CO on duty that night could get pissed about the singing. But night after night, they did it. And at first, in these early months of the Patriot Pod, it wasn't for anyone. There was no audience. It was just for themselves.

Fairlamb: And then mid-song, you know, "And our flag was--" and then everybody would yell, "--still there!" You could feel the building shake.

Rosin: Why "still there"? Why those words?



Fairlamb: Because we were "still there." It was a reminder.

Rosin: That what?

Fairlamb: That we stood up for what we believe in and that we were still patriots, no matter who wanted to deem us as less than that, and it was something that really kept my morale and my love of country intact.

Rosin: Like The Hopium Den, this singing had an element of theater. Unlike The Hopium Den, this particular ritual spread far and wide, from their little jailhouse community theater out to the political equivalent of Broadway.

If someone made the inspirational musical, here is how it would roll out: A group of men believe they've been betrayed by their country, and they start to taste despair. Without their love of America, who even are they? Then one day, one of them opens his mouth and warbles a patriotic tune.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: One of the men--that's Guy Reffitt--tells his wife about it--that's Nicole. And one day, she meets a new friend, Micki, and they, too, join the singing.

Person on speaker: It's 8:59. Let me say the one-minute warning--

Rosin: Pretty soon, they recruit a small, amateur choir. That's the nightly vigil. They start livestreaming the singing every night, and someone hears it and has an idea: Take this song plus Trump's voice, and you have magic.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: Trump starts to use this recording as his campaign walkout song, the same song we heard at CPAC. It goes to No. 1 on iTunes.

At his first big official campaign event, in Waco, Texas, in March 2023, Trump goes big and theatrical with it.

[J6 Prison Choir featuring Donald Trump, "Justice for All"]

Rosin: Huge screens play dramatic scenes from January 6 as he speaks.

Donald Trump: Thank you very much, everybody.

Rosin: And curtain.

Ober: In all this singing and fraternizing, there was one person who was on the fringes. Some guys would bully him, get on his case because his cell was filthy. In the Patriot Pod, Brandon stood out for the wrong reasons, so he set out to fix that. That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: As Brandon spent more time fraternizing with these guys, he started to think more about one way he was not like them.

The way Brandon saw it, there was a bright line in the pod. On one side were him and a couple of other guys--the nonviolent guys, he calls them, who, when they saw trouble, ducked. And on the other, heroes: people like Nicole's husband, Guy Reffitt, who'd brought an actual gun to the Capitol. Eight months into jail for Brandon, he wanted to be on the other side of that line.

Fellows: These guys are the real people, the real heroes. I'm not a hero. I'm just some idiot that took selfies inside and smoked somebody's joint that was passed around. I was there to take selfies, and I just happened to get caught up in this crap. But these people were actually, it seemed, willing, though they didn't use guns. And then I just started--my eyes started opening up.

[Music]

Rosin: Here was his clever idea: Some of the detainees had been given these iPad-like devices. The evidence being used against them consisted of videos, so they needed to watch them to prepare a defense. And Brandon noticed that on his device, the camera hadn't been turned off.

Fellows: Bro, a cockroach just came out of that. Hold on. 

Rosin: So he started to film.

Fellows: Do you see him moving around in there?

Rosin: He leaked those videos to Gateway Pundit, and on May 25, 2022, they published a story: "Exclusive Footage: Secret Video Recordings [Leaked] From Inside 'The Hole' of DC Gitmo." It wasn't "the hole," just a regular cell, but whatever. It's a better headline that way. Quote, "First footage ever released of cockroach and mold infested cell of J6 political prisoner."

His fellow detainees were, for once, calling Brandon Fellows "brave."

Fellows: I told them, Hey, guys. Here's how we're gonna sneak out future videos. Here's how we're gonna do this. I feel like I earned my respect, because, remember, some of them didn't--some of them used to say, You're not even a January 6er. Some of them used to say that because, you know, I didn't do anything violent.

Rosin: Brandon couldn't undo how he'd acted on January 6, 2021. But what he could do was pitch himself as the strategist of a future operation, whatever that operation might be.

By the time I met up with him, outside the jail, the clock was ticking. The upcoming election was close. And Brandon was strategizing. This time, some things were different: For one, he's a mini celebrity. People from all over the world have offered him a place to stay if he needs it. He's had job offers. All the sudden, he seems to be everywhere.

In June, he popped up in my Twitter feed, going viral for making funny faces behind Dr. Anthony Fauci at a public hearing. And in July, this came up on our neighborhood text chain: D.C. Community Safety Alert. J6er Brandon Fellows in a MAGA group house called the Eagle's Nest--yes, like Hitler--is bragging on Twitter about punching women at local bars.

Punching women at local bars? I'd known Brandon enough by now to think this was a little out of character. Or maybe I didn't know Brandon. So first thing I did, of course, was watch the videos.

[Overlapping shouting, swearing]

Rosin: Best I can tell, here is what happened: The bar--which, by the way, happens to be a few minutes from my office--is packed for July 4. A woman sitting with her boyfriend says something about Brandon's MAGA hat, which is hanging from his backpack. Brandon is there with another woman--I know her from the vigil--and she starts filming and taunting the woman and her boyfriend.

Woman: Oh my god!

[Shouting]

Rosin: Then it all breaks: The woman throws a punch, which lands on Brandon. He punches back. And then the boyfriend gets involved, and by the end, Brandon is pinning him down.

I can say this: Brandon didn't start it. But I can also say this: The trolling escalated pretty quickly into a real fight. And so I suddenly felt more urgency to figure out what Brandon actually meant at that Ashli rally when he said "if it's my time to die, it's my time to die," because in this bar incident, there was a very thin line between words and actual violence, which is, obviously, relevant to current events.

Rosin: Like, how long are you going to stay in D.C.? Like is this--do you have a plan here?

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

Rosin: Wow.

Fellows: Yeah. That was my plan.

Rosin: That feels vaguely threatening.

Fellows: I could see why you would say that, especially considering, you know, my feelings.

Rosin: About violence?

Fellows: Well, about how, man, I wish, after seeing all the chaos that's happened in the world and to the country, how I wish people did more on January 6--instead of, like me, taking selfies and just smiling. I think it would have been better off if people actually would have actually been there for--like, more people would have actually been there for an insurrection.

Rosin: Best as I can tell, here was the evolution of young Brandon: When he arrived at the Patriot Pod a nonviolent J6er, he was a little starstruck. The violent offenders were, to him, hardcore. But when he left, they were more like exalted, not just hardcore but righteous-- more like Founding Fathers.

Fellows: Who was it, Thomas Jefferson? He said something along the lines of--I think it was Thomas Jefferson--every 250 years or so, the tree of liberty will have to be--What is it? Like, we'll have to have the blood of the tyrants and the patriots. Like, they'll have to cleanse it. It'll have to be cleansed with the blood of the patriots and the tyrants.

And that is such a scary thought. I don't want that to happen. I think more people, as I continually point out, I think more people would have suffered if we didn't have the Civil War and the Union didn't win.



That's how I kind of, like, view it. Like, All right, are we there? Do we need something like that in order to, like, save more lives? That's how I view it. I know people disagree, but that's what I look to.

Rosin: So what he's saying is that sometimes blood has to be shed in the short-term to restore America to its original purpose in the long-term, or some illogical logic like that.

Fellows: This is all make believe, by the way. This is--

Rosin: I can't tell with you what is make believe.

Fellows: No. No. No. I'm not making it up. I'm saying, though, I hope that it doesn't come to this. You know, I'd be nice if Trump just got in, and if he just does what he did before, that'll be a nice Band-Aid. We need something a little bit more intense, and I'm hoping it goes a little bit more intense.

Rosin: But there's just a possibility that he will legitimately lose this election, like, at the ballot box.

Fellows: Yeah. I think at that point, you know, people might have to do something.

[Music]

Rosin: Donald Trump has been saying that he'll only lose if Democrats cheat like hell. Brandon is taking that one step further: He's saying it doesn't matter if Trump loses legitimately or illegitimately. Either way, people might have to do something. So I guess now I had my answer--this is what Brandon meant when he said at the Ashli Memorial Day march, "It's my time to die."

Maybe the Brandons of the world just like to talk. Maybe the FBI will be better prepared. I don't know. But I can tell you that a lot has changed since Brandon first showed up at the Capitol. The energy of these J6ers--it's not shocked and naive, like it was four years ago. It's more calculated and steely. This whole "cleansing with the blood of the patriots" thing that he's talking about is not thinking of it as an accident that happened one day, when things got out of control. It's more like a plan.

Ober: Soon after that incident at the bar where Brandon punched a woman, Micki and Brandon "had words" about his antics, mostly because she doesn't like drawing that kind of negative attention to her house or her cause.

But these amped-up young patriots and the women of the Eagle's Nest--they may be moving in different directions. That's in our next and final episode of We Live Here Now.

[Music]

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

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

Rosin: Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. The Atlantic's executive editor is Adrienne LaFrance. Jeffrey Goldberg is The Atlantic's editor in chief.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/10/what-happened-inside-patriot-pod/680257/?utm_source=feed
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The Man Who Raised a Fist

Former Olympic sprinter Tommie Smith reflects on his legacy and the resurgence of activism in sports.

by Tik Root




In the Boyle Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles, tucked between a gas station and what looks to be an abandoned warehouse, sits a former ceramics factory that now houses the studio of Glenn Kaino, a prominent conceptual artist. One morning in April, Kaino opened the back door and ushered inside the Olympic gold medalist Tommie Smith; Smith's wife, Delois; and me. We were greeted by an imposing stack of 70 or 80 cardboard boxes. "What are those?" asked Smith, who at 6 foot 4 towers above Kaino. "Arms," Kaino responded. "Those are all arms?" Delois exclaimed.

The arms are not just any arms, but fiberglass casts of Smith's actual right arm, made from a silicone mold that Kaino took a few years back. Dozens of replicas are now strewn across the studio, in various states of preparation. Each one extends from the shoulder to a gloved fist, every vein and ripple of muscle discernible along the way. When any of the arms is held upright, its significance is immediately evident.

Tommie Smith was once among the fastest men on Earth. During his sprinting career, he held 13 world records (11 of them simultaneously). He set the most famous of these on October 16, 1968, when his 19.83-second 200-meter dash at the Mexico City Olympics earned him a gold medal. His countryman and college teammate John Carlos won the bronze. When the two Americans mounted the podium to receive their medals, "The Star-Spangled Banner" blaring over the stadium speakers, each bowed his head and raised a black-gloved fist--Smith's right, Carlos's left. Around the stadium, jaws dropped and cameras flashed. Their protest, which was interpreted by many viewers as a Black Power salute, remains one of the most iconic images in the history of sports.

Several years ago, a friend of Kaino's noticed a photo of that salute taped to his computer screen. (Kaino has an abiding interest in social protest: Another recent work of his, titled Suspended Animation, features a conveyor belt dotted with rocks collected from the sites of recent political protests, including Egypt's Tahrir Square and Ferguson, Missouri.) The friend mentioned that Smith had been his coach in college and offered Kaino an introduction; within days they were on a plane to Atlanta, where Smith now lives. Once there, Kaino proposed an art collaboration and politely asked whether he could "take the arm off your body."

Smith agreed, and Kaino has used the resulting mold to turn out a whole collection of arms. The ones that were packed in boxes on the day of our visit were from a work called Bridge, which had just returned from an art show. When installed, dozens of the limbs--painted gold, like Smith's medal--hang from the ceiling in an undulating pattern, each one parallel to and at a slightly different elevation than the last. As one critic put it, the effect recalls "vertebrae in a paleontological exhibit." "We're using the arm to indicate continuation," Smith said, referring to what he sees as continuity between his protest and the present moment--a time of Colin Kaepernick taking a knee, of Black Lives Matter, of renewed discussion about race in America.

The work's latest home is the High Museum of Art, in Atlanta, where it is part of a larger exhibit by Kaino and Smith, called "With Drawn Arms." "The image that [Smith] created was so powerful that it kind of flattened him into this one 90-second moment," Kaino told me. "What we're trying to do is re-dimensionalize him."


"Bridge," a 2013 work featuring replicas of Tommie Smith's arm, is included in the exhibit "With Drawn Arms" at the High Museum of Art.



Smith was born in 1944, the seventh of 12 children. His father was a sharecropper, first in Texas and then in California; Smith grew up picking cotton and grapes when he wasn't in the classroom. In high school, he played basketball and won a scholarship to San Jose State University, where he contemplated becoming a three-sport athlete before settling on track. San Jose's team was at the time amassing top talent, earning it the nickname "Speed City." Smith thrived, tying two world records--the 200-meter dash and the 220-yard straightaway--in his sophomore year.

Immediately after running those races, Smith headed to a protest march he knew about through a student athlete turned activist named Harry Edwards, with whom Smith had bonded over a mutual respect for education ("You can't eat speed," Smith recalls Edwards telling him). It was 1965, and the civil-rights movement was in full swing; inspired by Malcolm X, Edwards had decided to organize student athletes to protest racial disparities at San Jose State. Smith was an early and staunch supporter of Edwards's movement, which quickly grew beyond campus. In 1967, as the Mexico City Olympics approached, Edwards formed the Olympic Project for Human Rights with a handful of athletes. The group threatened an athlete boycott of the Games--though Edwards says its real goal "was to change the total perception and understanding of the role that sports played in black life in this country."

The athletes ultimately decided to attend the Olympics, clearing the way for Smith and Carlos to win their respective medals and stage their demonstration. The protest was meticulously thought out: The men wore scarves to symbolize lynching; black socks and no shoes to symbolize poverty; and gloves, Smith has said, to represent "freedom and power; equality." They also had on Olympic Project for Human Rights pins, as did the silver medalist, a white Australian named Peter Norman, in solidarity.

When Smith and Carlos raised their fists, the stadium and the world went quiet. "For a few seconds, you honestly could have heard a frog piss on cotton," Carlos wrote in his autobiography. "There's something awful about hearing fifty thousand people go silent, like being in the eye of a hurricane."

The shunning that followed the silence was even more difficult to bear. Both Smith and Carlos were barred from future international competition, effectively ending their sprinting careers. "I never would know how fast I could have become," Smith later wrote in his memoir. "I would have just turned 28 by the time of the 1972 Olympics in Munich, and everyone has seen what runners like Carl Lewis and Michael Johnson have done as they matured." Back home, the men were ostracized not just by white Americans but by many black people who feared being associated with them. Hate mail and death threats piled up. Smith got one letter telling him to "go back to Africa," complete with a fake plane ticket. "I was knocked verbally and financially," Smith told me.

After graduating from San Jose State, Smith was able to find only sporadic employment, including a brief stint on the Cincinnati Bengals' backup squad. Smith says he could barely afford to supply his infant son with formula during this period, and the resulting stress contributed to the dissolution of his first marriage. He eventually was hired as the track coach and an instructor at Santa Monica College--positions he would hold for more than two decades--but he continued to struggle. As his second marriage was falling apart, in the mid-'90s, he was robbed of tens of thousands of dollars' worth of jewelry and memorabilia.

"I'm not broken to a point that I can't move forward," Smith says. "Colin Kaepernick is going to be the same way."

By then, his notoriety seemed to be fading to anonymity. Delois, his wife, told me that when she met Smith, in the late '90s, she had no idea who he was. (Her daughters had to look him up online.) As they were falling in love, she helped him get some of his stolen items back. Smith credits her efforts with helping persuade him to give marriage one more try. After the two wed, Smith's life turned something of a corner. In 2005, San Jose State erected a statue to Smith and Carlos--among the most public commemorations of their salute to date and one that Smith found especially moving because it had been spearheaded by a white student--and awarded them honorary doctorates. A few years later, they accepted the Arthur Ashe Courage Award from ESPN.

As we walked around Kaino's studio, Smith paused to look at one of the latest renderings of his arm. Hanging on a wall of the studio was a rectangular box, inside of which was an upright arm (painted gold, like all the others). A mirror at the back of the box created the illusion of a series of arms repeating into the distance. "I love those arms," Smith said. "The continuation of things."

The reverberations of Smith's gesture are perhaps more evident today than at any other time in the past half century, thanks in large part to Colin Kaepernick, whose practice of kneeling during the national anthem rapidly spread across the NFL, prompting backlash from President Donald Trump, team owners, and many fans. Kaino helped arrange for Smith to meet Kaepernick last fall, an encounter that was filmed for a documentary portion of their collaboration. "He knew about the stand in Mexico City," Smith told me proudly. "He was on his knee and I was on my feet, but we represent the same thing. The brutality, inequality."

After the 1968 Olympics, Smith was called a militant and his act was labeled an expression of black power--descriptions he's been trying to shake for decades. He bristles at the mention of the Black Panthers (though Edwards, the San Jose State activist, was a member), and he insists that his protest was about human rights broadly. "I never focused solely on blacks to the extent that everything else was secondary," he has written. "I did not want my participation to be about only one kind of people." In the 50 years since what he calls his "silent gesture," Smith believes, society has made progress toward some types of equality--Americans did elect a black president. A lot, of course, still needs fixing: More than once Smith noted to me the frequency with which African Americans are subjected to inhumane treatment in the United States. But he is heartened by the attention that activists like Kaepernick and members of Black Lives Matter have garnered lately.

Which isn't to say the attention has all been positive. Like Smith, Kaepernick has been vilified and unable to find a job (he's suing the NFL for colluding against him). Nonetheless, Smith believes that Kaepernick's actions could prove more impactful than shorter-lived protests by other African American athletes over the past 50 years--among them the basketball players Craig Hodges and Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf in the 1990s. "You just keep working, it will happen," Smith told me. "I'm not broken to a point that I can't move forward. Colin Kaepernick is going to be the same way."

In the meantime, Kaepernick's protest continues to spur renewed interest in Smith's. "With Drawn Arms" will stay on display through February 3, 2019, when Atlanta hosts the Super Bowl. "I'm expecting the audience to be much broader than we typically see," says Michael Rooks, the show's curator, adding that he believes the exhibit "will allow our audience to see themselves in Tommie." Literally: One of Kaino's favorite pieces is a life-size sculpture of Smith cut in half vertically and finished with mirrored steel. It is titled Invisible Man (Salute).


"With Drawn Arms (Relay)," by Glenn Kaino, depicts Tommie Smith (right) and Theron Lewis (left). The drawing resembles the one Smith gave to President Obama.



Perhaps needless to say, Smith was not invited to the White House in 1968, as many Olympians are. But in 2016 (shortly before Kaepernick first took a knee), President Obama saw fit to belatedly honor Smith by having him visit; Kaino and Delois came along. As a gift, they brought Obama a drawing of Smith passing a baton during a world-record-setting 4x400-meter relay race. On the back, Smith wrote, in part: "Most importantly, the 'Baton' was not dropped."

Smith returned to the White House again later that year with the U.S. Olympic team, but says that he won't be visiting the current president. The baton has, in his view, been dropped. "But it didn't roll out of the lane," he added. "You can pick it up."



This article appears in the October 2018 print edition with the headline "The Price of Protest."
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        The Colors of Early Autumn
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            As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this year, with more to follow in the weeks to come.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child lifts a large pumpkin in a pumpkin patch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl struggles under the weight of the hefty pumpkin that she was attempting to carry out of the field at the Bainbridge Island / Suyematsu Farms Pumpkin Patch on Bainbridge Island, Washington, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: Rock mountainsides are seen in the distance, beyond yellowish autumn-colored trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall colors come to Rock Creek in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 9, 2024, seen near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves along US Highway 51, south of Minocqua, in Oneida County, Wisconsin, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A worker cuts grapes from a vine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seasonal worker harvests a carignan vine whose leaves have been burned by the sun and drought, at the Sarrat d'En Sol wine-growing estate in Tuchan, in the Corbieres region of the Aude department in the south of France, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: City buildings are seen in the distance, beyond a wall covered in red autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Canary Wharf business district is seen in the distance behind autumnal leaves on October 9, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: A flock of grazing sheep]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze as they follow the shepherds during Redyk, marking the end of the sheep-grazing season with locals in Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through a city street]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through the streets of Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024. Every year in southern Poland, shepherds from the mountain region celebrate the end of the grazing season by descending from the mountains with their sheep, followed by folk celebrations in the villages.
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                [image: A plant is covered with frost.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plant is covered with frost as cold weather hits the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: Houses sit on a mountain slope among many red, yellow, and green bushes and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Mount Sis Plateau, located in between Giresun and Trabzon provinces, covered in tones of yellow, brown, and red foliage with the arrival of autumn, in Trabzon, Turkey, on October 10, 2024
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                [image: A dog stands along a misty lane among trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog stands along a misty lane among trees in Germany's Rhineland-Palatinate.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Imago / Alice Dias Didszoleit / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An elevated view of several workers standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog, using booms to harvest floating cranberries]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmworkers harvest cranberries at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field, pulling a cart full of corn stalks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field during the corn harvest near Paradise, in Pennsylvania's Lancaster County, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of autumn colors along a section of China's Great Wall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of autumn colors along the Jiankou Great Wall, in Beijing, China, seen on October 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a pumpkin sitting in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pumpkin sits in a field at Blackshire Farms in Beaver Creek, Minnesota, seen on October 3, 2024.
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                [image: A maple tree seen in its fall colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A maple tree shows its fall colors in New Gloucester, Maine, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers stand among thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists, illuminating the historic Van Cortlandt Manor at the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A deer walks through brush in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer passes near Convict Lake during the fall migration in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 7, 2024, near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A person works in a dark room, tending to cobs of corn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works to dry and prepare corn for the winter season in a historical serender in Trabzon's Tonya district, Turkey, on October 16, 2024. Serenders, which are generally intended for the storage of food, are built high above the ground and protect stored food from pests and wild animals.
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                [image: A footpath leads through autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A footpath leads through autumnal leaves in Gosforth Nature Reserve, in Tyne and Wear, England.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Alphotographic / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Cows stand in an alpine field, backdropped by steep snow-covered mountaintops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows of the Alpe di Siusi shepherds are ready to depart for their traditional autumn transhumance, with the majestic Sciliar mountain range as their backdrop, on October 5, 2024, in Alpe di Siusi, Italy. For generations, grazing animals in South Tyrol have spent their summers on the alpine meadows in the mountains far away from the towns and villages. Come autumn, they are brought back closer to civilization for the approaching winter, nearer the care of farmers. This "transhumance" is traditionally celebrated with a big feast, and the moving cattle are decorated with flowers and garlands for the journey.
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                [image: Dozens of cranes fly in several formations in a golden sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of sandhill cranes fly into the Phil and Marilyn Isenberg Sandhill Crane Reserve off of Woodbridge Road, west of Lodi, California, on October 10, 2024. Thousands of cranes migrate from their summer homes in Alaska and Canada every fall, headed to the Central Valley, where they stay until the spring.
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                [image: People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins at a fair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins to watch the competition during the 40th annual All New England Giant Pumpkin Weigh-Off at the Topsfield Fair, in Topsfield, Massachusetts, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, partly framed by tree branches]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, in Japan
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                [image: A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color in Campton, New Hampshire, 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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<em>GLP-1</em> Is Going the Way of <em>Gut Health</em>

Supplements that are labeled as "GLP-1 boosters" are everywhere. They're nothing like Ozempic.

by Yasmin Tayag




If you had come across the abbreviation GLP-1 a few years ago, chances are you'd have had no idea what it stood for. Intro to Greek lyric poetry? Low-level Great Lakes precipitation? A member of the 1990s rap group Get Low Playaz?



These days, the initialism is much more recognizable. The new blockbuster obesity drugs, made famous by Ozempic, are collectively known as GLP-1 agonists, for the hormone they mimic in the body: glucagon-like peptide 1. It's impossible to hear about the voraciously in-demand drugs without encountering the term. GLP-1 is mentioned 10 seconds into a Good Morning America segment on Ozempic, and frequently turns up in publications as varied as Good Housekeeping and Rolling Stone.



Now, of course, the wellness industry is trying to get in on the GLP-1 craze. Supplements that are labeled with the term are everywhere. A brand called Supergut, available at chains such as Target and GNC, markets a "GLP-1 Booster" powder. Lemme, a company owned by Kourtney Kardashian, sells a "GLP-1 Daily" pill. These GLP-1 supplements are marketed as an alternative to obesity drugs--even though they have little in common with the drugs. To the wellness industry, GLP-1's actual significance doesn't seem to matter nearly as much as its association with thinness. Stripped of all meaning, GLP-1 can be used to sell just about anything.



The obesity-drug boom makes GLP-1 seem almost miraculous. Semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) are synthetic versions of GLP-1. They can quiet hunger and food cravings, leading to weight loss. Supplements suggest that they can do the same. Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic gives users "the power to boost this powerful hormone." Calocurb's GLP-1 Activator offers "natural appetite management support." GLP-1 Boost Tea, from Happyself, is "inspired by the benefits of Ozempic & Semaglutide."



Ozempic isn't the only way to boost GLP-1--the hormone kicks in after every meal. "Eating food will elevate GLP-1," Richard Bloomer, a supplement expert at the University of Memphis, told me. When food reaches the small intestine, it triggers the release of GLP-1, leading to a feeling of fullness, and stimulates the release of insulin, which lowers blood sugar. GLP-1 supplements claim--correctly!--that a particular blend of nutrients can coax more GLP-1 out of the body. Metabolism Ignite, from a company called Veracity, includes green-coffee-bean extract, which was associated with a small uptick in GLP-1 in one study.



Here's the catch: GLP-1 supplements are like Ozempic in the way that peewee football is like the NFL. The drugs reach "manyfold higher levels of GLP-1" than any food, Dariush Mozaffarian, a professor at Tufts Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy, told me. Consider Lemme's pills, which contain three plant-derived substances, including a lemon extract. In a 30-person, industry-funded study, lemon extract raised GLP-1 levels by 17 percent after participants took the extract for 12 weeks. In comparison, obesity drugs increase GLP-1 by more than 1,000 percent. The synthetic GLP-1 in obesity drugs lingers in the body for weeks after being injected; meanwhile, GLP-1 produced by the body is degraded within minutes, so hunger quickly returns.



GLP-1 products, for the most part, are just repackaging common supplement ingredients. Some are bacteria-based: Pendulum, whose chief communications officer is the actor Halle Berry, sells a product called GLP-1 Probiotic, not to be confused with pills from a different company, Codeage, called GLP-1 Probiotic+. Other brands that claim to boost GLP-1 are functionally just selling fiber: Supergut's product, a powder that can be added to drinks or food, contains six grams of probiotic fiber, about the same as a pear.



At best, a GLP-1 supplement might expand on the effects of foods generally considered "good for you," including unsaturated fats from avocados, nuts, flaxseed, and olive oil; some proteins, such as those from egg whites; and prebiotic fiber from certain legumes, whole grains, and fruits. These have all been shown to raise GLP-1, Mozaffarian told me.



But when one takes these supplements, increasing GLP-1 isn't really the point. What people actually care about is the secondary effect of having high GLP-1--that is, weight loss. But again, that's hardly guaranteed. Boosting GLP-1 through a supplement "doesn't really mean a whole lot, because the half-life is so short--but even if it is elevated, we don't really know if it's going to cause any of those beneficial effects," such as weight loss, Bloomer said. Certainly, consuming fiber helps you feel fuller for longer. But you don't have to be a nutritionist to know that it won't slim your waistline like the obesity drugs do.



In that sense, GLP-1 boosters aren't so different from any old weight-loss supplement already on the market: They don't reliably hold up to all the breathless marketing. GLP-1 is just the latest addition to the list of health terms that have been absorbed and watered down by the wellness space. Sometimes they're jammed together on the label of a single product, as if doing so compounds their healthiness. The marketing copy for Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic manages to fit in references to "metabolic health," the "gut microbiome," "postbiotics," and "gut health," together with the usual jargon related to GLP-1.



If you spend too much time looking at these products, all of these terms start to blur together. Probiotics, electrolytes, protein, adaptogens--does anyone really understand what these words mean, and more important, do they care? Maybe not. But the fact that something sounds healthy makes it good enough to sell products. People may not know what GLP-1 is or does, but it certainly seems like it has something to do with losing weight.



The wellness industry commonly uses sly marketing to sell products of dubious effectiveness, but there's something especially unnerving about its attempt to move into the obesity-drug space. Demand for Ozempic and its kin is tremendous, but many people can't access these drugs because of cost and supply issues. For people desperate to get on the drugs, GLP-1 supplements may seem like an easy substitute. They might even be convinced that these supplements are the better option: Supergut, according to its marketing, is "non-pharmaceutical, affordable, convenient, and comes with none of the unpleasant side effects" of the obesity drugs, "offering a sustainable approach to achieve lasting results." Other brands use phrases such as "hunger quieting" and "curbs cravings," borrowed directly from the Ozempic playbook. Like the obesity drugs themselves, GLP-1 supplements are meant to be taken continuously; most companies offer monthly subscriptions to their products (a six-month supply of Lemme's pills, for example, costs $378).



At one point, it seemed as though the new obesity drugs would doom weight-loss supplements for good. The drugs spurred greater and faster weight loss, in a wider range of people, than any other product in history. In response, the supplement industry has rebranded its offerings to mirror the competition, down to the language it uses. GLP-1 supplements don't even come close to the real thing. But they sure look like it.
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A Trump Loyalist on the Brink

Representative Scott Perry of Pennsylvania is the nation's most vulnerable MAGA Republican.

by Russell Berman




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


Scott Perry seemed to be in a good mood. When I found him on a recent Saturday, the Pennsylvania representative was visiting a local Republican office, joking with volunteers as he helped them prepare campaign materials for canvassers who would be knocking doors later that day. Perry was friendly with me too, until I asked whether he regretted any of his actions leading up to January 6.

That's when I got a taste of Perry's pugilistic side, which has both endeared him to conservative hard-liners and convinced Democrats that they can defeat him next month.

"And what were those actions, sir?" he replied, as if testing me.

Perry, a former chair of the far-right House Freedom Caucus who was first elected in 2012, had reportedly done plenty to aid former President Donald Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election. The FBI seized Perry's cellphone in 2022, which led to the revelation of text messages showing his extensive attempts to install an attorney general who would help keep Trump in office. Perry's preferred candidate was Jeffrey Clark, a now-indicted Department of Justice official whose main qualification was spreading claims of election fraud.

I started by noting that Perry was the one who'd introduced Trump and Clark. He cut me off.

"An introduction?" he said, incredulously. "Is that illegal now?" Perry accused me of repeating "a narrative that has been promoted by the left" that the mainstream media have refused to verify. "Somebody said, Can you introduce me? I said sure," he explained, saying it was no different than if he had introduced me to one of his aides standing nearby. "So no, I'm not embarrassed."

David A. Graham: The real weaponization of the Department of Justice

Whether Perry agrees with it or not, the "narrative" about his role ahead of the January 6 assault on the Capitol is part of why he's the most vulnerable Trump loyalist in the House. "For a lot of normie, older Republicans, all that January 6 stuff was really a line of demarcation," Christopher Nicholas, a GOP strategist who lives in Perry's district, told me. In their hunt for a House majority, Democrats are targeting Perry like never before, and they're running a candidate, the former local-news anchor Janelle Stelson, who can match both his regional fame and his fundraising.

The race could help determine the House majority, and in the state that could decide the presidency, Perry is once again sharing a ballot with the ally he tried to keep in office four years ago. The issues that have defined Trump's comeback attempt--immigration, abortion, trying to overturn the 2020 election--have also figured prominently in Perry's race. Until this year, Perry had demonstrated even more political resilience than Trump; he outran him in 2020, winning his district while Trump narrowly lost Pennsylvania. That might not be the case in November. Both of their races are toss-ups, but at the moment, the bigger underdog might be Perry.

Perry's district, which includes Harrisburg as well as nearby suburbs and small towns, became significantly bluer after Pennsylvania's Supreme Court redrew the state's congressional map in 2018. Trump won the new district by just four points in 2020, and two years later, the Democrat Josh Shapiro carried it by 12 points during his victorious campaign for governor.

Perry's district may have shifted, but he has not. He's a small-government conservative known for opposing bipartisan deals in Washington and prodding GOP leaders to dig in against Democrats, even if it results in a government shutdown or a debt default. Perry scoffs at "so-called Republicans" who say he should moderate his stances or his approach in order to accommodate the additional Democrats he now represents. "Doing the right thing is always doing the right thing," he told me.

So far, his stubbornness has paid off. After winning a close race in 2018, he's padded his margins in each of the past two elections. In 2022, he defeated the Democrat Shamaine Daniels, a member of the Harrisburg city council, by more than seven points, running well ahead of the Republican candidates for Senate and governor in Pennsylvania that year. "That is a mystery to a lot of us," State Representative Patty Kim, a Democrat running for a state-senate seat in the area, told me. "He goes further right, and he gets away with it."

For Perry, what's changed this year is Stelson, whose decades on television in the Harrisburg market have made her a local celebrity and the most formidable challenger he has faced. "She's a trusted voice in the community," Shapiro, who has campaigned for Stelson, told me in a phone interview. "She's been in people's living rooms for so many years." I followed her as she canvassed a mostly Republican neighborhood that has been shifting left. People greeted her with the slightly startled look of finding a TV star at their doorstep. "Oh my goodness, Janelle Stelson," Jeff White, a 66-year-old retired welder, told her. "You look even prettier in person than you do in the news." Another man didn't even wait for a knock on the door. He called out to her on the street, "Janelle, I'm voting for you!"

Stelson relishes these encounters. She tends to deviate from the list of houses that her campaign prepares for her, in search of harder targets. "My favorite words in the English language are I'm a Republican, and I'm voting for you," she told me with a laugh. Stelson used to be a registered Republican, although she told me she hasn't voted for a GOP presidential candidate since Ronald Reagan. She made sure her viewers knew nothing about her politics. "That makes them not hate you," she said.

Democrats have found sufficient GOP support for Stelson to make them optimistic about her chances. Stelson told me her internal polls show her slightly ahead, and a survey released last week by a Harrisburg-based polling firm found her leading Perry by nine points. She has raised more than $4.5 million and, as of July, had more cash than Perry, who's had to spend a considerable amount of his campaign funds on legal fees related to the 2020 election. (In 2022, by contrast, Daniels raised less than $500,000.) In an indication that Republicans are worried about Perry, the House GOP's main super PAC began airing ads in his district.

Stelson describes herself as centrist, and although she mostly sticks to her party's line on issues such as abortion and voting rights, she is more hawkish on immigration than even the most conservative Democrats. During a debate with Perry last week, she largely backed Trump's call for the mass deportation of undocumented immigrants (though she conceded that she doesn't know how that might be accomplished). As part of her bid to win over Trump voters, Stelson declined for months to endorse Kamala Harris. When I asked her if she was voting for Harris, she replied that she would "absolutely support the Democratic ticket," and then asked to go off the record. During the debate two days later, she confirmed that she would vote for Harris.

Stelson's lack of a voting record--or really any history of expressing political views--has made her a difficult target for Republicans, who have tried criticizing her for living a few miles outside the district. "If you had to be nitpicky, that's a big issue. But for me, it's not," Kim, the Democratic state representative, told me. Although Stelson has worked in the district for decades, Kim suggested that she may have taken a risk by not moving before the election: "I think there was an easy fix, but I respect her decision."

Stelson says she decided to run after the Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022. She recalls being on air when the ruling came down, trying to keep her composure while describing the jubilant reactions of Republicans, particularly Perry. Abortion became a driving issue for Stelson's campaign, and Perry has struggled to articulate a consistent position. He's said the issue should be left to the states, and like Trump, he backs exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. But he has co-sponsored legislation called the Life at Conception Act, which guarantees "the right to life" for all people and says that a human life begins at "the moment of fertilization." The bill doesn't mention abortion, but Democrats say it would effectively ban the procedure. When I asked him whether he'd support a federal abortion ban with the exceptions he's laid out, he said, "We don't need to have that." But he wouldn't rule out voting for one if it came to the House floor: "I'm not going to get into hypotheticals."

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

Perry is also elusive on a question that's tripped up other Trump loyalists, most recently the vice-presidential nominee J. D. Vance: Did Joe Biden win the 2020 election? "Biden received the electoral votes necessary to win," he told me. "I was right there at his inauguration. I saw him put his hand on the Bible," Perry continued. "So there is no doubt that Joe Biden is the president." I was surprised to hear this from the man who'd suggested to the Trump administration that people in Italy might have used military satellites to manipulate the vote count. So I tried a second time: Did Biden legitimately win the election? Again, Perry pointed to Biden's Electoral College win. He bristled when I asked whether Trump should stop telling voters that the election was stolen. "Should Donald Trump give up his First Amendment rights because you don't like what he says?" Perry replied. Is Trump wrong? "Why don't you ask Donald Trump that."

I saw a different side of Perry as I accompanied him across his district. Trailed by a few aides but no TV cameras, Perry evinced a childlike enthusiasm while doing things that many candidates treat as requisite indignities of political life. At a local fair, he seemed to genuinely enjoy feeding goats and playing carnival games. (Perry drew the line at the mechanical bull: "There's the headline: 'Candidate Breaks Back.'") In the newer, bluer part of his district, he attended an event at a community garden where a mural was being unveiled. He gleefully stuck his hands in paint and planted them on the mural, along with neighborhood children. Unlike almost everyone else, he made his prints upside down.

When Perry was a child, he moved to Pennsylvania with his mother, the daughter of Colombian immigrants. They were escaping his abusive father and lived for a time in a house without electricity or running water. "We often ate food that was not only day-old but expired," Perry said during his debate with Stelson. "But we got through it." During his 2018 campaign, he said he'd been "embarrassed and humiliated to be on public assistance."

Few people know Perry better than Lauren Muglia. The two met in the Army in the early 1990s, and when he went into politics, she became his chief of staff. "We fight like cats and dogs, and that's how it's been for 30 years," she told me as we walked through the fair. When Perry loaded up on chocolate treats at a bake sale, Muglia joked about his addiction to chocolate. "I represent Hershey!" he replied. Muglia told me that Perry enjoys arguing with his staff, especially when they encourage him to take a more moderate stance. "He's not a person who likes yes-men," she told me. I got the sense that Muglia wishes more voters saw the Perry she knows--a demanding boss but also a loyal friend.

The deprivation Perry experienced in his childhood was worse than what he's shared publicly, Muglia told me. He and his brother would sometimes scrounge for food in dumpsters. His mother would post ads in newspapers in search of people who could watch them for weeks at a time while she worked as a flight attendant. As a 4-year-old, Perry would cry for hours when his mother dropped him and his brother off. One couple who was taking care of them left him in a shed used for storing corn so they wouldn't have to hear him scream. After Perry stayed there, he told Muglia, the couple made headlines when a child died in their care. Perry recounted this story to her a few years ago without any emotion, but she was brought to tears.

Learning about another child's suffering helped prompt Perry to change his mind on marijuana policy--the one issue on which he will admit to moderating his views over the years. Perry had been opposed to any legalization of cannabis, but he began hearing from constituents who benefitted from medical CBD. The conversation that finally flipped him, Muglia told me, was when a father told Perry about his epileptic daughter, who had 400 seizures a week and had to travel to Colorado to receive medical-CBD treatment. "I became convinced that I was in the wrong place," Perry told me.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Yet for the most part, he remains as unyielding as ever, and that, more than anything, might prove to be his undoing. He usually finds a reason to vote no, and not only on Democratic proposals. For much of the campaign, Stelson has criticized Perry for opposing abortion rights and for his role leading up to January 6, but in the closing weeks, she is focusing just as much on casting him as a cause of Washington's dysfunction.

The House Republican majority, distracted by leadership battles, has been historically unproductive, and Perry is often in the middle of the party's infighting. Even when Congress has managed to enact significant legislation, Stelson points out, Perry has usually tried to stop it. Indeed, Democrats have found that highlighting Perry's opposition to popular bipartisan bills, such as the 2021 infrastructure package and legislation extending health benefits to military veterans exposed to toxic burn pits, is their most effective message.

Perry justifies his "no" votes by saying that the bills he opposed spent too much money on unnecessary things. And he's tried to appeal to voters beyond his base by pointing out that some of the proposals that he fought came from Republicans. "When the stuff that is unaffordable, unnecessary, unwanted, outweighs the stuff that we need, I'm going to vote the way I need to," he told me. For Perry, in other words, the bad parts of legislation too often outweigh the good. His trouble is that, come November, voters in his district might make the same judgment about him.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/perry-stelson-house-pennsylvania-2024/680266/?utm_source=feed
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Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?

Yet another reminder of how good writing jobs are hard to come by.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.

AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was originally called 3nder, pronounced "Thrinder," which quickly led the company to receive a trademark-infringement complaint from Tinder. (Rebranding might have been a good idea anyway, as some initially perceived both the name and the app itself to be corny and embarrassing.) Feeld got a chic makeover last year, then worked through some major technical glitches and is now known as an all-purpose dating app with a uniquely broad range of options for identifying one's sexual and relationship preferences. It remains especially popular with people seeking nonmonogamous connections.

Read: The woman who made online dating into a "science"

To expand its cultural cachet, the app is now joining many other tech companies and venture-capital-funded start-ups that have spun up media outlets in recent years. Previously, these publications have tended not to have protracted life spans. The buzzy, VC-funded luggage start-up Away had a magazine, Here, that quietly stopped publishing in 2020. The direct-to-consumer mattress brand Casper launched Woolly (after folding another online publication, Van Winkle's); it did not last. Dollar Shave Club funded the popular website MEL until 2021 and then just stopped; Snapchat funded the popular website Real Life until 2022 and then just stopped. There were magazines by Airbnb and Uber and Bumble, and now there are not. Tech gets into magazines for a good time, not a long time.

Still, for journalists who are staring down a crumbling media business--one that teeters on the edge of "extinction" because of anemic traffic, a poor ad market, and burned-out readers, as Clare Malone argued in The New Yorker earlier this year--this arrangement is better than nothing.

AFM is co-edited by Maria Dimitrova, a longtime Feeld employee who previously created the company's U.K.-based literary journal, Mal, which ran for five issues, and by Haley Mlotek, who has held many jobs in media, including as the editor of The Hairpin, a feminist website that folded in 2018, and as an editor at The Village Voice, the legendary alt weekly that collapsed in 2017 but recently has been resurrected as a mostly online property. Mlotek applied for a copywriting job at Feeld in the fall of 2022 to supplement her freelance-writing income, and the company emailed her back to ask her to edit a magazine instead.

"I have a lot of experience working for really wonderful, beloved, in my opinion excellent publications that just no longer exist," she told me. AFM is two things at once: a magazine and an advertising campaign for Feeld. Mlotek said she's hopeful that this model is at least as sustainable as anything else. She gestured at a history of publications being funded by single businesses or brands, citing European department stores that produced their own magazines beginning in the late 1800s. AFM's title is also a direct reference to the frustrating state of the media industry, Mlotek explained. Obviously it's about sex, but it is also a reference to how wild starting a magazine, of all things, is right now: It reflects "the frustrations and the risks and the thrill of trying to produce a print publication at this moment in time," she said. "It's a joke, but it's so serious."

Read: The "dating market" is getting worse

Feeld has no plans for AFM to make any of its own money. The only ads in the first issue are in-kind ads for other magazines, including n+1 and The Drift. The idea is more that it will "bring back a bit of romance to dating," Dimitrova told me, which might naturally help Feeld's business. This is a task that a lot of dating apps are struggling with: The experience of using a smartphone to look for sex and love has started to feel numbing and hopeless to many people. The dating app Hinge also recently debuted an online zine that is more explicitly a marketing campaign--love stories written by cool writers, including R. O. Kwon and Brontez Purnell, accessible via QR code on the subway--presumably with the same goal. In so much as AFM can be a successful ad for Feeld, it will suggest to its readers that Feeld is the app for creative people who are deeply thoughtful, imaginative, funny, and smart--that using the app will not make a person feel as though every potential match might be a bot, an idiot, or a freak.

The first issue of AFM has contributions from a number of prominent writers, including Tony Tulathimutte, Hanif Abdurraqib, and Allison P. Davis. Many of the contributors, the editors said, are Feeld users themselves; some of the poetry in the issue, including "Self Portrait as the Tree of Knowledge (a.k.a. Trans Poetica)," by Delilah McCrea, was selected from open submissions solicited directly in the app. A reported feature on masculinity and bisexuality, written by the novelist Fan Wu, sourced interview subjects from Feeld. It's a healthy combination of sexy stuff, sweet stuff, and serious stuff--one photo essay of people in their homes getting ready for dates and one accompanying a guide to making your own latex.

A funny work of fiction by the writer Ashani Lewis is made up of several distinct "breakup fantasies," including one about ending a relationship with someone by tossing a sex toy they gave you into a body of water and watching it drift away. An essay by the 96-year-old filmmaker James Ivory, about coming of age in Palm Springs and later spending an evening hanging out around Truman Capote, is both gossipy and moving. The standout piece is a dead-eyed essay by the writer Merritt Tierce, recounting her years of attempts to get a TV show made about abortion. ("The executive vice president of television said, Well, 'abortion anthology' is not one but two words no studio wants to hear.")

The first AFM cover star is the artist and musician Juliana Huxtable, who will DJ at a launch party in Brooklyn this week. The magazine will be distributed in the U.S. and the U.K. in the same places where you can buy any other highbrow cultural or literary magazine, and it will also be available for purchase online. Asked whether people could subscribe to it, Dimitrova said no.

She and Mlotek already have plans to start working on issue two. Yet, though she didn't state as much, Dimitrova seemed aware that you never can tell how long the money will keep coming. Things often change. "You know," she said, "each issue is its own miracle."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/afm-feeld-magazine/680267/?utm_source=feed
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Donald Trump's Roomful of Suspiciously Friendly Women

A female-focused town hall gets very weird indeed.

by Helen Lewis


Cardboard cutouts of Donald and Melania Trump on sale in Johnstown, Pennsylvania (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Have you ever looked after toddlers who insist on showing you everything they have done--terrible stick-figure drawings, what they've left in the potty--and demand that you admire it? If you have, then you've experienced something very similar to Donald Trump's performance at a Fox News town hall yesterday in Cumming, Georgia, with an all-female audience. "FEMA was so good with me," he said at one point. "I defeated ISIS," he added later. "I'm the father of IVF," he claimed, with no further explanation.

The former president set a boastful tone early. The Fox News moderator, Harris Faulkner, told Trump that the Democrats were so worried about the town hall that the party had staged a "prebuttal" to the event, featuring Georgia's two Democratic senators and the family of Amber Thurman, who died after having to leave the state to access abortion care. "We'll get better ratings, I promise," Trump replied, smirking. (Finally, someone willing to tell grief-stricken relatives to jazz it up a little.)

This event was supposed to involve Trump reaching beyond his comfort zone, after he had spent the past few weeks shoring up his advantage with men by embarking on a tour of bro podcasts. But these women were extremely friendly--suspiciously so. CNN later reported that Republican women's groups had packed it with Trump supporters. Still, even in this gentle setting, the former president blustered, evaded questions, and contradicted himself.

Read: The women Trump is winning

This election cycle has been dominated by podcast interviews with softball questions, but the Fox town hall reveals that the Trump campaign still believes that the legacy media can impart a useful sheen of gravitas, objectivity, and trustworthiness. If a candidate can get that without actually facing tough questions or a hostile audience, then so much the better. Why complain about "fake news" when you can make it? Thanks to Fox, Trump could court female voters without the risk of encountering any "nasty women"--or revealing his alienating, chauvinist side. (Fox did not respond to CNN's questions about the event.)

This has been called the "boys vs. girls election": Kamala Harris leads significantly among women, and Trump among men; in the final stretch of the campaign, though, each is conspicuously trying to reach the other half of the electorate. Hence Harris's decision to release an "opportunity agenda for Black men"--including business loans, crypto protections, and the legalization of marijuana--and talk to male-focused outlets such as All the Smoke, Roland Martin Unfiltered, The Shade Room, and Charlamagne Tha God's radio program.

For Trump, the main strategic aim of the Georgia town hall was surely to reverse out of his party's unpopular positions on abortion and IVF. The former drew the most pointed question. "Women are entitled to do what they want to and need to do with their bodies, including their unborn--that's on them," a woman who identified herself as Pamela from Cumming said. "Why is the government involved in women's basic rights?"

This was the only time the former president made an attempt at being statesmanlike, focusing on the topic at hand rather than his personal grievances or dire warnings about immigration. The subject had been rightfully returned to the states, Trump maintained, and many had liberalized their regimes thanks to specific legislation and ballot measures. Some of the anti-abortion laws enacted elsewhere, he allowed, were "too tough, too tough." He personally believed in exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. This unusual clarity suggests that his strategists have hammered into him that the Dobbs decision, which overturned Roe v. Wade, has repelled swing voters. He took credit, though in a peculiar way, for saving IVF in Alabama after that state's supreme court ruled that frozen embryos should be regarded as children. In his telling, he was alerted to the situation by Senator Katie Britt, whom he described as "a young--just a fantastically attractive person--from Alabama." He put out a statement supporting IVF, and the legislature acted quickly to protect it. "We really are the party for IVF," he added. "We want fertilization."

Read: The people waiting for the end of IVF

Others dispute Trump's account, and his claims to moderation on reproductive issues yesterday weren't entirely convincing. (Project 2025, a blueprint for a second Trump term that was compiled by many of his allies, calls for a raft of restrictions on abortion.) But at least it was something close to a direct answer. The first questioner, Lisa from Milton--whom CNN later identified as the president of Fulton County Republican Women--asked Trump about the economy. She got the briefest mention of the "liquid gold" underneath America, which will allegedly solve its economic problems. Then Trump segued into musing about his "favorite graph"--the one on illegal immigration that supposedly saved his life in Butler, Pennsylvania.

To give Faulkner some credit, she did try to return the conversation to reality at several points, with vibe-killing questions such as "And we can pay for that?" (That was in response to Trump's suggestion that he would cut taxes on benefits for seniors. Trump sailed on without acknowledging it.) He told Linda, also from Milton, that transgender women competing in female sports was "crazy," ruefully shaking his head. "We're not going to let it happen," he added.

"How do you stop it?" Faulkner asked. "Do you go to the sports leagues?"

Nothing so complicated! "You just ban it," he said. "The president bans it. You just don't let it happen." Now, the U.S. commander in chief might oversee the world's biggest military and its largest economy, but he or she is not currently charged with setting the rules of Olympic boxing.

Next up was a single mom, Rachel, struggling with the cost of daycare. She was visibly emotional as she stood at the mic. "You have a beautiful voice, by the way," Trump said, to put her at ease. In response to Rachel's question about how her child tax credit had decreased, he mentioned his daughter Ivanka, who, he said "drove me crazy" about the issue. "She said, Dad, we have to do tax credits for women. The child tax credits. She was driving me crazy." (Typical woman, always banging on about economic freedom this and reproductive rights that.) "Then I did it, and I got it just about done, and she said: Dad, you've got to double it up." He noted that fellow Republicans had told him he would get no gratitude for this, and then promised Rachel that he would "readjust things."

Read: Trump called Harris 'beautiful.' Now he has a problem.

Audience members seemed not to mind that there was only the vaguest relationship between many of their questions and the former president's eventual answers. (Contrast that with Bloomberg News's interview the day before, in which the editor in chief, John Micklethwait, rebuked Trump for referring to "Gavin Newscum" and dragged him back from a riff about voter fraud with the interjection: "The question is about Google.") Some solid objects did appear through the mist, however. Trump promised an end to "sanctuary cities" and a 50 percent reduction in everyone's energy bills, and he defended his "enemies from within" comments as a "pretty good presentation."

Much like a toddler, Trump occasionally said something insightful in a naive and entirely unselfconscious manner. Talking about Aurora, Colorado, where he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, have claimed that Venezuelan gangs are running rampant--a claim that the city's mayor has called "grossly exaggerated"--a brief cloud of empathy passed across the former president's face. "They've taken over apartment buildings," he said. "They're in the real-estate business, just like I am." (So true: The industry does attract some unsavory characters.) Later, talking about the number of court cases filed against him, Trump observed, "They do phony investigations. I've been investigated more than Alphonse Capone." Sorry? Had someone left a pot of glue open near the stage? Did the former president really just compare himself to a big-time criminal who was notoriously convicted only of his smaller offenses?

And then, all too soon, the allotted hour was up. Fox, according to CNN, edited out at least one questioner's enthusiastic endorsement of Trump. Even so, it was obvious that the ex-president's many partisans at the event enjoyed themselves. Before asking about foreign policy, the last questioner, Alicia from Fulton County, thanked Trump for coming into "a roomful of women that the current administration would consider domestic terrorists." ("That's true," he replied.) But had undecided women watching at home learned anything more about Trump that might inform their vote? No. Did they at least have a good time? Probably not.
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A Trump Loyalist on the Brink

Representative Scott Perry of Pennsylvania is the nation's most vulnerable MAGA Republican.

by Russell Berman




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


Scott Perry seemed to be in a good mood. When I found him on a recent Saturday, the Pennsylvania representative was visiting a local Republican office, joking with volunteers as he helped them prepare campaign materials for canvassers who would be knocking doors later that day. Perry was friendly with me too, until I asked whether he regretted any of his actions leading up to January 6.

That's when I got a taste of Perry's pugilistic side, which has both endeared him to conservative hard-liners and convinced Democrats that they can defeat him next month.

"And what were those actions, sir?" he replied, as if testing me.

Perry, a former chair of the far-right House Freedom Caucus who was first elected in 2012, had reportedly done plenty to aid former President Donald Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election. The FBI seized Perry's cellphone in 2022, which led to the revelation of text messages showing his extensive attempts to install an attorney general who would help keep Trump in office. Perry's preferred candidate was Jeffrey Clark, a now-indicted Department of Justice official whose main qualification was spreading claims of election fraud.

I started by noting that Perry was the one who'd introduced Trump and Clark. He cut me off.

"An introduction?" he said, incredulously. "Is that illegal now?" Perry accused me of repeating "a narrative that has been promoted by the left" that the mainstream media have refused to verify. "Somebody said, Can you introduce me? I said sure," he explained, saying it was no different than if he had introduced me to one of his aides standing nearby. "So no, I'm not embarrassed."

David A. Graham: The real weaponization of the Department of Justice

Whether Perry agrees with it or not, the "narrative" about his role ahead of the January 6 assault on the Capitol is part of why he's the most vulnerable Trump loyalist in the House. "For a lot of normie, older Republicans, all that January 6 stuff was really a line of demarcation," Christopher Nicholas, a GOP strategist who lives in Perry's district, told me. In their hunt for a House majority, Democrats are targeting Perry like never before, and they're running a candidate, the former local-news anchor Janelle Stelson, who can match both his regional fame and his fundraising.

The race could help determine the House majority, and in the state that could decide the presidency, Perry is once again sharing a ballot with the ally he tried to keep in office four years ago. The issues that have defined Trump's comeback attempt--immigration, abortion, trying to overturn the 2020 election--have also figured prominently in Perry's race. Until this year, Perry had demonstrated even more political resilience than Trump; he outran him in 2020, winning his district while Trump narrowly lost Pennsylvania. That might not be the case in November. Both of their races are toss-ups, but at the moment, the bigger underdog might be Perry.

Perry's district, which includes Harrisburg as well as nearby suburbs and small towns, became significantly bluer after Pennsylvania's Supreme Court redrew the state's congressional map in 2018. Trump won the new district by just four points in 2020, and two years later, the Democrat Josh Shapiro carried it by 12 points during his victorious campaign for governor.

Perry's district may have shifted, but he has not. He's a small-government conservative known for opposing bipartisan deals in Washington and prodding GOP leaders to dig in against Democrats, even if it results in a government shutdown or a debt default. Perry scoffs at "so-called Republicans" who say he should moderate his stances or his approach in order to accommodate the additional Democrats he now represents. "Doing the right thing is always doing the right thing," he told me.

So far, his stubbornness has paid off. After winning a close race in 2018, he's padded his margins in each of the past two elections. In 2022, he defeated the Democrat Shamaine Daniels, a member of the Harrisburg city council, by more than seven points, running well ahead of the Republican candidates for Senate and governor in Pennsylvania that year. "That is a mystery to a lot of us," State Representative Patty Kim, a Democrat running for a state-senate seat in the area, told me. "He goes further right, and he gets away with it."

For Perry, what's changed this year is Stelson, whose decades on television in the Harrisburg market have made her a local celebrity and the most formidable challenger he has faced. "She's a trusted voice in the community," Shapiro, who has campaigned for Stelson, told me in a phone interview. "She's been in people's living rooms for so many years." I followed her as she canvassed a mostly Republican neighborhood that has been shifting left. People greeted her with the slightly startled look of finding a TV star at their doorstep. "Oh my goodness, Janelle Stelson," Jeff White, a 66-year-old retired welder, told her. "You look even prettier in person than you do in the news." Another man didn't even wait for a knock on the door. He called out to her on the street, "Janelle, I'm voting for you!"

Stelson relishes these encounters. She tends to deviate from the list of houses that her campaign prepares for her, in search of harder targets. "My favorite words in the English language are I'm a Republican, and I'm voting for you," she told me with a laugh. Stelson used to be a registered Republican, although she told me she hasn't voted for a GOP presidential candidate since Ronald Reagan. She made sure her viewers knew nothing about her politics. "That makes them not hate you," she said.

Democrats have found sufficient GOP support for Stelson to make them optimistic about her chances. Stelson told me her internal polls show her slightly ahead, and a survey released last week by a Harrisburg-based polling firm found her leading Perry by nine points. She has raised more than $4.5 million and, as of July, had more cash than Perry, who's had to spend a considerable amount of his campaign funds on legal fees related to the 2020 election. (In 2022, by contrast, Daniels raised less than $500,000.) In an indication that Republicans are worried about Perry, the House GOP's main super PAC began airing ads in his district.

Stelson describes herself as centrist, and although she mostly sticks to her party's line on issues such as abortion and voting rights, she is more hawkish on immigration than even the most conservative Democrats. During a debate with Perry last week, she largely backed Trump's call for the mass deportation of undocumented immigrants (though she conceded that she doesn't know how that might be accomplished). As part of her bid to win over Trump voters, Stelson declined for months to endorse Kamala Harris. When I asked her if she was voting for Harris, she replied that she would "absolutely support the Democratic ticket," and then asked to go off the record. During the debate two days later, she confirmed that she would vote for Harris.

Stelson's lack of a voting record--or really any history of expressing political views--has made her a difficult target for Republicans, who have tried criticizing her for living a few miles outside the district. "If you had to be nitpicky, that's a big issue. But for me, it's not," Kim, the Democratic state representative, told me. Although Stelson has worked in the district for decades, Kim suggested that she may have taken a risk by not moving before the election: "I think there was an easy fix, but I respect her decision."

Stelson says she decided to run after the Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in 2022. She recalls being on air when the ruling came down, trying to keep her composure while describing the jubilant reactions of Republicans, particularly Perry. Abortion became a driving issue for Stelson's campaign, and Perry has struggled to articulate a consistent position. He's said the issue should be left to the states, and like Trump, he backs exceptions for rape, incest, and the life of the mother. But he has co-sponsored legislation called the Life at Conception Act, which guarantees "the right to life" for all people and says that a human life begins at "the moment of fertilization." The bill doesn't mention abortion, but Democrats say it would effectively ban the procedure. When I asked him whether he'd support a federal abortion ban with the exceptions he's laid out, he said, "We don't need to have that." But he wouldn't rule out voting for one if it came to the House floor: "I'm not going to get into hypotheticals."

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

Perry is also elusive on a question that's tripped up other Trump loyalists, most recently the vice-presidential nominee J. D. Vance: Did Joe Biden win the 2020 election? "Biden received the electoral votes necessary to win," he told me. "I was right there at his inauguration. I saw him put his hand on the Bible," Perry continued. "So there is no doubt that Joe Biden is the president." I was surprised to hear this from the man who'd suggested to the Trump administration that people in Italy might have used military satellites to manipulate the vote count. So I tried a second time: Did Biden legitimately win the election? Again, Perry pointed to Biden's Electoral College win. He bristled when I asked whether Trump should stop telling voters that the election was stolen. "Should Donald Trump give up his First Amendment rights because you don't like what he says?" Perry replied. Is Trump wrong? "Why don't you ask Donald Trump that."

I saw a different side of Perry as I accompanied him across his district. Trailed by a few aides but no TV cameras, Perry evinced a childlike enthusiasm while doing things that many candidates treat as requisite indignities of political life. At a local fair, he seemed to genuinely enjoy feeding goats and playing carnival games. (Perry drew the line at the mechanical bull: "There's the headline: 'Candidate Breaks Back.'") In the newer, bluer part of his district, he attended an event at a community garden where a mural was being unveiled. He gleefully stuck his hands in paint and planted them on the mural, along with neighborhood children. Unlike almost everyone else, he made his prints upside down.

When Perry was a child, he moved to Pennsylvania with his mother, the daughter of Colombian immigrants. They were escaping his abusive father and lived for a time in a house without electricity or running water. "We often ate food that was not only day-old but expired," Perry said during his debate with Stelson. "But we got through it." During his 2018 campaign, he said he'd been "embarrassed and humiliated to be on public assistance."

Few people know Perry better than Lauren Muglia. The two met in the Army in the early 1990s, and when he went into politics, she became his chief of staff. "We fight like cats and dogs, and that's how it's been for 30 years," she told me as we walked through the fair. When Perry loaded up on chocolate treats at a bake sale, Muglia joked about his addiction to chocolate. "I represent Hershey!" he replied. Muglia told me that Perry enjoys arguing with his staff, especially when they encourage him to take a more moderate stance. "He's not a person who likes yes-men," she told me. I got the sense that Muglia wishes more voters saw the Perry she knows--a demanding boss but also a loyal friend.

The deprivation Perry experienced in his childhood was worse than what he's shared publicly, Muglia told me. He and his brother would sometimes scrounge for food in dumpsters. His mother would post ads in newspapers in search of people who could watch them for weeks at a time while she worked as a flight attendant. As a 4-year-old, Perry would cry for hours when his mother dropped him and his brother off. One couple who was taking care of them left him in a shed used for storing corn so they wouldn't have to hear him scream. After Perry stayed there, he told Muglia, the couple made headlines when a child died in their care. Perry recounted this story to her a few years ago without any emotion, but she was brought to tears.

Learning about another child's suffering helped prompt Perry to change his mind on marijuana policy--the one issue on which he will admit to moderating his views over the years. Perry had been opposed to any legalization of cannabis, but he began hearing from constituents who benefitted from medical CBD. The conversation that finally flipped him, Muglia told me, was when a father told Perry about his epileptic daughter, who had 400 seizures a week and had to travel to Colorado to receive medical-CBD treatment. "I became convinced that I was in the wrong place," Perry told me.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Yet for the most part, he remains as unyielding as ever, and that, more than anything, might prove to be his undoing. He usually finds a reason to vote no, and not only on Democratic proposals. For much of the campaign, Stelson has criticized Perry for opposing abortion rights and for his role leading up to January 6, but in the closing weeks, she is focusing just as much on casting him as a cause of Washington's dysfunction.

The House Republican majority, distracted by leadership battles, has been historically unproductive, and Perry is often in the middle of the party's infighting. Even when Congress has managed to enact significant legislation, Stelson points out, Perry has usually tried to stop it. Indeed, Democrats have found that highlighting Perry's opposition to popular bipartisan bills, such as the 2021 infrastructure package and legislation extending health benefits to military veterans exposed to toxic burn pits, is their most effective message.

Perry justifies his "no" votes by saying that the bills he opposed spent too much money on unnecessary things. And he's tried to appeal to voters beyond his base by pointing out that some of the proposals that he fought came from Republicans. "When the stuff that is unaffordable, unnecessary, unwanted, outweighs the stuff that we need, I'm going to vote the way I need to," he told me. For Perry, in other words, the bad parts of legislation too often outweigh the good. His trouble is that, come November, voters in his district might make the same judgment about him.
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The Secret of Trump's Economic Message

When he speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child--which might be the source of his appeal.

by David A. Graham




When Donald Trump speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child. China gives us billions of dollars via tariffs. American auto workers take imported cars out of a box and stick the pieces together. These are very light paraphrases of statements he made today at the Economic Club of Chicago, in a sometimes combative interview with the Bloomberg editor in chief John Micklethwait.

Yet voters consistently say they trust Trump more to handle the economy than they do Kamala Harris. Why? Perhaps because, when Trump speaks about the economy, he sounds like a child. Yes, he has a reputation as a businessman, and voters consistently trust Republicans more on the issue (even though the economy fares better under Democrats). But Trump's reductionism may be the real source of his appeal when it comes to the economy and other policy areas. ("Build the wall"; "make NATO pay their fair share.") By restricting his discussion to the bluntest, broadest, and vaguest of terms, he sells an appealing illusion.

David A. Graham: The fakest populism you ever saw

"We're all about growth," he pronounced at the start of the interview, as though this were a bold, contrarian stance. A moment later, he added, "To me, the most beautiful word in the dictionary is tariff."

Poor Micklethwait was no match for this. The former editor of The Economist put up a valiant effort, but he was bringing facts to a rhetoric fight. Micklethwait asked Trump about the cost of tariffs to the American economy, and Trump responded with a long "sir" story about a supposed friend named John who builds car factories. ("I will not give his last name, because he might not like it.") Micklethwait asked about how a trade war would affect the 40 million American jobs that rely on trade, and Trump told stories about John Deere and a conversation he had with former German Chancellor Angela Merkel. None of these answered the question, and it didn't matter.

"You keep bringing up these individual examples, but the overall effect is going to be dramatic," a frustrated Micklethwait said.

"I agree it will have a massive effect, positive," Trump shot back.

When the interviewer asked whether a trade war would endanger relationships with allies, Trump rejected the premise of alliances. "Our allies have taken advantage of us, more so than our enemies," he said. He praised Russian President Vladimir Putin and all but confirmed reporting by Bob Woodward that the men have remained in touch since he left office ("If I did, it's a smart thing"), and deemed the poor pariah nation North Korea "a very serious power."

Trying another tack, Micklethwait warned that a trade war could endanger the use of the dollar as the world's reserve currency, thus weakening American economic power. "If I'm elected, the dollar is so secure," Trump said. "Your reserve currency is the strongest it'll ever be." He gave no explanation for what this could mean or why it might be true. But it sure sounds nice, doesn't it?

The impulse to bluff comes from Trump's many decades of business experience. For Trump the businessman, confidence and bombast have always been more important than facts and reason. This has generally worked out for Trump, who is, after all, a billionaire. But at times, it has been disastrous, as his four corporate bankruptcies demonstrate.

Scott Lincicome and Sophia Bagley: Trump's deranged plan to lower food prices by raising them

Trump's record as president is similarly mixed. He imposed some tariffs on China, but a deal he struck to encourage Chinese imports of American goods flopped. His trade war disproportionately disadvantaged his own supporters. He did not deliver on his promise to bring back manufacturing jobs. His main success was a broad tax cut. During the last year of his term, Trump saw the American economy collapse because of COVID, though he cannot take all of the blame for that.

Considering the former president's checkered history, Micklethwait's desire to probe him on the facts is understandable, but it's also futile. Trump is selling a fantasy, not a white paper. As he repeatedly danced around the questions today, he joked about his oratorical approach: "I call it the weave. As long as you end up at the right location in the end." Trump believes that the right location for him is the White House. The weave just might get him there again.
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Trump Breaks Down Onstage

At a campaign event last night, Trump got bored--and weirdness ensued.

by David A. Graham




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


Is Donald Trump well enough to serve as president?

The question is not temperamental or philosophical fitness--he made clear long ago that the answer to both is no--but something more fundamental.

The election is in three weeks, and Pennsylvania is a must-win state for both Trump and Kamala Harris, but during a rally last night in Montgomery County, northwest of Philadelphia, Trump got bored with the event, billed as a "town hall," and just played music for almost 40 minutes, scowling, smirking, and swaying onstage. Trump is no stranger to surreal moments, yet this was one of the oddest of his political career.

"You're the one who fights for them," gushed Kristi Noem, the South Dakota governor and animal-abuse enthusiast, who was supposed to be moderating the event. But it soon became evident that Trump wasn't in a fighting mode. The event began normally enough, at least by Trump standards, but, after two interruptions for apparent medical emergencies in the audience, Trump lost interest. "Let's just listen to music. Who the hell wants to hear questions?" he said.

David A. Graham: Has anyone noticed that Trump is really old?

He eventually pivoted for good to a playlist of his favorite songs: "Hallelujah," "Rich Men North of Richmond," "Nothing Compares 2 U," Elvis's rendition of "Dixie." At one point, he asked his staff to play Pavarotti and display the immigration chart that he was about to discuss when an assassin tried to kill him this summer.

To watch the event is to see signs of someone having a breakdown. Like Joe Biden's disastrous debate against Trump in June, when the president's fumbling performance and struggle to get sentences out made it impossible to believe he was up to the task of serving for four years, Trump's rally last night would force any reasonable person to conclude that he is not up to the grueling task of leading the world's greatest nation, handling economic crises, or dealing with foreign adversaries.

Which isn't to say that some people didn't try to reason through it. Reporters still seem unsure of how to deal with Trump's stranger behaviors. Journalists are trained to take information and make sense of it, even amid chaos. The problem is that doing so conjures logic where none exists.

Here's how The New York Times described the night: "Mr. Trump, a political candidate known for improvisational departures, made a detour. Rather than try to restart the political program, he seemed to decide in the moment that it would be more enjoyable for all concerned--and, it appeared, for himself--to just listen to music instead." ABC News: "Former President Donald Trump's town hall in Oaks, Pennsylvania, on Monday evening was interrupted twice by medical emergencies in a very warm Greater Philadelphia Expo Center and Fairgrounds before he cut the program short." NBC News: "Former President Donald Trump turned a town hall event ... into an impromptu listening party Monday night, playing an unlikely selection of tunes for more than 30 minutes after the event was paused for medical emergencies." The Associated Press: "Donald Trump's town hall in the Philadelphia suburbs turned into an impromptu concert Monday after the former president was twice interrupted by medical emergencies in the room."

Trump's Democratic opponent, Kamala Harris, was blunter. "Hope he's okay," she posted on X. Her reaction is self-interested, but she's right that he really may not be okay. A presidential race is exhausting for even a young and vigorous person, which Trump, 78, is not. He has campaigned far less this time around than he did in his prior two runs. In the past few weeks, as the election has neared, he has ramped up his time on the trail, and the wear is showing. His rallies have been so scattershot and rambling that even major outlets that long shied away from questions about Trump's fitness have had no choice but to address them. In the wee hours of the morning yesterday, he used Truth Social to demand that Harris take a cognitive test. He's lacing into his own donors at private events. He has been blocked from his usual outlet of playing golf because of security concerns after two assassination attempts.

David A. Graham: Trump's West Point stumbles aren't the problem

Reporters have noticed Trump's supporters leaving rallies early in recent weeks, yet many people hung around as Trump bobbed on the stage and said nothing last night. In a way, the moment seemed to distill a 2024 Trump rally down to its essence. No one is there to hear policy ideas. Trump has transgressed so far, for so long, that he can barely shock anymore. Kristi Noem isn't a big draw. Instead, people come to say they saw Trump. At one point, he announced that he'd play "YMCA" and then the event would end, but attendees stayed, so Trump just kept rolling. The event wrapped up only around the time that an aide brought Trump a note during "November Rain."

As horrifying as it all was, no one expects to see a reaction like the concerted push for change that followed Biden's debate collapse. It's too late in the campaign to switch candidates, and it wouldn't matter anyway. Democrats forced Biden out, even though they like him, because they want to win. But Republican officeholders are terrified of Trump, because rank-and-file Republican voters worship him in an entirely different way--something demonstrated by them hanging around for his DJ set and Noem's obsequious "sir"s all night. "Total lovefest at the PA townhall!" Steven Cheung, a campaign spokesperson, posted on X. "Everyone was so excited they were fainting so @realDonaldTrump turned to music. Nobody wanted to leave and wanted to hear more songs from the famous DJT Spotify playlist!" Somewhere, Baghdad Bob was blushing.

But Trump's musical selections sometimes reveal more than his words or his aides do. During the 2016 campaign, his choice of "You Can't Always Get What You Want" as exit music seemed like a pointed message to his political adversaries and the nation. Last night, he might have been sending a pointed message to himself, with the help of an Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman hit: "It's time to say goodbye."
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Donald Trump's Fascist Romp

After the former president described American citizens as "the enemy within," Glenn Youngkin reveals his own complicity.

by Tom Nichols




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


Over the past week, Donald Trump has been on a fascist romp. At rallies in Colorado and California, he amped up his usual rants, and added a rancid grace note by suggesting that a woman heckler should "get the hell knocked out of her" by her mother after she gets back home. But on Sunday morning, he outdid himself in an interview on Fox News, by saying that "the enemy within"--Americans he described as "radical left lunatics," including Representative Adam Schiff of California, whom he mentioned by name--are more dangerous than Russia or China, and could be "very easily handled" by the National Guard or the U.S. military.

This wasn't the first time Trump suggested using America's armed forces against its own people: As president, he thought of the military as his personal guard and regularly fantasized about commanding "his generals" to crush dissent, which is one reason former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley reportedly told Bob Woodward that he sees Trump as "fascist to his core."

The term fascism has been so overused as a denunciation that many people have understandably tuned it out. But every American should be shocked to hear a presidential nominee say that other Americans (including a sitting member of Congress) are more dangerous than two nations pointing hundreds of nuclear warheads at America's cities. During the Cold War, conservative members of the GOP would likely have labeled anyone saying such things as a "comsymp," a fellow traveler, or even a traitor. Indeed, one might expect that other Republicans would be horrified to hear such hatred directed at their fellow citizens and such comfort given to the nation's enemies.

Pretty to think so. But today's Republican leaders are cowards, and some are even worse: They are complicit, as Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin proved today in an interview with CNN's Jake Tapper. At least cowards run away. The GOP elected officials who cross the street against the light just to get away from the reporters are at least showing a tiny, molecular awareness of shame. Youngkin, however, smiled and dissembled and excused Trump's hideousness with a kind of folksy shamelessness that made cowardice seem noble by comparison.

Tapper read Trump's remarks verbatim, and then asked: "Is that something that you support?" Youngkin replied that Tapper misunderstood Trump, who he said was referring to undocumented immigrants. No, Tapper responded, Trump clearly meant American citizens. Tapper added that Trump had singled out Schiff. Youngkin aw-shucksed his way through stories about Venezuelan criminals and Virginians dying from fentanyl. "Obviously there is a border crisis," Tapper said. "Obviously there are too many criminals who should not be in this country, and they should be jailed and deported completely, but that's not what I'm talking about." And then, to his credit, Tapper wouldn't let go: What about Trump's threat to use the military against Americans?

Well, Youngkin shrugged, he "can't speak" for Trump, but he was certain that Tapper was "misrepresenting [Trump's] thoughts."

Some of the people who watched Youngkin's appalling dishonesty immediately thought of one of the most famous passages from George Orwell's 1984: "The Party told him to reject the evidence of his eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential command."

But this interpretation gives Youngkin too much credit. Orwell's dictators were able to terrify people with torture and deprivation into accepting the government's lies. Youngkin, however, is not a terrified subject of an authoritarian regime: He's just an opportunist. Like J. D. Vance, he knows exactly what he's doing. Youngkin is demanding that everyone else play along and pretend that Trump is just a misunderstood immigration hawk, and then move on--all so that Youngkin can later say that he was a loyal Republican when he contends for the leadership of the GOP after Trump is either defeated, retired, or long gone.

In this, Youngkin joins a long list of utterly dishonorable people, including Nikki Haley, who ran against Trump with energy and honesty and then bowed and scraped after she was defeated. As The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, has noted, 10 Republican senators could have changed the course of history by supporting Trump's impeachment. Ohio Senator Rob Portman, a supposed GOP moderate, is a particularly galling example. Portman twice voted against convicting Trump. He announced his retirement just weeks after the January 6 insurrection, and he had no electoral chances to protect (not that protecting one's electoral chances is an honorable excuse). Still, he let Trump slide, perhaps out of fear of reproach from his neighbors back in Ohio.

It's not exactly a revelation that the Republican Party's elected ranks have become a haven for cranks and opportunists, and sometimes, it's hard to tell the difference: When Georgia Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, for example, talks about how "they" can control the weather, it's hard to tell if she is just a kook, if she herself is an anti-Semite, or if she is employing yet another anti-Semitic trope because she knows that some of the MAGA base feasts on such garbage.

For someone like Greene, the difference doesn't matter. She is ignorant. And she traffics in ignorance. Her constituents have rewarded her with a safe seat in Congress. But in the Trump era, the conceit all along has been that more responsible Republicans such as Youngkin are lurking in the background, keeping their heads down while quietly and competently doing the people's business.

Americans should therefore watch Youngkin's exchange with Tapper for themselves. They should see that supposedly competent Republicans have already abandoned the party. To believe otherwise--especially after watching someone like Youngkin--is to truly obey the commandment to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears.
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The Question Hanging Over Harris's Campaign

Can she say no?

by Reihan Salam




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


Contra Donald Trump's claims, Vice President Kamala Harris is not a Communist. For one, no evidence suggests that she seeks the collectivization of the means of production, or even that she is especially hostile to corporate America. When outlining her vision for an "opportunity economy," Harris speaks of "a future where every person has the opportunity to build a business, to own a home, to build intergenerational wealth." This is rhetoric that brings to mind George W. Bush's "ownership society," not the liquidation of the kulaks.

Granted, we're not obliged to take Harris's campaign pronouncements at face value, and there is no question that she has supported a number of policies that place her firmly on the left of the Democratic Party. But since emerging as President Joe Biden's chosen successor, Harris has jettisoned her past support for Medicare for All, the Green New Deal, the Zero-Emission Vehicles Act, a ban on fracking, and the decriminalization of illegal border crossings, conspicuously distancing herself from the ideological commitments of her short-lived 2020 presidential campaign.

Moreover, Harris and her closest political allies, most notably her brother-in-law, the Uber executive Tony West, have made a concerted effort to cultivate influential CEOs and investors, many of whom have come away encouraged by her openness to their policy priorities. As if to demonstrate the seriousness of her pro-business pivot, Harris broke with Biden by proposing a more modest tax increase on capital gains and dividends. And while she continues to call for taxing the unrealized capital gains of households with more than $100 million in assets--a policy that is anathema to investors--the Dallas-based venture capitalist and entrepreneur Mark Cuban, perhaps her most visible champion in the business world, has flatly told CNBC, "It's not going to happen."

So no, Harris is not a radical. But when she claims to be a pragmatic capitalist who will take "good ideas from wherever they come," the pitch doesn't quite land. How, then, should we understand her ideological sensibilities?

The most straightforward interpretation is that Harris is a Democratic Party loyalist who reliably moves in line with the evolving consensus among left-of-center interest groups, activists, intellectuals, donors, and campaign professionals. She stands in favor of whatever will keep the fractious Democratic coalition together. If the climate movement insists that fracking is an obstacle to the green-energy transition, she'll take up its cause by backing a ban. If support for a fracking ban jeopardizes Democratic prospects in Pennsylvania, she'll reverse her stance while underscoring that her values haven't changed, careful not to rebuke the climate movement for its excesses. In this regard, Harris is strikingly similar to Biden, who has followed the Democratic consensus--to the right in the Bill Clinton era, to the left under Barack Obama and Trump--throughout his half century on the national political scene.

If I'm right, the good news is that a Harris victory wouldn't mean the end of American capitalism. The bad news is that her lowest-common-denominator progressivism wouldn't fix what's broken with American capitalism either.

Before turning to the content of Harris's economic agenda, it's worth thinking through what we can learn from the arc of her political career.

Harris rose to prominence against the backdrop of the Silicon Valley wealth boom and the collapse of two-party politics in the Golden State in the 2000s and 2010s. Unlike Clinton, who, as governor of Arkansas, navigated the Reagan-era realignment of the South and had to learn to appeal to swing voters, Harris's chief political challenge has been winning over enough California Democratic voters to deliver a majority.

With the notable exception of her 2010 race for attorney general, Harris managed to avoid facing off against a meaningful Republican challenger until she was named Biden's running mate in 2020. She also seldom faced difficult fiscal trade-offs. As the district attorney of San Francisco and the attorney general of California, she was charged with making any number of important decisions but not with balancing budgets. Elected to the U.S. Senate in 2016, Harris saw her tenure perfectly coincide with the Trump presidency, when the job of the junior senator from California was to be a voice of the anti-Trump resistance, not to strike bipartisan bargains.

One lesson from Harris's political climb is that "reading the room" has proved to be a much better way to make friends in blue-state Democratic politics than making hard choices. No one can accuse Harris of ever having cut a social program or denied a public-sector union an item from its wish list, which is a very good place for a Democratic presidential candidate to be.

The downside, of course, is that we don't have a good sense of whether Harris is capable of saying no to her political allies as Clinton, the architect of welfare reform, and Obama, who resisted calls for single-payer health care, did before her. Among Harris's contemporaries, consider the contrasting political trajectory of Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo, who has the distinct misfortune of having been a hard-nosed and highly effective governor of Rhode Island in the midst of a budget crisis, when she earned the lasting enmity of the Democratic left by saving her state from fiscal doom. That, I suspect, is why Raimondo is being discussed as a possible Treasury secretary in a Harris administration and not the other way around.

Harris is not alone in evading hard choices. Trump's 2024 presidential campaign has been defined by a series of improvisational policy initiatives--including "No tax on tips," "No tax on overtime," "No tax on Social Security for our great seniors"--which, taken together, would blow an enormous hole in federal revenues. Recently, the nonpartisan Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget released a careful analysis of the fiscal impact of the Trump and Harris campaign plans, and it found that although Harris's plan would increase projected deficits by $3.5 trillion over the next decade, Trump's plan would increase them by $7.5 trillion. Given the unseriousness of so many of Trump's tax and spending proposals, many have concluded that Harris is the more credible presidential candidate.

But the closer you look at Harris's economic agenda, the more the gap in seriousness between the two campaigns starts to shrink.

Shortly after the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget released its much-discussed analysis, Harris proposed an ambitious new Medicare benefit for home-based care on ABC's daytime television program The View, a policy aimed at easing the burden of the "sandwich generation," or working-age adults who find themselves caring for children and aging parents at the same time. This is a large and sympathetic group, and Harris deserves credit for speaking to its needs. From a fiscal perspective, however, the deficit-increasing impact of a new Medicare benefit along these lines could be in the trillions.

Though a number of press reports have suggested that a home-based-care benefit could cost $40 billion a year, drawing on a Brookings Institution precis of a "very-conservatively designed universal program" with strict eligibility limits, my Manhattan Institute colleague Chris Pope projects that it could cost more than 10 times that amount. Harris has suggested paying for this new benefit by having Medicare drive a harder bargain with pharmaceutical companies, but Pope estimates that that would yield no more than $4 billion a year in savings. At the high end, this proposal alone could see the deficit-increasing impact of Harris's campaign plan surpass that of Trump's.

Of course, much depends on the details of a new Medicare benefit, just as much depends on how Trump would operationalize his own scattershot campaign promises. Rather than offering a more sober approach, though, Harris is racing to outbid her Republican opponent. To swing voters who don't have much faith in the federal government's ability to spend money wisely or well--skepticism that I would argue is more than justified--Trump's promise of further tax cuts might prove more resonant than Harris's plans for an expanded welfare state.

If, instead of just adding to the deficit, Harris were to pay for all of this new spending, she would have to do much more than raise the corporate income tax or tax unrealized capital gains, the same tax that her admirers in the business community insist will never see the light of day. She'd have to break her pledge to shield households earning $400,000 or less from tax increases, a move that would be difficult to reconcile with the Democratic Party's increasing dependence on upper-middle-income, stock-owning voters.

Harris does, however, have one way forward that could yield real political dividends. She just needs to say no.

Drawing from a wide range of progressive thinkers, the Harris campaign has embraced ambitious goals that enjoy considerable public support, including a revitalized manufacturing sector, abundant green energy and housing, and increased public support for low- and middle-income families with children. Yet remaking the American political economy along these lines will necessitate saying no to interest groups that wield enormous power within the Democratic coalition--unions demanding concessions that threaten to undermine a manufacturing revival, environmental-justice activists who oppose permitting reform, and welfarists who want to create new entitlements for the young without rightsizing existing entitlements for the old.

Judging by her past experience, Harris's instinct will be to placate these constituencies, to take the path of least resistance when confronted by the Democratic left. That same ideological drift has plagued the Biden White House, and there is growing concern among Democrats that though voters might see Harris as younger and more vigorous than the incumbent president, they otherwise see her candidacy as representing more of the same. With early voting already under way in more than a dozen states, she's running out of time to prove her doubters wrong.
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Confessions of a Republican Exile

A longtime conservative, alienated by Trumpism, tries to come to terms with life on the moderate edge of the Democratic Party.

by David Brooks




Politically, I'm a bit of a wanderer. I grew up in a progressive family and was a proud democratic socialist through college. Then, in the Reagan-Thatcher era of the 1980s, after watching the wretched effects some progressive social policies had on poor neighborhoods in Chicago, I switched over to the right--and then remained a happy member of Team Red for decades. During the era of social thinkers like James Q. Wilson, Allan Bloom, Thomas Sowell, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Irving Kristol, the right was just more intellectually alive. But over time I've become gradually more repulsed by the GOP--first by Newt Gingrich and Tom DeLay, then by the Tea Party and the Freedom Caucus, and now, of course, by Donald Trump.

So these days I find myself rooting for the Democrats about 70 percent of the time. I've taken up residence on what I like to call the rightward edge of the leftward tendency, and I think of myself as a moderate or conservative Democrat. But moving from Red World to Blue World is like moving to a different country. The norms, fashions, and values are all different. Whenever you move to a new place or community or faith, you love some things about it but find others off-putting. So the other 30 percent of the time a cranky inner voice says, "Screw the Democrats, I'm voting for the GOP."

But my new suit is ill-fitting. I'm still not fully comfortable as a Democrat.

For context, let me explain a little more about my political peregrinations. I think of myself as a Whig, part of a tradition that begins with Alexander Hamilton's Federalist Party in the 18th century, continues through the Whig Party of Henry Clay and then the early Republican Party of Abraham Lincoln in the 19th, and then extends to the Republican Party of Theodore Roosevelt in the 20th. Whigs put social mobility at the center of our politics. If liberals prioritize equality and libertarians prioritize individual freedom, Whigs ask: Which party is doing the most to expand opportunity, to help young people rise and succeed in our society? Which party is doing the most to cultivate energy, ambition, creativity, and daring in the citizenry?

Today, Whigs don't have a permanent home. During the Reagan-Thatcher years, Republicans were the party of dynamism, but now they have become backward looking and reactionary. At the Democratic National Convention, I watched Michelle Obama talk about the generations of mothers who sacrificed so their children could rise and realize their full potential. Those are the people that Whigs like me want the American government to support. So here I find myself, almost all the way to joining Team Blue.

Read: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

But my new suit is ill-fitting. I'm still not fully comfortable as a Democrat. And given that there are many other former Republicans who have become politically homeless in the Age of MAGA, I thought it might be useful to explain, first, what it is about the left that can make a wannabe convert like me want to flee in disgust--and then to explain why, ultimately, I've migrated in that direction despite sometimes having to suppress my gag reflex.

Progressive aristocrats could accept these realities and act like a ruling class that has responsibilities to all of society. But the more they dominate the commanding heights of society, the more aggressively progressive aristocrats posture as marginalized victims of oppression. Much of what has come to be called "wokeness" consists of highly educated white people who went to fantastically expensive colleges trying to show the world, and themselves, that they are victims, or at least allied with the victims. Watching Ivy League students complain about how poorly society treats them is not good for my digestion.

Elites then use progressivism as a mechanism to exclude the less privileged. To be a good progressive, you have to speak the language: intersectionality, problematic, Latinx, cisgender. But the way you learn that language is by attending some expensive school. A survey of the Harvard class of 2023 found that 65 percent of students call themselves "progressive" or "very progressive." Kids smart enough to get into Harvard are smart enough to know that to thrive at the super-elite universities, it helps to garb yourself in designer social-justice ideology. Last spring, when the Washington Monthly surveyed American colleges to see which had encampments of Gaza protesters, it found them "almost exclusively at schools where poorer students are scarce and the listed tuitions and fees are exorbitantly high." Schools serving primarily the middle and working classes, in contrast, had almost no encampments.

This privilege-progressivism loop is self-reinforcing. A central irony of the progressive aristocracy is that the most culturally progressive institutions in society are elite universities--but the institutions that do the most to reinforce social and economic inequality are ... those same elite universities. Sure, they may assign Foucault and Fanon in their humanities classes, but their main function is to educate kids who grew up in the richest, most privileged households in America and launch them into rich and privileged adult lives.

People in Blue World are much more conscious of categories than people in Red World are.

After college, members of the progressive aristocracy tend to cluster in insular places like Brooklyn or Berkeley where almost everybody thinks like them. If you go to the right private school, the right elite college, and live in the right urban neighborhood, you might never encounter anyone who challenges your worldview. To assure that this insularity is complete, progressives have done a very good job of purging Republicans from the sectors they dominate, like the media and the academy.

Read: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

The progressive aristocracy's assumption that all sophisticated people think like them, its tendency to opine about the right without ever having seriously engaged with a single member of that group, the general attitude of moral and intellectual superiority--in my weaker moments, all of it makes me want to go home and watch a bunch of Ben Shapiro videos.

A second trait that's making it hard for me to fully embrace the Democratic Party is its tendency toward categorical thinking. People in Blue World are much more conscious of categories than people in Red World are. Among the Democrats, the existence of groups like White Dudes for Harris, or Asians for Harris, is considered natural and normal.

This kind of identity-politics thinking rests on a few assumptions: that a person's gender, racial, or ethnic identity is the most important thing about them; that we should emphasize not what unites all people but what divides them; that history consists principally of the struggle between oppressor and oppressed; that a member of one group can never really understand the lived experience of someone in another group; and that the supposedly neutral institutions and practices of society--things like free speech, academic standards, and the justice system--are really just tools the dominant groups use to maintain their hegemony.

Read: Kamala Harris and the Black elite

These assumptions may or may not be correct (some of them are, at least to a degree), but they produce a boring way of thinking. When I'm around people with the identitarian mindset, I usually know what they are going to say next. Blue World panel discussions put less emphasis on having a true diversity of views represented than on having the correct range of the approved identity categories.

But the real problem is that categorical thinking makes it harder to see people as individuals. Better to see a person first as a unique individual, with their own distinctive way of observing and being in the world, and then to see them also as a member of historic groups, and then to understand the way they fit into existing status and social structures. To see a person well, you've got to see them in all three ways.

At its worst, identitarian thinking encourages the kind of destructive us-versus-them thinking--the demonization and division--human beings are so prone to. Identitarianism undermines pluralism, the key value that diverse societies need if they are to thrive. Pluralism is based on a different set of very different assumptions: Human beings can't be reduced to their categories; people's identities are complex and shifting; what we have in common matters more than what we don't; politics is less often a battle between good and evil than it is a competition among partial truths; societies cannot always be neatly divided into oppressor and oppressed; and politics need not always be a Manichaean death struggle between groups but sometimes can consist of seeking the best balance among competing goods.

I find it more pleasant to live in a culture built on pluralistic assumptions than on identitarian ones--which is why I sometimes have to grit my teeth when I visit an elite-university campus or the offices of one of the giant foundations.

The final quality keeping me from fully casting my lot with Blue World is, to borrow from the title of the classic book by the late historian and social critic Christopher Lasch, its Culture of Narcissism. In Red World, people tend to take a biblical view of the human person: We are gloriously endowed and made in the image of God--and we are deeply broken, sinful, and egotistical.

According to this way of thinking, people are most likely to thrive and act wisely when they are formed by a moral and social order. In the absence of one, they are likely to act selfish and shortsighted. This is why conservatives spend a lot of time worrying about the cohesion of families, the health of the social order, and the coherence of the moral community; we need these primeval commitments and moral guardrails to help us lead good lives.

In 2021, the conservative Christian writer Alan Noble published a book called You Are Not Your Own--a title that nicely sums up these traditional conservative beliefs. You belong to God; to your family; and to the town, nation, and civilization you call home. Your ultimate authority in life is outside the self--in God, or in the wisdom contained within our shared social and moral order.

In Blue World, by contrast, people are more likely to believe that far from being broken sinners, each of us has something beautiful and pure at our core. As the philosopher Charles Taylor put it in The Ethics of Authenticity, "Our moral salvation comes from recovering authentic moral contact with ourselves." In this culture you want to self-actualize, listen to your own truth, be true to who you are. The ultimate authority is inside you.

But unless your name is Aristotle, it's hard to come up with an entire moral cosmology on your own. Too often, people in a "culture of authenticity" fall into emotivism--doing whatever feels right. If you live in the world of autonomy and authenticity, you have the freedom to do what you want, but you might struggle to enjoy a sense of metaphysical belonging, a sense that your life fits into a broader scheme of meaning and eternal values.

If you lack metaphysical belonging, you have to rely on social belonging for all your belonging needs, which requires you to see your glorious self reflected in the attentions and affirmations of others. This leads to the fragile narcissism that Lasch saw coming back in 1979: "The narcissist depends on others to validate his self-esteem. He cannot live without an admiring audience. His apparent freedom from family ties and institutional constraints does not free him to stand alone or to glory in his individuality. On the contrary, it contributes to his insecurity."

This might be why mental-health problems are so much worse in Blue World than in Red World. In one recent study, 34 percent of conservative students say they report feeling in poor mental health at least half the time. That's pretty bad. But among very liberal students, 57 percent report poor mental health. That's terrible.

Spending time in Blue World makes me realize how socially conservative I am. I don't mean socially conservative in the way that term gets used to describe certain stances on hot-button cultural matters like gay marriage or trans issues. (On those topics, I hold what would be considered progressive positions.) Rather, I am a social conservative in believing that the universe has a moral order to it, that absolute right and wrong exist, and that we are either degrading our souls or elevating our souls with every little thing we do. I also believe that the strength of our society is based on the strength of our shared moral and social foundation. And I believe that any nation's moral culture comes before politics and economics, and when the moral culture frays everything else falls apart. This places me in a conservative tradition that goes back to Edmund Burke and David Hume.

At this point you might be wondering why I don't just stay in Red World. After all, maybe once Donald Trump's desecration of the Republican Party ends, the GOP can once again be reconstituted as the most congenial home for a wandering Whig like me. But in the meantime, despite everything that sometimes drives me away from Blue World, there's more that's drawing me toward it.

Today the Republican relationship to truth and knowledge has gone to hell. MAGA is a fever swamp of lies, conspiracy theories, and scorn for expertise

For starters, it has a greater commitment to the truth. This may sound weird, but I became a conservative because of its relationship to knowledge and truth. In the 1980s, I looked around at all those progressive social-engineering projects, like urban renewal, that failed because they were designed by technocratic planners who didn't realize that the world is more complicated than their tidy schemes could encompass. Back then, the right seemed more epistemologically humble, more able to appreciate the wisdom of tradition and the many varied ways of knowing.

But today the Republican relationship to truth and knowledge has gone to hell. MAGA is a fever swamp of lies, conspiracy theories, and scorn for expertise. The Blue World, in contrast, is a place more amenable to disagreement, debate, and the energetic pursuit of truth. As Jonathan Rauch has written, "We let alt-truth talk, but we don't let it write textbooks, receive tenure, bypass peer review, set the research agenda, dominate the front pages, give expert testimony or dictate the flow of public dollars." The people who perform those roles and populate the epistemic regime are mostly Democrats these days, and they're the ones more likely to nurture a better, fairer, more fact-based and less conspiracy-deranged society.

Second, I've come to appreciate the Democrats' long-standing tradition of using a pragmatic imagination. I like being around people who know that it's really hard to design policies that will help others but who have devoted their lives to doing it well. During the Great Depression, FDR recognized that bold experimentation was called for, which led to the New Deal. During the financial crisis of the late 2000s, I watched the Obama administration display pragmatic imagination to stave off a second depression and lift the economy again. Over the past four years, I've watched the Biden administration use pragmatic imagination to funnel money to parts of America that have long been left behind.

Recently, I watched a current Democratic mayor and a former one talk about how to design programs to help homeless people. The current mayor had learned that moving just one homeless person into a shelter doesn't always work well. It's better to move an entire encampment into a well-run shelter, so people can preserve the social-support systems they'd built there. Listening to the mayors' conversation was like listening to craftspeople talk about their trades. The discussion was substantive, hopeful, and practical. You don't hear much of this kind of creative problem-solving from Republicans--because they don't believe in government action.

Another set of qualities now drawing me toward the Democrats: patriotism and regular Americanness. This one has surprised me. Until recently, these qualities have been more associated with flag-waving conservatives than cosmopolitan members of the progressive aristocracy. And I confess that I went to the Democratic convention in August with a lot of skepticism: If Democrats need to win the industrial Midwest, why are they nominating a progressive from San Francisco with a history of left-wing cultural and policy positions? But the surging displays of patriotism; the string of cops, veterans, and blue-collar workers up onstage; the speeches by disaffected former Republicans; Kamala Harris's own soaring rhetoric about America's role in the world--all of this stood in happy contrast to the isolationist American-carnage rhetoric that has characterized the GOP in the Trump era. I've always felt more comfortable with the "Happy Warrior" Democratic Party of Al Smith, Hubert Humphrey, and Barbara Jordan than the Democratic Party of the Squad, and at the convention that old lineage seemed to be shining through.

But ultimately what's pulling me away from the Republican Party and toward the Democrats is one final quality of Blue World: its greater ability to self-correct. Democrats, I've concluded, are better at scrutinizing, and conquering, their own shortcomings than Republicans are.

Red World suffers today from an unfortunate combination of a spiritual-superiority complex and an intellectual-inferiority complex. It's not intellectually self-confident enough to argue with itself; absent this self-scrutiny, it's susceptible to demagogues who tell it what to think. Blue World is now home to a greater tradition of and respect for debate. Despite what I said earlier about the rigid orthodoxy of the progressive aristocracy, the party is bigger than that, and for every Blue World person who practices identity politics, there is another who criticizes it. For every Blue World person who succumbs to the culture of narcissism, another argues that it's shallow and destructive. For every Blue World person who thinks we should have universal basic income, another adduces evidence suggesting that the UBI saps people's incentives to work and steers them toward playing video games on the couch.

In Blue World, I find plenty of people who are fighting against all the things I don't like about Blue World. In Red World, however, far fewer people are fighting against what's gone wrong with the party. (There's a doughty band of Never Trump Republicans, but they get no hearing inside today's GOP.) A culture or organization is only as strong as its capacity to correct its mistakes.

All of this leaves me on the periphery of Team Blue, just on the edge of the inside, which is where I believe the healthiest and most productive part of American politics now lives.

I'm mostly happy here. My advice to other conservatives disaffected by MAGA is this: If you're under 45, stay in the Republican Party and work to make it a healthy, multiracial working-class party. If you're over 45, acknowledge that the GOP is not going to be saved in your lifetime and join me on the other side. I don't deny that it takes some adjustment; I find it weird being in a political culture in which Sunday brunch holds higher status than church. But Blue World is where the better angels of our nature seem lately to have migrated, and where the best hope for the future of the country now lies.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/trumpism-republican-party-exile-david-brooks/680243/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



'Politics Can Do Strange Things to Demented People'

Campaigning in Pennsylvania, both Donald Trump and Barack Obama landed on a similar, aggressive line of attack: <em>They don't care about you.</em>

by John Hendrickson




In a race where only a few states are up for grabs, Pennsylvania may determine the fate of the 2024 election. Polls suggest that former President Donald Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris are virtually tied in a fight for the state's 19 delegates. Both Democrats and Republicans are pouring millions into messaging through advertisements, town halls, and large rallies. Last night in Pittsburgh, Harris's most powerful surrogate, former President Barack Obama, delivered his first major campaign address of the season, just 24 hours after Trump held two Pennsylvania events in one day. Their rhetorical styles couldn't be more different. But each former president landed on a similar, aggressive line of attack: They don't care about you.

Trump spoke to a not-quite-full arena in Reading, Pennsylvania. He painted a dark, chaotic portrait of America. Migrants, Trump said, have been coming from places "all over the world into your cities and small towns, changing them forever, and I have to say: ruining them." Trump positioned himself as America's savior, sounding rather autocratic: "I will liberate Pennsylvania and our entire nation from this vast migrant invasion of murderers and child predators and gang members, terrorists, drug dealers, and thugs." He referred to his predecessor as Barack Hussein Obama and repeatedly attacked Harris's intelligence, deeming her "not smart" and "a dumb person." He droned on for nearly 90 minutes, finding no shortage of synonyms with which to denigrate her. "Kamala Harris is grossly incompetent, she cannot be trusted, and she is totally ill-equipped to do the job of president of the United States of America," Trump said.

Read: An unexpected window into the Trump campaign

He also zigzagged even more than usual, making pointless and nonsensical remarks. He spoke of his "beautiful body," his love of corn. He talked about Howard Stern's radio ratings and riffed about the forgotten '90s Whoopi Goldberg comedy Eddie. "Politics can do strange things to demented people," Trump said. People started to trickle out of the arena long before he was finished.

But his supporters seemed as faithful to him--and as anti-Harris--as ever. A 29-year-old named Anthony Malcom was wearing a shirt that read IT'S OKAY TO HATE A COMMIE. "There's nothing on the other side of the ticket that's gonna ever make me change that vote," he told me. "I don't like paying taxes. I don't want to keep having my income stolen from me to pay for stuff that I don't even believe in." Another attendee, a 54-year-old woman named Sylvia Reedy, was wearing a Trump cowboy hat and a shirt that read WE THE PEOPLE ARE PISSED OFF. Immigration was her chief motivating issue. "I want them all outta here," she told me. "Day one, I want him in the office, deport everybody, they need to leave." Reedy, herself, immigrated legally from India in 1984 after 10 years of trying. "This is the life I came to, for freedom," she said. "Now Kamala Harris is stopping it. She just happens to be from India, as well. And she's a disgrace, is what she is. From one Indian, I can see a fake. She's a fraud. I don't have nothing nice to say about her."

Not all Trump followers live in a world of Trumpian doom and gloom. A man from Macungie, Pennsylvania, named Al Setzer, resented being categorized as prejudiced. He told me about growing up in New York City. "I sat on a bus with every race in the world, you know what I mean?" In his youth, he was an anti-war liberal, but became a Republican after being turned off by the Vietnam War protests, which he found disrespectful to soldiers. As the son of German immigrants, he was likewise offended when opponents of Trump compared him to Hitler.

"Deep down inside, I believe Trump is a good person," he said. "These people wouldn't be here if Trump was a phony," Setzer added, gesturing at his fellow rally-goers. He told me how much he loved the United States. "I think we've got to appreciate the fact that we're in a great country."

Last night, on the other side of the state, Obama addressed a packed gymnasium at the University of Pittsburgh. The 44th president remains the closest thing the Democratic party has to someone with Trump-level appeal. Before Senator Bob Casey could even finish introducing Obama, attendees began craning their necks and prepping their phone cameras, as though a celebrity was in the building. Many Democrats savor any chance to relive the energy of his 2008 campaign. (A banner in the crowd read YES SHE CAN.) Obama played a few of his old hits, referring to himself as "the hope-y, change-y guy" and repeating his latter-day mantra: "Don't boo--vote!" As was the case at this year's Democratic National Convention, he also seemed to enjoy laying into Trump.

"Do you think Donald Trump has ever changed a tire in his life?" Obama asked. "You think Donald Trump's ever changed a diaper?" he said later. ("His own!" an audience member screamed. "I almost said that, but I decided I shouldn't say it," Obama replied, stifling laughter.) He likened Trump's bombast to that of Fidel Castro's. He mocked the Trump-branded Bible that retails for $59.99. "He wants you to buy the word of God, Donald Trump edition!" Obama quipped. "He's got his name right there, next to Matthew and Luke." Throughout a roughly 40-minute speech, Obama characterized Trump as a charlatan. "If Donald Trump does not care that a mob might attack his own vice president," Obama asked, "do you think he cares about you?"

Read: Barack Obama and Donald Trump can't stand each other

Obama was most effective when using Trump's own words for comedic effect--such as Trump's "concept of a plan" line from the September debate. "Honey, did you do the dishes? I have a concept of a plan to do the dishes." But when he demeans Trump, he also stoops to his level. Coming up to the edge of making a joke about a 78-year-old man in diapers is pretty far away from his wife's positivity maxim, "When they go low, we go high."

In indicting Trump's character, Obama did have a higher purpose. He was hoping to show how Trump, and Trumpism, had steered America away from its more noble self. "For Trump, freedom is getting away with stuff," Obama said. He noted that each party has a starkly different interpretation of the word freedom. "We believe that true freedom gives each of us the right to make decisions about our own life--how we worship, who we marry, what our family looks like," he said.

The crowd thoroughly enjoyed listening to their hero mock the bully. Most attendees just seemed thrilled to have Obama back on the campaign trail.

Yesterday afternoon, I spoke with D'Anne Truss, a city bus driver from Allegheny County, who told me she remembered standing in line for hours to see Obama during his first campaign for president, and that she was now proud to be back with members of her local transit union. She said that the Democrats' support for labor unions was more important to her than anything else this election. Farther down the line was Deborah Marnick, wearing a shirt with a quote from Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor: With fear for our Democracy, I dissent. Marnick told me that the Court's ruling in favor of Trump in the presidential-immunity case had "shocked" her. "Without democracy, there's nothing else," she said. To her, this election was all about Trump, and it was existential.

At the snack bar, I met a 30-year-old named Chris who was wearing a lime-green sticker that read vote in the Charli XCX Brat font. ("I had no idea what it was a reference to," he said with a laugh.) He told me that he had initially registered to vote as a Republican because he grew up in a staunchly pro-life family, but that, in 2016, he had come around to Democrats after developing a more nuanced view of abortion. Some rally-goers showed up in support of veterans; some had come to support the LGBTQ community. Many people were championing women's rights--and the potential first female president.

With just over three weeks left in the race, each side seems convinced that they fundamentally can't trust the other with the country--or with the election. At both events, speakers talked about the need to win in November by large margins. "If enough of us make our voices heard, we will leave no doubt about the election," Obama assured. Trump had his own vision: "We're gonna make this a landslide. We want to make it a real referendum," he said. Peace seemed far from assured.
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The Russia Hoax Is Still Not a Hoax

So much for "America First."

by David A. Graham




Donald Trump's affection for oppressive and bloodthirsty dictators is by now so familiar that it might go unremarked, and yet also so bizarre that it goes unappreciated or even disbelieved.

Sometimes, though, a vivid reminder surfaces. That was the case this week, when stories from Bob Woodward's forthcoming book, War, became public. In the book, the legendary reporter writes that in 2020, in the depths of the pandemic, Trump prioritized the health of Vladimir Putin over that of Americans, sending the Russian president Abbott COVID-testing machines for his personal use, at a time when the machines were hard to come by and desperately needed. (The Kremlin confirmed the story; Trump's campaign vaguely denied it.) Meanwhile, Trump told people in the United States they should just test less. So much for "America First."

Read: Why the president praises dictators

"Please don't tell anybody you sent these to me," Putin told Trump, according to Woodward.

"I don't care," Trump said. "Fine."

"No, no," Putin said. "I don't want you to tell anybody because people will get mad at you, not me. They don't care about me."

U.S. relations with Russia have deteriorated since Trump left office, especially since Russia launched a brutal, grinding invasion of Ukraine in 2022. But the former president has stayed in touch with Putin, according to Woodward, who says an aide told him that "there have been multiple phone calls between Trump and Putin, maybe as many as seven in the period since Trump left the White House in 2021."

Conor Friedersdorf: Trump's 'great chemistry' with murderous strongmen

Trump's public line on the war in Ukraine is that Putin never would have invaded on his watch, because of his strength. Yet evidence keeps piling up that Trump is weak to any Putin overture--that Putin can get Trump to do what he wants, and has done so again and again. It happened when Trump sided with Putin over U.S. intelligence agencies at the horrifying Helsinki summit in 2018, it happened when he declined to bring up election interference during a phone call in 2019, and it happened when Putin got Trump to hush up the transfer of the testing equipment. If Trump is so effective at pressuring Putin, and he remains in touch with him to this day, why isn't he exerting that influence to pressure Russia to withdraw and end the war?

Putin is hardly alone. Trump's record shows a consistent pattern of affection for dictators, with them doing little or nothing for America's benefit in return. Russia's apparent moves to interfere in the 2016 election by hacking emails from the Democratic National Committee and leaking them--right after Trump made a public appeal for just that--is a rare example of reciprocity, though not to the benefit of the nation. Trump was drawn to the Turkish strongman Recep Tayyip Erdogan, even though Erdogan blithely defied Trump's requests to stop an invasion of Syria and purchased Russian weapons over U.S. objections. Trump also can't say enough good things about North Korea's Kim Jong Un (when he's not confusing his country with Iran), but failed to achieve nuclear disarmament despite a splashy summit with Kim.

David A. Graham: Yes, collusion happened

Some people still seem unwilling to believe that Trump admires these dictators, even though he keeps telling us just that. During his first term, his advisers tried to conceal this affection, warning him in writing before a call to Putin after a corrupt election, "DO NOT CONGRATULATE." (He did, of course.) When Putin warned Trump not to disclose the sharing of COVID tests, he showed a more acute grasp of domestic political dynamics than the American president. Yet Trump keeps blurting out his love for authoritarians, including one very strange moment during last month's presidential debate. Kamala Harris charged that "world leaders are laughing at Donald Trump."

"Let me just tell you about world leaders," he replied. "Viktor Orban, one of the most respected men--they call him a strongman. He's a tough person. Smart. Prime minister of Hungary. They said, Why is the whole world blowing up? Three years ago, it wasn't. Why is it blowing up? He said, Because you need Trump back as president."

Orban is not widely respected--he's a pariah or at least an annoyance in most of the world. (Lest there be any doubt that Trump understands who Orban is, he helpfully noted the Hungarian's reputation as a strongman.) Orban's endorsement is not reassuring--my colleague Franklin Foer in 2019 chronicled some of his damage to Hungary--and the moment suggests how easily Trump can be manipulated by flattery.

Many people also persist in believing that stories about Trump's collusion with and ties to Russia during the 2016 campaign were a hoax. This seems to be an unfortunate by-product of Special Counsel Robert Mueller not establishing any criminal conspiracy. Yet the evidence of improper relationships with Russia was out in the open long before Mueller completed his report. Not only was it not a hoax then, but Woodward's reporting shows that Trump's secretive dealings with the Kremlin continue to this day.

Tom Nichols: Donald Trump is the tyrant George Washington feared

At one time, commentators seemed perplexed and puzzled by Trump's love of dictators, because it ran so counter to typical American notions about rule of law and reverence for the Constitution and the country's Founders, to say nothing of the country's interests.

But no reason remains for feeling confused. Trump attempted to overturn an election he lost; he denies that he lost--though he conclusively did--and he was comfortable with violence being committed in an effort to keep him in power. He has no remorse for this assault on American democracy. He has said he wants to be a dictator on day one of his second term, and though he claims it's a joke, he's also raised the idea of suspending the Constitution. If he returns to office, his legal team has persuaded the Supreme Court to grant him immunity for anything that can be plausibly construed as official conduct. Trump is drawn to dictators--he admires their power, their inability to ever lose--and he wants to be one.
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Kamala Harris's Muted Message on Mass Deportation

The Democrat's sense of vulnerability on the immigration issue may explain why she's been reticent about Trump's drastic plan.

by Ronald Brownstein




As the Republican presidential nominee, Donald Trump, veers into open xenophobia, Vice President Kamala Harris faces a crucial decision about how to respond when she appears today on Univision, the giant Spanish-language television network. Trump's attacks on immigrants in the past few weeks have grown both sweeping and vitriolic: He is blaming migrants for a lengthening list of problems, even as he describes them in more dehumanizing and openly racist language. As he amplifies these attacks, Trump has also explicitly embraced the kind of eugenicist arguments that were used to justify huge cuts in immigration after World War I, such as his claim this week that Democrats are allowing in undocumented immigrants whose "bad genes" incline them toward murder.

"Certainly, in my lifetime nobody as prominent as Trump has been this intentional, this racist, so consistently--and this all-inclusive in terms of scapegoating," Julian Castro, the former San Antonio mayor and 2020 Democratic presidential candidate, told me. "We have certainly seen flare-ups in the past, with governors in different states--and even with Trump, of course, in his first term. But this is on another level. And it begs the question of what comes next."

Harris so far has responded to this Trump onslaught cautiously, and in a tone more of sorrow than of anger. She has often labeled Trump as divisive in general terms. But when talking about immigration, she has focused mostly on presenting herself as tough on border security. She has almost entirely avoided any direct discussion of Trump's most militant immigration ideas--particularly his proposal to carry out the mass deportation of millions of undocumented migrants.

But Harris will very likely face pressure to offer a more frontal response to Trump's mass-deportation plan in a town hall she's holding with Univision in Nevada. With most polls still showing Trump making gains among Latinos since 2020, many Democratic activists and interest groups focused on that community believe that a more forceful rejoinder from Harris to Trump's intensification of his anti-immigrant rhetoric can't come too soon.

"We are in the last four weeks of the election, and she needs to be really clear about showing the contrast," Vanessa Cardenas, executive director of America's Voice, an immigration-advocacy group, told me. "It is a missed opportunity for [Democrats] not to lean more into the consequences of this mass-deportation slogan."


Leon Neal / Getty



Some immigrant-rights activists and Democratic strategists believe that Harris is so focused on proving her strength on the border that she has become reluctant to criticize almost any element of Trump's immigration agenda, out of concern that doing so would support his jackhammer portrayal of her as soft on the issue. This debate among Democrats about Harris's approach to immigration is part of a larger internal conversation that is quietly gathering momentum. Some senior party operatives are privately expressing concern that Harris is spending too much time trying to reassure voters about her own credentials, and not enough making a pointed case against a possible second Trump term. This pattern was starkly apparent in her series of friendly media interviews this week. "Bring a bazooka to a gunfight, please, not a BB gun," one worried Democratic pollster told me yesterday. Today's Univision town hall will provide another revealing measure of whether Harris is advancing her case forcefully enough in the campaign's final stages.

Watch: The candidates' policy differences

Hostility to immigrants and immigration has been integral to Trump's political brand from the outset. Yet, even by his standards, the volume and venom of Trump's attacks on immigrants have amped up sharply during this campaign.

In recent weeks, Trump and his running mate, Ohio Senator J. D. Vance, have insisted that migrants are: stealing jobs from native-born Americans, spurring a national crime wave, driving up housing costs, spreading disease, committing voter fraud, and consuming so many Federal Emergency Management Agency resources that the government doesn't have enough money to help hurricane victims in North Carolina and Florida. Despite protestations from local officials that the story is a fabrication, Trump and Vance have also insisted that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are stealing and eating residents' pets.

The other claims have also been debunked. FEMA's big reserves for responding to natural disasters are held in a congressionally appropriated account that is separate from the funds the agency has for resettling migrants. Violent crime, which rose immediately after the onset of the pandemic, has been declining, and some research suggests that undocumented migrants commit offenses at lower rates than native-born Americans. Despite Vance's additional claim that Springfield, Ohio, has seen a "massive rise" in communicable disease, local records show that the county-wide rates of such diseases have declined over the past year.

Equally specious is the GOP candidates' claim that all of the nation's job growth is accruing to foreign-born workers. Data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics provided by the White House show that nearly 4.5 million more native-born Americans in their prime working years (defined as ages 25 to 54) are employed today than when Trump left office. Contrary to the Trump-Vance claim, this demographic group has added more jobs during President Joe Biden's term than foreign-born workers have; the share of native-born workers ages 25 to 54 participating in the labor force is higher now than at any point in Trump's presidency. The latest unemployment rate for native-born Americans in these prime working years is lower than for comparable foreign-born workers.

More ominous even than the multiplying allegations against migrants may be the language Trump is using to describe them. He has said that they are "poisoning the blood of our country," echoing a formulation used by Adolf Hitler. In Ohio, he said of undocumented migrants, "I don't know if you call them 'people,' in some cases. They're not people, in my opinion." Later in the same speech, he called them "animals." In Wisconsin last month, he said of undocumented immigrants, "They will walk into your kitchen, they'll cut your throat." Removing some of the undocumented migrants, Trump mused last month, during another Wisconsin visit, "will be a bloody story."

Earlier this week, Trump resorted to unvarnished eugenics, twisting federal statistics to argue that the Biden administration has let into the country thousands of murderers. "You know now, a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes," Trump told the conservative talk-show host Hugh Hewitt. "And we've got a lot of bad genes in our country right now." Hewitt chose not to challenge this toxic assertion.

Witnessing this cascade of allegations from Trump and Vance, Erika Lee, a Harvard history professor and the author of America for Americans, told me that she feels a weary sense of "deja vu" about their anti-immigrant theme--"as if they have dusted off the well-worn playbook that generations of xenophobes have used before." Nearly every major argument Trump is making, she says, has been made before by nativist campaigners during periods of anti-immigrant backlash.

In 1917, for instance, a Missouri journalist named James Murphy Ward wrote that the great wave of immigrants around the turn of the 20th century was taking jobs from Americans and threatening the nation's religious traditions. Calling it a "foreign invasion," he saw their importation as a Catholic plot to undermine the political influence of white American Protestants--this was the Great Replacement theory of his age. The title of Ward's book would not seem out of place in a political debate today: The Immigration Problem; or, America First. And the most damning example of the immigrant menace that Ward claimed to find has an even more resonant contemporary echo.

"The Chinese laborers who have come to this country, we have been told, are not at all averse to a diet of rats," Ward wrote, while "the writer himself has heard at least one of these aliens speak of little 'pups' as making 'a fine soup.'"

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

Harris's response to Trump's harsh turn on immigration has been constrained by the Biden administration's difficulties with the issue. After Congress refused to consider Biden's legislative proposal to combine tighter border security with a pathway to citizenship for the nation's population of about 11 million undocumented immigrants, the administration struggled to respond to an unprecedented surge of migrants seeking asylum at the southern border.

The political pressure on Biden ratcheted up last year after Greg Abbott, the Republican governor of Texas, started transporting tens of thousands of migrants to northern cities, straining local resources and prompting loud complaints from some Democratic mayors and governors. Finally, in January, Biden endorsed a bipartisan Senate plan led by the conservative James Lankford of Oklahoma that proposed to severely restrict opportunities to seek asylum.

When Lankford's Republican colleagues abandoned the plan after Trump denounced it, Biden moved in June to use executive action to implement some of its key provisions that narrow opportunities for asylum. The new rules have reduced the number of migrants seeking asylum by as much as three-fourths since late last year, according to an analysis by the Pew Research Center. But the political damage was done. Polls consistently showed that Americans: disapproved of Biden's performance on the border in larger numbers than on any other issue except inflation; by a big margin, trusted Trump more than Biden to handle the problem; and were growing more open to Trump's hard-line solutions, including building a border wall and carrying out a mass deportation of undocumented immigrants already in the country. In July, Gallup found that the share of Americans who wanted to reduce immigration had reached 55 percent, the highest level since soon after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Republican groups, sensing a Democratic vulnerability, have spent heavily on ads portraying Harris--whom Biden early on appointed to deal with the root causes of migration--as weak on the border.

These headwinds have encouraged Harris to center her immigration messaging on convincing the public that she would be tough enough to secure the border. She has emphasized her experience as a prosecutor and as California's attorney general pursuing "transnational gangs," as well as promising to tighten Biden's limits on asylum even more. She has also hugged the bipartisan Senate compromise that Trump derailed--similarly to the old political analysts' joke about Rudolph Giuliani and the 9/11 terror attacks, a typical sentence on immigration for Harris is Noun, verb, Lankford.

Harris has coupled these promises of tougher enforcement with the traditional Democratic promise to "create, at long last, a pathway to citizenship for hardworking immigrants who have been here for years," as she put it in Arizona last month during a set-piece speech on immigration. Yet she has almost completely avoided discussing Trump's mass-deportation plan.

Implicitly, Harris's agenda rejects any such scheme, because the longtime residents for whom she would provide a path to legalization are among those Trump would deport. Apart from a passing reference in a speech last month to the Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute, however, she has not explicitly criticized the Trump plan; nor has Harris discussed at any length how the proposal would disrupt immigrant communities and harm the economy. When her running mate, Tim Walz, was asked directly about Trump's deportation agenda during the vice-presidential debate earlier this month, he responded by talking almost entirely about the Lankford bill himself. Walz has called the language from Trump and Vance about immigrants "dehumanizing," but Harris has tended to wrap Trump's attacks on immigrants into a more generalized lament about his divisiveness.

Paola Ramos: The immigrants who oppose immigration

Amid the campaign sparring on immigration, Trump has seemed to be enjoying a double dividend: He has energized his core support of culturally conservative whites with vehement anti-immigrant language and has gained ground, according to most polls, with Latino voters, even as Latino communities would be the principal targets of his deportation plans. Although polls show Harris recovering much of the ground Biden had lost among Latinos, she is still lagging the level of support he had in 2020, particularly among Latino men.


Supporters at a rally for Donald Trump in the Bronx earlier this year.



Polls of the Latino community have consistently found that, like other voters, they are more concerned about the economy than immigration. Surveys also show a slice of Latino voters who, departing from the view among advocacy groups, feel that recent asylum seekers are, in effect, jumping the line--and this has moved them toward Trump's hard-line approach.

But Carlos Odio, a Democratic pollster who focuses on Latino voters, says surveys show that support for mass deportation plummets among not only Latinos but also other voters when "people learn that Trump's plans are to deport [undocumented] people who have been living and working here for decades." So Trump is holding his elevated Latino support despite that opposition to mass deportation, Odio told me, in large part because most Latinos "don't actually believe any of this stuff is going to happen"; they expect that the courts, Congress, or business groups would prevent him from pursuing widespread removals.

Odio, the senior vice president for research at the polling firm Equis, believes that Harris has run an effective campaign to regain much of Biden's lost ground among Latino voters, but he thinks she could benefit from more forcefully targeting Trump's enforcement agenda, including mass deportation and his refusal to rule out again separating migrant children from their parents at the border. (Given that nearly 4 million U.S.-citizen children have at least one undocumented parent, Trump's deportation agenda could be said to amount to a mass family-separation policy as well.) "There has been such a desire to tamp down the border debate [that] there's been less of an ability to pivot to other parts of the immigration debate that could be helpful," Odio told me. Even conservative Latinos who moved toward Trump, he notes, overwhelmingly opposed his family-separation policies in an Equis post-2020 election survey.

Castro likewise thinks Harris's overall approach to Latino voters has been sophisticated, but he worries that the reluctance that she, along with almost all other prominent Democrats, shows to challenging the mass-deportation proposal is "moving the Overton window" and normalizing the plan. "There's not enough pushback on it," Castro told me. "The consequence of not pushing back is that more people believe that something like mass deportation is a reasonable, moral policy choice, which is completely wrong."

The history of immigration politics is that it tends to be what political scientists call a "thermostatic" issue, meaning that public opinion moves left when a president moves right (as happened under Trump) and right when a president moves left (as happened for most of Biden's presidency). That pattern underscores the likelihood that enforcement of a Trump mass-deportation program--complete with TV images of mothers and children herded onto buses, even detained behind the barbed-wire fences of internment camps--would face much more public resistance in practice than polls suggest today.

Yet Lee, the Harvard historian, says that the previous eruptions of anti-immigrant agitation show how great a challenge the more explicit xenophobia that Trump has catalyzed could present in the years ahead. Although many scholars believe that xenophobia flourishes primarily during periods of economic distress, Lee says that a more common factor in the past "has been the effectiveness of the messenger and the medium." For instance, she told me, the first great wave of 19th-century anti-Catholic agitation "spread through newspapers and newly available cheap novels"; then the anti-Chinese propaganda a few decades later "spread through even more newspapers and illustrated magazines."

Those distribution systems for anti-immigrant ideas pale next to what we're seeing today, Lee believes. "Now we have a 24/7 news cycle, organized networks pushing content, plus social-media platforms that broadcast xenophobia around the world as it happens," she told me. "As a result, xenophobia today feels both frighteningly familiar and devastatingly more widespread and violent than other periods in history."

Harris and other Democrats have tactical incentives to avoid a full-on confrontation with those sentiments in the final weeks before next month's election. But the history of America's experience with xenophobia indicates that Trump's lurid attacks will only find a larger audience unless Harris, and others who believe in a more inclusive society, challenge them more directly than they have so far.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/trump-believability-gap/680201/?utm_source=feed
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        Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:52 PM ET

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The results of the 2024 Small World Photomicrography Competition were just announced, and organizers have once again shared some of the winning and honored images here below. The contest, now in its 50th year, invites photographers and scientists to submit images of all things visible under a microscope. More than 2,100 entries were received from 80 countries in 2024.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very close view of the head and antennae of a weevil]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: The anterior section of a palm weevil
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                [image: A very close image of a fly's compound eye with a speck of pollen on it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Pollen on the compound eyes of a fly
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                [image: A colorful microscopic image of a cross-section of grass, showing many small interior chambers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                7th Place Winner: Cross section of European beach grass (Ammophila arenaria) leaf
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                [image: Purplish arcs of plasma leap from a wire to the tip of a needle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                2nd Place Winner: An electrical arc between a pin and a wire
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                [image: A microscopic view of varied pieces of beach sand, shaped like chunks, shards, and spikes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Beach sand
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                [image: Three tiny stalks rise from slime mold, looking like dried-up flowers or tall mushrooms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                6th Place Winner: Slime mold (Cribraria cancellata)
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                [image: A very close view of the multiple eyes of a green spider]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                13th Place Winner: The eyes of a green crab spider (Diaea dorsata)
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                [image: A microscopic view of the tip of a syringe needle with a few dozen butterfly scales stuck to it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                12th Place Winner: Wing scales of a butterfly (Papilio ulysses) on a medical syringe needle
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                [image: A cluster of three tiny eyes, seen in the forehead of a yellow jacket]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: Ocelli between the compound eyes of a yellow jacket
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                [image: A microscopic view of a rounded seed, covered in many interlocking scales]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                19th Place Winner: The seed of a Silene plant
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                [image: A very close image of a potato sprout, covered in small hairs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: A potato tuber sprout
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                [image: A microscopic view of crystallized chemicals, forming patterns of circles and cracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                14th Place Winner: A recrystallized mixture of hydroquinone and myoinositol
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                [image: Eight small eggs that are shiny and golden sit on a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: Golden bug eggs on a sage leaf
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                [image: A microscopic view of a record player's needle resting on a grooved vinyl record]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Honorable Mention: A vinyl player needle resting on a scratched vinyl disk
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                [image: A mushroom-like stalk rises from slime mold, covered by two tiny water droplets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                11th Place Winner: Slime mold on a rotten twig with water droplets
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                [image: A microscopic view of organic tissue from a pig, looking like a woven network of strands]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: Optic nerve head collagen of a pig
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                [image: A wasp is visible inside a small egg casing, seen through a hole torn in the shell, attached to a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                18th Place Winner: An insect egg parasitized by a wasp
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                [image: A microscopic study of a tiny sea star, showing its many branching nerves and other tissue in many colors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: The nervous system of a young sea star
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                [image: A microscopic view of a tiny tangled blood vessel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Image of Distinction: An abnormal blood vessel formation in a human retina with severe diabetic retinopathy
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                [image: A very close view of a cannabis plant leaf, showing a stalk dotted with bulbous glands]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                3rd Place Winner: The leaf of a cannabis plant. The bulbous glands are trichomes. The bubbles inside are cannabinoid vesicles.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        The Colors of Early Autumn

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 16, 2024

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this year, with more to follow in the weeks to come.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child lifts a large pumpkin in a pumpkin patch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl struggles under the weight of the hefty pumpkin that she was attempting to carry out of the field at the Bainbridge Island / Suyematsu Farms Pumpkin Patch on Bainbridge Island, Washington, on October 9, 2024.
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                Meegan M. Reid / Kitsap Sun / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rock mountainsides are seen in the distance, beyond yellowish autumn-colored trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall colors come to Rock Creek in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 9, 2024, seen near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves along US Highway 51, south of Minocqua, in Oneida County, Wisconsin, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A worker cuts grapes from a vine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seasonal worker harvests a carignan vine whose leaves have been burned by the sun and drought, at the Sarrat d'En Sol wine-growing estate in Tuchan, in the Corbieres region of the Aude department in the south of France, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: City buildings are seen in the distance, beyond a wall covered in red autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Canary Wharf business district is seen in the distance behind autumnal leaves on October 9, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: A flock of grazing sheep]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze as they follow the shepherds during Redyk, marking the end of the sheep-grazing season with locals in Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through a city street]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through the streets of Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024. Every year in southern Poland, shepherds from the mountain region celebrate the end of the grazing season by descending from the mountains with their sheep, followed by folk celebrations in the villages.
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                [image: A plant is covered with frost.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plant is covered with frost as cold weather hits the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: Houses sit on a mountain slope among many red, yellow, and green bushes and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Mount Sis Plateau, located in between Giresun and Trabzon provinces, covered in tones of yellow, brown, and red foliage with the arrival of autumn, in Trabzon, Turkey, on October 10, 2024
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                [image: A dog stands along a misty lane among trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog stands along a misty lane among trees in Germany's Rhineland-Palatinate.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An elevated view of several workers standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog, using booms to harvest floating cranberries]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmworkers harvest cranberries at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field, pulling a cart full of corn stalks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field during the corn harvest near Paradise, in Pennsylvania's Lancaster County, on October 9, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ryan Collerd / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of autumn colors along a section of China's Great Wall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of autumn colors along the Jiankou Great Wall, in Beijing, China, seen on October 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a pumpkin sitting in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pumpkin sits in a field at Blackshire Farms in Beaver Creek, Minnesota, seen on October 3, 2024.
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                [image: A maple tree seen in its fall colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A maple tree shows its fall colors in New Gloucester, Maine, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers stand among thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists, illuminating the historic Van Cortlandt Manor at the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: A deer walks through brush in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer passes near Convict Lake during the fall migration in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 7, 2024, near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A person works in a dark room, tending to cobs of corn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works to dry and prepare corn for the winter season in a historical serender in Trabzon's Tonya district, Turkey, on October 16, 2024. Serenders, which are generally intended for the storage of food, are built high above the ground and protect stored food from pests and wild animals.
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                [image: A footpath leads through autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A footpath leads through autumnal leaves in Gosforth Nature Reserve, in Tyne and Wear, England.
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                [image: Cows stand in an alpine field, backdropped by steep snow-covered mountaintops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows of the Alpe di Siusi shepherds are ready to depart for their traditional autumn transhumance, with the majestic Sciliar mountain range as their backdrop, on October 5, 2024, in Alpe di Siusi, Italy. For generations, grazing animals in South Tyrol have spent their summers on the alpine meadows in the mountains far away from the towns and villages. Come autumn, they are brought back closer to civilization for the approaching winter, nearer the care of farmers. This "transhumance" is traditionally celebrated with a big feast, and the moving cattle are decorated with flowers and garlands for the journey.
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                [image: Dozens of cranes fly in several formations in a golden sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of sandhill cranes fly into the Phil and Marilyn Isenberg Sandhill Crane Reserve off of Woodbridge Road, west of Lodi, California, on October 10, 2024. Thousands of cranes migrate from their summer homes in Alaska and Canada every fall, headed to the Central Valley, where they stay until the spring.
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                [image: People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins at a fair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins to watch the competition during the 40th annual All New England Giant Pumpkin Weigh-Off at the Topsfield Fair, in Topsfield, Massachusetts, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, partly framed by tree branches]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, in Japan
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                [image: A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color in Campton, New Hampshire, 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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The Collapse of the Khamenei Doctrine

Iran's supreme leader promised no peace and no war. But the moment of choice has come.

by Arash Azizi




A year of conflict in the Middle East has destroyed the foreign-policy approach of Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. His strategy was always implausible, but its collapse has led Iran to the brink of its first international war since 1988.

What I like to call the Khamenei Doctrine--those close to him have variously dubbed it "strategic patience" or, more to the point, "no peace, no war"--rests on a duality that has remained constant through Khamenei's 35 years in power. Iran refuses any public dealings with Israel, clamoring instead for the Jewish state's destruction and surrounding it with Arab militias that seek to destroy it. Iranian officials deny the Holocaust and chant "Death to America" at events and ceremonies. And yet, at no point does Khamenei intend to get into a direct conflict with Israel or the United States--because he knows very well that such a confrontation could be fatal for his regime.

So what is the point of holding this contradictory posture? Khamenei is a true fanatic. He forged his beliefs as a revolutionary in the 1960s, when he read Sayyid Qutb and Mao Zedong. But he isn't blind or stupid. Rather, he is patient and pragmatic. He appears to have accepted that his dream of destroying Israel won't be realized in his lifetime, but he remains ideologically committed to it as a long-term goal for Islamists across generations. He has declared that Israel won't exist in 2040--a year he will see only if he lives to be more than 100. But he seeks to advance the cause to the extent he can, building the strength of Israel's enemies, and then handing off the task to his successors.

Khamenei knows that his extreme worldview is not popular among most Iranians, or even among much of the country's ruling elite. And so he adjusts the institutional balance among the Islamic Republic's various political factions, using the competition among them to gain breathing space when necessary, but never wavering from his objectives.

He makes international adjustments with similar strategic caution. He pursued the 2015 nuclear deal with the United States and other world powers to alleviate the diplomatic and economic pressure on Iran. But during the negotiations, Iran made clear that its support for regional militias, and its anti-Israeli and anti-American orientation, was nonnegotiable. Iran would talk only about its nuclear program, despite the concerns that Western negotiators expressed over Iran's "regional behavior." Then President Donald Trump tore up the deal in 2018 and brought a policy of maximum pressure to bear on the Islamic Republic. Khamenei delivered his response in a sermon in 2019: "There will be no war, and we won't negotiate." He was referring to the United States, but the phrase was an apt summary of his approach to Israel as well.

From the point of view of many Iranians, Khamenei's policies have been disastrous, bringing international isolation, economic ruin, and political repression. But for his own purposes, before October 7, 2023, the leader might have seen his policy as a great success.

When Khamenei ascended to power in 1989, most of the region's Arab states had long since given up the fight against Israel; Khamenei picked up the anti-Zionist mantle and made Iran the sole supplier for anti-Israeli militias across the region. He built a so-called Axis of Resistance, uniting armed groups in Palestine, Lebanon, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq to shoot at Israel, call for its destruction, and occasionally skirmish with U.S. forces in the region. All of this was a win for Islamist internationalism. In the service of that agenda, Khamenei has shown little compunction about sacrificing Iran's potential as a country for its nearly 90 million inhabitants.

But the Khamenei Doctrine was always untenable, and the events of the past year have shown why. The strategy--build up anti-Israeli forces incrementally, without getting into a direct confrontation--required a certain adroitness. At times, Khamenei has had to restrain the Axis forces with calls for prudence. And the Axis is itself a problem--unwieldy, sometimes insubordinate, and unpopular at home and abroad.

Read: Iran's proxies are out of control

Most of the Axis militias are Shiite (Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad are the exceptions), and some have participated in the region's sectarian civil wars, which claimed thousands of Sunni Muslim victims--Iraqis, Syrians, and Palestinians. For this reason, not even anti-Israeli populations in the region are unreservedly enthusiastic about the Axis. Within Iran, meanwhile, Khamenei has a hard time selling his animus against Israel to a populace that largely does not share it, and that holds him to account for problems closer to home. When Iranians rise up against their regime--as they did in 2009, 2017, 2019, and 2022--they often use slogans that signal their displeasure with Iran's support for the Axis. Probably the best-known is "Neither Gaza, nor Lebanon, I give my life to Iran!"

The October 7 attack on Israel and the war in Gaza that followed at first looked like a gift to Khamenei. The conflict would foreclose the possibility of a Saudi rapprochement with Israel and disrupt what Israelis had taken to calling their "growing circle of peace" with Arab countries (Khamenei has long sought to prevent such normalization). But a year later, Khamenei's doctrine has never looked weaker. Iran and its Axis claim to be the defenders of the Palestinian cause--but they have so far avoided directly intervening in a war that they themselves call "genocide." At the beginning of the conflict, Iranian hard-liners expressed anger that Tehran was not joining the fight. "Children die under rubble while our missiles rot in their silos," tweeted a well-known anchor on Iranian state television. Hezbollah, some regional analysts grumbled, was being held back by Iranians consumed by their own narrow interests.

In April, Israel attacked an Iranian consular building in Damascus, and Iran finally did what it had not done in its entire history: It fired missiles and drones directly at Israel. Far from being deterred, Benjamin Netanyahu's government has since only upped the pressure on the Islamic Republic, killing Iranian and Axis commanders wherever it can and intensifying the war in Lebanon. It is pummeling Hezbollah with special intensity, killing dozens of its top commanders, including its leader, Hassan Nasrallah, and, most probably, his would-be successor, Hashem Safieddine. After much reticence, Khamenei launched another round of missile attacks on October 1. And Israel has vowed to retaliate.

Read: Iran is not ready for war with Israel

Khamenei has thus brought his country to the brink of a war that he has long sought to simultaneously suggest and avoid. Mostafa Najafi, a Tehran-based security expert who supported the Iranian attacks in April and October, assured me that Iran was prepared for whatever force Israel might bring to bear. The country has readied itself with "all of its defense capabilities" on alert, he said; it has invested in domestic air defenses and acquired Russian-made S300 surface-to-air missile systems. Still, Najafi conceded that Iran's size will make it difficult to defend. Other experts I spoke with took a bleaker view. "It is not clear how Tehran can climb out of this situation," Mojtaba Dehghani, an Iranian expert with a close understanding of the regime elites, told me. "They are not ready for this war."

Many in the Iranian opposition argue that Tehran should stop stoking hostilities with Israel and the United States and prioritize economic development instead. The stipulation is found in most opposition political platforms, including those of leftist groups, many of which support a two-state solution for Israel and Palestine. Dehghani agrees with the demand and thinks that some in the regime leadership might concur. But he says that such a big "paradigm shift" will be difficult to pull off with Khamenei still in power. The leader is 85, and no one really knows who will succeed him, or whether that succession will bring in new outlooks and commitments; such uncertainty complicates planning for anything beyond the visible horizon.

In the meantime, Khamenei holds his nation hostage to a doctrine that courts the conflict it also seeks to avoid. Iran needs to make a historic shift if it is to avert a disastrous war that few Iranians want--and begin building a better future instead.
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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Waiters and customers in a beer hall celebrate while holding sparklers and glasses of beer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Oktoberfest waitstaff celebrate the end of the world's biggest beer festival, the 189th Oktoberfest, in Munich, Germany, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A tall metal statue depicts a woman holding a rifle and a sword.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather next to the Statue of the Amazon, in Cotonou, Benin, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke and sparks rise above an explosion at night, during an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises from the site of an Israeli air strike that targeted a neighborhood in Beirut's southern suburbs late on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Many tents and people line the shore on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tents are crammed together as displaced Palestinians camp along the beach of Deir al-Balah, central Gaza Strip, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A round, multistory atrium captured from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A central open-air architectural detail is seen in the interior of one of a number of multistory cemetery buildings at Yarkon Cemetery in Tel Aviv, Israel, on October 8, 2024. Tel Aviv is among the world's cities that have turned to multistory cemeteries to cope with a shortage of burial space.
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                [image: An orbital view of a large hurricane]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton, a Category 5 storm at the time of this photograph, is pictured in the Gulf of Mexico off the coast of Yucatan Peninsula on October 8, 2024, seen from the International Space Station as it orbited 257 miles above.
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                [image: Half a dozen people stand beside a seawall, taking photographs as large waves splash in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take photos of the spray from waves crashing against the Malecon seawall, brought by the passing of Hurricane Milton, in Havana, Cuba, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A person reacts, standing in a yard surrounded by piles of storm debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Marie Cook reacts to the damage to her home in the Binks Estates community after a tornado formed by Hurricane Milton touched down, striking homes in the Preserve and Binks Estate, among others in its path, in Wellington, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A sculpture stands in a pool of water, the same shape and size as a human, covered in moss and flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Part of the "Waterfront Oasis" installation, seen after it recently opened at Canary Wharf, in London, England, on October 7, 2024
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                [image: A person wearing a gorilla costume performs in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist wearing a gorilla costume performs at Castle Square in the Old Town of Warsaw on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A worker standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog pulls on a boom to gather cranberries.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmworker uses a boom to help corral floating cranberries as they are harvested at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: The head of a seal appears above shallow waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seal swims at Newton's Cove, in Weymouth Bay, in Weymouth, England, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A dog is groomed by a student.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed by students of Senac's Advanced Grooming Techniques course in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A pheasant, standing near small plants]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pheasant is seen among grasses in Bursa, Turkey, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A performer stands on a platform lifted in the air by water jets, while holding a long pole with iron baskets on either end that throw off plumes of sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist on a flyboard shakes iron nets filled with hot coals to create sparks during a Huohu ("fire pot") performance at the Weiran Flower Sea scenic area on October 6, 2024, in Chengdu, Sichuan province, China.
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                [image: An aerial view of a busy fairground at night, with many lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, the rides and stalls of the Hull Fair are illuminated for its first day of 2024, on October 4, in Hull, England. Hull Fair has been in existence for more than 700 years, first appearing in 1278. The historical autumn fair is one of the biggest in Europe and is expected to attract more than 600,000 people over eight days.
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                [image: Six motorcycle racers ride toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders race into the first corner during the MXGP race of the 2024 Monster Energy Motocross of Nations, at Matterley Basin in Winchester, England, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A man wearing sandals performs a trick on a motorcycle, popping its front wheel up and sliding along on one foot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Afghan man shows his skills while riding a motorcycle along a road on the outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A goggle-wearing dog is strapped to a motorcycle rider's back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A goggle-wearing dog is strapped to a motorcycle rider's back as they wait at a stoplight in Bogota, Colombia, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A small monkey wearing a shirt reacts as a priest sprinkles water on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A monkey named Miguel receives a Franciscan's blessing during a Mass in honor of Saint Francis of Assisi on the saint's feast day in Brasilia, Brazil, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A man tosses fuel on a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man tosses fuel on a fire in preparation for worshippers' barefoot walk over burning coals during the Nine Emperor Gods festival at a temple in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Audience members are seated beneath a wall, watching a show, with a huge fish projected on the wall behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors watch the audiovisual presentation "Ocean Odyssey," projected on the walls of a former steelworks at the Phoenix des Lumieres exhibition in Dortmund, Germany, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a gold statue, bronze curved ceilings, and scaffolding]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of the Baroque sculpted bronze canopy by Gian Lorenzo Bernini, positioned over the high altar of St. Peter's Basilica, seen as it undergoes restoration at the Vatican, on October 8, 2024
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                [image: A stag with weeds tangled in its antlers roars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stag roars as the annual rutting season continues in Richmond Park, London, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks past a board covered with many photographs of young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the first anniversary of the attack, an attendant walks past a mural featuring portraits of victims at the site of the Nova Music Festival, where hundreds of revelers were killed and abducted by Hamas and taken into Gaza, near Kibbutz Reim, southern Israel, on October 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ariel Schalit / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Ten starlings fly overhead, beneath a crescent moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starlings swarm before roosting for the night as the crescent moon looms overhead in Kansas City, Missouri, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A small plane lands on a beach during an airshow as onlookers watch and birds take flight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small plane lands on the beach during the Pacific Airshow on October 4, 2024, in Huntington Beach, California.
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                [image: People ride in a small gondola that travels along cables strung between rocky cliffs, above crashing sea waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride in a human-powered gondola to cross a 120-meter channel to Karang Watu Panjang Island, a popular tourist attraction, at Timang Beach, Gunung Kidul, Yogyakarta, Indonesia, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A fox runs across a red carpet, past a military honor guard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fox passes by the military honor guard prior to the welcoming ceremony for Mauritanian President Mohamed Ould Cheikh El Ghazouani, at Bellevue Palace, in Berlin, Germany, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: The field of a football stadium is filled with fans who stormed it after a game; the goalposts seem to have been knocked over.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans of the Arkansas Razorbacks storm the field after a game against the Tennessee Volunteers at Donald W. Reynolds Razorback Stadium in Fayetteville, Arkansas, on October 5, 2024. The Razorbacks defeated the Volunteers 19-14.
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                [image: Dozens of young men in military uniforms clamor around North Korean leader Kim Jong Un.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North Korean leader Kim Jong Un is mobbed as he visits the National Defense University in Pyongyang, North Korea, on October 7, 2024, in this photo released by North Korea's Korean Central News Agency.
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                [image: A group of people gather during a celebration.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People from the Oromo community gather at Meskel square to celebrate "Irreecha" in Addis Ababa on October 5, 2024. Irreecha is the annual Thanksgiving festival celebrated by the Oromo people, Ethiopia's largest ethnic group, as a way to express gratitude to Waaqa (God) for the blessings and mercies they have received throughout the year.
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                [image: Two children sit in and beside an auto rickshaw at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for their parent in an auto rickshaw during the Ram Leela fair in Varanasi, India, on October 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Hezbollah Waged War Against the People of My Country

I won't mourn or celebrate its leader's death.

by Loubna Mrie




When Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, was killed last month, my social-media feeds lit up with images and videos from Syria, my home country. In some areas, including Idlib and the suburbs of Aleppo, residents celebrated late into the night, blasting music and raising banners calling for Bashar al-Assad, the Syrian dictator, to be next. People handed out sweets; celebratory messages, memes, and phone calls flooded my WhatsApp. But the news channels broadcasting from just across the border captured something else: a wave of grief sweeping southern Lebanon.

The jubilation on one side of the line and the mourning on the other reflect our region's deep complexity. For several years, Hezbollah ravaged the Syrian opposition on behalf of the autocratic Assad government. Its intervention left deep scars--displacement, destruction, and trauma, especially in the Damascus suburbs and Homs, which Hezbollah besieged. The Syrians who welcomed Nasrallah's assassination were not exactly celebrating the Israelis who carried it out. But many of us felt that for once, the world had tipped in our favor.

Assad--and his father, the dictator Hafez al-Assad, before him--had made Syria the crucial geographical and political link between Iran and Hezbollah. The Lebanese Shiite militia could not have survived without the weapons, fighters, and funds that Tehran supplied by way of Syria. But in 2011, circumstances in Syria threatened this arrangement. Peaceful protests challenged the country's autocracy; Assad met them brutally, and the country's opposition transformed into an armed rebellion. Nasrallah saw little choice but to defend his supply line and political network. Hezbollah justified this intervention by framing it as a war against extremists, a fight against chaos, and a defense of Syria's sovereignty against Western-backed militants. But on the ground, Hezbollah wasn't just fighting armed factions; it was waging a war against the Syrian people.

Read: Nasrallah's folly

Madaya, a small town near the Lebanese border, lay along Hezbollah's supply route to Syria. Armed rebel fighters reached that town in 2015, and Hezbollah, together with Assad's forces, encircled it, cutting off food and medical supplies. Within weeks, the people of Madaya were starving. A border town once home to markets for smuggled electronics and clothes transformed into a fortress of suffering. Some civilians resorted to eating leaves, grass, or stray animals. People foraging for food were shot by snipers or killed by land mines. At least 23 people, six of them babies younger than 1, died from starvation in Madaya in a little over a month, in December 2015 and January 2016. An international outcry did nothing to stop Hezbollah from continuing to enforce its siege.

Syrians tried to expose these horrors by posting stories and photos from Madaya on social media. But before long, supporters of Hezbollah and the Syrian government sadistically adopted the hashtag "in solidarity with the siege of Madaya" and posted photos of tables laden with grilled meat and fish, along with selfies in front of overloaded fridges. Despite numerous human-rights groups' reports to the contrary, the government and Hezbollah claimed that the photos of starvation were fake, and that no civilians remained in Madaya anyway--just foreign agents and traitors whose deaths were necessary to save Syria.

Madaya remained under blockade until 2017, when Qatar, representing the rebel forces, and Iran, representing the Syrian government, brokered an evacuation deal relocating the survivors of the siege to opposition-held areas, such as Idlib. Worn down by hunger and bombardment, the evacuees were told to pack only one small bag each, and leave everything else behind.

Hezbollah was not kinder to other Syrian cities. In Aleppo, a relentless bombing campaign that was the joint work of the Syrian government, Russian forces, and Hezbollah destroyed neighborhoods, killed thousands of people, and wrecked infrastructure. Nasrallah called the contest for Aleppo the "greatest battle" of the Syrian war. He deployed additional fighters there to tighten the regime's hold. Civilians were forced to evacuate--and as they did so, Hosein Mortada, one of the founders of the Iranian news channel Al-Alam and a propagandist embedded with Hezbollah, stood by and mocked them.

Mortada was already infamous among Syrians for turning media coverage into a weapon of psychological warfare. With his thick Lebanese accent and brutal livestreams from the battlefield, Mortada cheered missile strikes and referred to opposition figures as "sheep." In one YouTube video, he sits in a big bulldozer and praises its power, then squats in the dirt with a toy truck, saying gleefully, "This bulldozer is better for some of you, because you don't have anything."



Many who endured the siege of their cities, only to have Hezbollah agents mock and question their suffering before international eyes, have little ambivalence about celebrating Nasrallah's death. They view the Hezbollah leader's fate with a tragic sense of justice: Finally, someone whose hands were stained with blood, and who seemed untouchable, was killed.

But as the prominent Syrian intellectual and dissident Yassin Al Haj Saleh often admonished, looking at the world solely through a Syrian lens only isolates us. For many of us Syrians who were active in the uprising and now live in exile, that warning has resonated since Nasrallah's death. Both on social media and in private conversations, we question whether the justice felt in Nasrallah's demise should be tempered with concern for the broader regional suffering. We ask: Is it moral to welcome Nasrallah's killing if the cost is the destruction of Lebanon--a country already reeling from economic collapse, political mismanagement, and the Beirut port explosion just a few years ago? Nasrallah is dead--but for many Syrians who oppose Israel's war in Gaza, which has killed thousands of civilians, the manner of his death made the event hard to celebrate. Dara Abdallah, a Syrian writer and poet exiled in Berlin, wrote on social media that he could not condone Nasrallah's assassination, because the means--what appears to have been multiple 2,000-pound bombs rather than, say, a sniper's bullet--demonstrated that "Israel has no problem eliminating an entire group of people in order to kill just one person."

Read: How Beirut is responding to Hassan Nasrallah's death

I worry that when the parties, memes, and trays of sweets are finished, Syria will be all the more isolated. Our country's anguish has been pushed to the margins of global consciousness. Its regime has committed atrocities detailed in thousands of pages of documents that have yielded nothing but distant, largely symbolic trials in European courts. To live through all of this is to understand, in the deepest sense, that the world's moral compass does not always point toward justice.

When the news of Nasrallah's death broke, many Syrians felt, for a brief moment, that an elusive dream had taken material shape--that eliminating a figure like Nasrallah would somehow move us closer to peace, closer to righting the wrongs done to us. But the rising death toll in Lebanon also suggests a bitter truth. I am reminded of other moments in our region's history--the deaths of Saddam Hussein and Muammar Qaddafi, for example--that seemed at first to render justice but only perpetuated the cycle of violence.

In our region, we sometimes feel as though accountability is destined to be followed by more destruction and bloodshed--as though we can never say that the scales have tipped in our favor without questioning the cost.
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        Winners of Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 10, 2024

            	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 midair, 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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                [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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                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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                [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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                [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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/10/winners-wildlife-photographer-year-2024/680211/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Technology | The Atlantic

      
        A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed
        Ian Bogost

        I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never kno...

      

      
        What Does That Bark Mean?
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks;...

      

      
        The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date
        Matteo Wong

        Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming ...

      

      
        The End of Parallel Parking
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car ...

      

      
        Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was origina...

      

      
        What's With All the Trumpy VCs?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Updated at 8:07 a.m. ET on October 15, 2024The venture capitalist Shaun Maguire is a particularly prolific poster. And lately, his takes have become almost unavoidable.Maguire manages Sequoia Capital's stake in Elon Musk's various companies, including the social network formerly known as Twitter, and he regularly amplifies and excuses Musk's extreme political opinions. He's also fond of sharing his own. Earlier this month, he posted a theory that "antifa" is committing mass voter fraud by having ballots sent by the hundreds to vacant houses;...

      

      
        The Scourge of 'Win Probability' in Sports
        Ross Andersen

        To watch baseball or any other sport is to confront the fundamental unpredictability of the universe, its utter refusal to bend to your wishes, no matter how fervent. In recent years, some broadcasters have sought to soothe this existential uncertainty with statistics. This season, ESPN announced that a special graphic would appear on all of its Major League Baseball telecasts. In the upper-left corner of the screen, just above the score, each team's chance of winning the game is expressed as a p...

      

      
        I'm Running Out of Ways to Explain How Bad This Is
        Charlie Warzel

        Updated at 9:43 a.m. ET on October 11, 2024The truth is, it's getting harder to describe the extent to which a meaningful percentage of Americans have dissociated from reality. As Hurricane Milton churned across the Gulf of Mexico last night, I saw an onslaught of outright conspiracy theorizing and utter nonsense racking up millions of views across the internet. The posts would be laughable if they weren't taken by many people as gospel. Among them: Infowars' Alex Jones, who claimed that Hurrican...

      

      
        What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment
        Jason Schreier

        Updated at 6:23 p.m. ET on October 16, 2024Over 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 astronomi...
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A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed

This is clearly a mistake.

by Ian Bogost




I worry that the calculator we've known and loved is not long for this Earth. This month, when I upgraded my iPhone to the latest operating system, iOS 18, it came with a refreshed Calculator app. The update offered some improvements! I appreciated the vertical orientation of its scientific mode, because turning your phone sideways is so 2009; the continuing display of each operation (e.g., 217 / 4 + 8) on the screen until I asked for the result; the unit-conversion mode, because I will never know what a centimeter is. But there also was a startling omission: The calculator's "C" button--the one that clears input--was gone. The "C" itself had been cleared.

Until today, the iPhone's calculator mimicked the buttons of its forebears: If you keyed in 48.375, for instance, instead of 43.875, tapping "C" within your app would zero out your entry so you could try again. "Forty-three point eight seven five," you might say aloud to remember, and then again while you tried to press the buttons in their proper order. Now that zeroing function is no more. In place of "C," the app provides a backspace button ([?]). Pressing it removes the last digit from your input: 48.375 becomes 48.37, then 48.3, and so on.
 
 This may seem like an insignificant development, or a minor change for the better. Instead of clearing an errant figure and then incanting its digits while trying to reenter them, I can simply reverse to the point where I made the error--backspace, backspace, backspace--and type again from there, just as I'd do for text. By all measures of reason, this process is superior. Yet the loss of "C" from my calculator app has been more than a shock to me. It feels like an affront.

Read: Lithium-ion batteries have gone too far

The "C" button's function is vestigial. Back when calculators were commercialized, starting in the mid-1960s, their electronics were designed to operate as efficiently as possible. If you opened up a desktop calculator in 1967, you might have found a dozen individual circuit boards to run and display its four basic mathematical functions. Among these would have been an input buffer or temporary register that could store an input value for calculation and display. The "C" button, which was sometimes labeled "CE" (Clear Entry) or "CI" (Clear Input), provided a direct interface to zero out--or "clear"--such a register. A second button, "AC" (All Clear), did the same thing, but for other parts of the circuit, including previously stored operations and pending calculations. (A traditional calculator's memory buttons--"M+," "M-," "MC"--would perform simple operations on a register.)

By 1971, Mostech and Texas Instruments had developed a "calculator on a chip," which condensed all of that into a single integrated circuit. Those chips retained the functions of their predecessors, including the ones that were engaged by "C" and "AC" buttons. And this design continued on into the era of pocket calculators, financial calculators, and even scientific calculators such as the ones you may have used in school. Some of the latter were, in essence, programmable pocket computers themselves, and they could have been configured with a backspace key. They were not. The "C" button lived on.

For me, that persistence fed a habit that I barely knew had been engrained. Decades of convention have made my mind and fingers expect the comforting erasure "C" provided. Destroy that input; make it zero! And zero it became, in an instant, a placeholder for any possibility. When I saw that "C" was gone, I was hanging art in my bedroom and trying to calculate a measurement for the center of the wall. Which is to say, my hands and brain were full: I was holding pencils and measuring tape as I balanced on a ladder and clung to the edge of the art frame. This was not the time for me to readjust my calculator's input one digit at a time. I needed to zero that thang--but I couldn't.

Read: Please don't make me download another app

I am pleased but also confused to report that the iPhone's "AC" button remains. When no value sits in the input buffer awaiting its desired mathematical operation, the [?] button changes to "AC." The ability to destroy all local mathematics remains, at least for now. Also confusing: As TikTok influencers and tech tipsters have been pointing out for years, you could already backspace in the iPhone's Calculator app just by swiping on the screen. (In the new app, that ability seems to have been removed.)
 
 I will acclimate, like I did to all the other ways in which having a magical general-purpose computer in my pocket has altered familiar interactions with formerly stand-alone devices. I've come to accept, for example, that the shutter button in my camera app doesn't capture the lens view that I see on screen; instead, it initiates a set of software processes that construct the processed version of the scene that a thousand engineers think I want instead.

But the "C" button's quiet departure feels different. A computer computes, and calculation was one of its first and most important tasks. Today's calculator programs are--or were--simulations of calculators, the electronic machines that had been designed to perform mathematical operations--the old, chunky machine with a printed tape that sat on your accountant's desk; the Casio or TI calculator that you used for high-school trigonometry; the rugged Hewlett-Packard that you swiped off Dad's desk so you could make its display read BOOBIES upside-down (5318008). It feels silly to lament their loss, or to miss a virtual button that did little more than refer to its precursor. Swapping "C" for [?] may be overdue, and it could end up making the software versions of electronic calculators better. Yet this small change has been upending. I worry that the calculator, like many other smartphone apps, is not evolving so much as being fiddled with, and for the joy of fiddling at that. Maybe the whole calculator project needs to press "AC" on itself, before that button is gone forever too.
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What Does That Bark Mean?

AI hype has come to dog research.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The first thing I ever said to my dog was, "Do you want to come home with me?" He was six pounds, and 10 weeks old. He craned his head forward and sniffed my mouth.



In the four years since, I have continued to pepper him with questions that he cannot answer. I ask him what he's up to, if he wants to go for a walk, if he's feeling sleepy. When he is sick, I ask him what is wrong; when another dog growls at him, I pull him aside to ask if he's okay. He does what he can to relay his thoughts back to me: He barks; he sighs; he scratches at the door.



But of course we have never talked to each other, not really. Some 15,000 years since humans first domesticated the wolf, scientists have learned that different barks mean different things--for instance, dogs use lower, longer barks for strangers--but our understanding of dog communication remains rather limited. (Researchers are careful to call it communication, not language, because no animal has been shown to possess the same complexity of verbal systems as humans.)



Although a bark at a squirrel is easy enough to decipher (I will eat you!), humans have more trouble knowing whether a whine is just a dog having random feelings on a Tuesday--or something far more serious. Dog owners often joke about how they'd give up years of their life just to have a chance to talk to their pet for a single hour or day. Meanwhile, hucksters posing as dog whisperers and pet psychics have happily taken their cash by claiming to be able to help them translate their dogs' inner thoughts.



Now, amid a wave of broader interest in applications for artificial intelligence, some dog researchers are hoping that AI might provide answers. In theory, the technology is well suited for such a purpose. AI, at its core, is a pattern-recognition machine. ChatGPT is able to respond in language that seems human, because it has been trained on massive datasets of writing, which it then mimics in its responses. A similar premise applies to other generative-AI programs; large language models identify patterns in the data they're fed, map relationships among them, and produce outputs accordingly.



Researchers are working with this same theory when it comes to dogs. They're feeding audio or video of canines to a model, alongside text descriptions of what the dogs are doing. Then they're seeing if the model can identify statistical patterns between the animals' observed behavior and the noises they're making. In effect, they're attempting to "translate" barks.



Researchers have used similar approaches to study dog communication since at least 2006, but AI has recently gotten far better at processing huge amounts of data. Don't expect to discuss the philosophy of Immanuel Kant with Fido over coffee anytime soon, however. It's still early days, and researchers don't know what kind of breakthroughs AI could deliver--if any at all. "It's got huge potential--but the gap between the potential and the actuality hasn't quite emerged yet," Vanessa Woods, a dog-cognition expert at Duke University, told me.



Right now, researchers have a big problem: data. Modern chatbots are trained on large collections of text--trillions of words--that give them the illusion of language fluency. To create a model capable of translating, say, dog barks into English (if such a thing is even possible), researchers would need millions, if not billions, of neatly cataloged clips. These barks will need to be thoroughly labeled by age, breed, and situation--separating out a 10-year-old male labradoodle barking at a stranger from a six-week-old bichon frise puppy playing with its littermate.



No such catalog currently exists. This is one of the great ironies of the project: Dogs are all around us, constantly captured by phones and doorbell cameras and CCTV. You don't need to watch Planet Earth to see the canine living in its natural habitat; the internet is filled with more clips of dogs than anyone could watch in a lifetime. And yet all of this media has never been cataloged in a serious way, at least not on the scale that would be necessary for us to better understand what their barks mean.



Perhaps the best catalog that exists is from researchers in Mexico, who have systematically recorded dogs in their homes in specific situations, getting them to bark by, say, knocking on a door or squeaking a favorite toy. A research team at the University of Michigan took some of the 20,000 recordings included in the dataset and fed it into a model trained to recognize human speech. They played barks for the model, and then had it predict what they were barking at, just based on sound. The model could predict which situation preceded the bark with about 60 percent accuracy. That's nowhere near perfect, but still better than chance, especially considering that the model had more than a dozen bark contexts to pick from.



The same approach of using AI to decipher dog barks is happening with other animals. Perhaps the most promising work is with whale chatter, as my colleague Ross Andersen has written. Other researchers are tackling pigs, bats, chimpanzees, and dolphins. One foundation is offering up to $10 million in prize money to anyone who can "crack the code" and have a two-way conversation with an animal using generative AI.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

Dogs probably won't be the animals that help scientists win the prize. "I do not think they necessarily use words and sentences and paragraphs," Rada Mihalcea, a co-author of the Michigan study, told me over Zoom. (Naturally, in the middle of our call, a stranger knocked on my door, causing my foster dog to bark.) As much as dog owners like myself might want something akin to Google Translate for dogs, Mihalcea's starting with much more narrow ambitions. She hopes this line of research can "help us get an understanding into what is even there as a linguistic system--if there is such a system."



Another research group, led by Kenny Zhu at the University of Texas at Arlington, is taking a different approach. His team is scraping massive amounts of dog videos from YouTube. But the data are extremely noisy--quite literally. The researchers have to isolate the barks from all the other sounds that happen in the background of the videos, which makes the process onerous. Zhu's team does have preliminary findings: They had their algorithms process the sounds of six different breeds (huskies, Shiba Inus, pit bulls, German shepherds, Labradors, and Chihuahuas), and believe they've found 105 unique phonemes, or sound units, that span all the breeds.



Even if researchers are able to eventually get a perfect dataset, they'll run into another problem: There's no way to know for sure that whatever observations the AI makes is right. When training other AI models on human languages, a native speaker can verify that an output is correct, and help fine-tune the model. No dog will ever be able to verify the AI's results. (Imagine a dog sitting in an academic research lab, nodding solemnly: Yes, that's correct."Ruff-ruff-ruff" means"Give me the chicken.") The dream of AI as an intermediary between humans and dogs faces a fundamental bias: It is human researchers who are using human-made AI models and human ideas of language to better understand canines. No matter how good the technology gets, there will always be unknowns.



The focus on better understanding dogs' verbal noises can obscure how much we already know about them. Dogs have evolved to better communicate with humans: Their barks have changed, and their eyes have grown more expressive. Feral dogs and wolves bark less than pets, suggesting that humans are a big reason why our pups make noise. "The whole thing about dog genius is that they can communicate with us without speaking," Woods told me. "We can also read them really clearly, which is why we're so in love with them."

Read: Dogs are entering a new wave of domestication

I know what she means. During a heat wave this summer, I decided to buy heat-resistant dog boots to protect my pup from the scorching pavement. You put them on by stretching them over your dog's paws, and snapping them into place. The first time I put them on my dog, he stared at me. When I tried to walk him in them later that week, he thrashed in the grass and ran around chaotically. He did not want to wear the boots. And I did not need an AI to know that.
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The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date

Tech executives are setting deadlines for the arrival of superintelligence. They might regret it.

by Matteo Wong




Over the past few months, some of the most prominent people in AI have fashioned themselves as modern messiahs and their products as deities. Top executives and respected researchers at the world's biggest tech companies, including a recent Nobel laureate, are all at once insisting that superintelligent software is just around the corner, going so far as to provide timelines: They will build it within six years, or four years, or maybe just two.



Although AI executives commonly speak of the coming AGI revolution--referring to artificial "general" intelligence that rivals or exceeds human capability--they notably have all at this moment coalesced around real, albeit loose, deadlines. Many of their prophecies also have an undeniable utopian slant. First, Demis Hassabis, the head of Google DeepMind, repeated in August his suggestion from earlier this year that AGI could arrive by 2030, adding that "we could cure most diseases within the next decade or two." A month later, even Meta's more typically grounded chief AI scientist, Yann LeCun, said he expected powerful and all-knowing AI assistants within years, or perhaps a decade. Then the CEO of OpenAI, Sam Altman, wrote a blog post stating that "it is possible that we will have superintelligence in a few thousand days," which would in turn make such dreams as "fixing the climate" and "establishing a space colony" reality. Not to be outdone, Dario Amodei, the chief executive of the rival AI start-up Anthropic, wrote in a sprawling self-published essay last week that such ultra-powerful AI "could come as early as 2026." He predicts that the technology will end disease and poverty and bring about "a renaissance of liberal democracy and human rights," and that "many will be literally moved to tears" as they behold these accomplishments. The tech, he writes, is "a thing of transcendent beauty."



These are four of the most significant and well respected figures in the AI boom; at least in theory, they know what they're talking about--much more so than, say, Elon Musk, who has predicted superhuman AI by the end of 2025. Altman's start-up has been leading the AI race since even before the launch of ChatGPT, and Amodei has co-authored several of the papers underlying today's generative AI. Google DeepMind created AI programs that mastered chess and Go and then "solved" protein folding--a transformative moment for drug discovery that won Hassabis a Nobel Prize in chemistry last week. LeCun is considered one of the "godfathers of AI."



Perhaps all four executives are aware of top-secret research that prompted their words. Certainly, their predictions are couched in somewhat-scientific language about "deep learning" and "scaling." But the public has not seen any eureka moments of late. Even OpenAI's new "reasoning models," which the start-up claims can "think" like humans and solve Ph.D.-level science problems, remain unproven, still in a preview stage and with plenty of skeptics.

Read: It's time to stop taking Sam Altman at his word

Perhaps this new and newly bullish wave of forecasts doesn't actually imply a surge of confidence but just the opposite. These grand pronouncements are being made at the same time that a flurry of industry news has been clarifying AI's historically immense energy and capital requirements. Generative-AI models are far larger and more complex than traditional software, and the corresponding data centers require land, very expensive computer chips, and huge amounts of power to build, run, and cool. Right now, there simply isn't enough electricity available, and data-center power demands are already straining grids around the world. Anticipating further growth, old fossil-fuel plants are staying online for longer; in the past month alone, Microsoft, Google, and Amazon have all signed contracts to purchase electricity from or support the building of nuclear power plants.



All of this infrastructure will be extraordinarily expensive, requiring perhaps trillions of dollars of investment in the next few years. Over the summer, The Information reported that Anthropic expects to lose nearly $3 billion this year. And last month, the same outlet reported that OpenAI projects that its losses could nearly triple to $14 billion in 2026 and that it will lose money until 2029, when, it claims, revenue will reach $100 billion (and by which time the miraculous AGI may have arrived). Microsoft and Google are spending more than $10 billion every few months on data centers and AI infrastructure. Exactly how the technology warrants such spending--which is on the scale of, and may soon dwarf, that of the Apollo missions and the interstate-highway system--is entirely unclear, and investors are taking notice.



When Microsoft reported its most recent earnings, its cloud-computing business, which includes many of its AI offerings, had grown by 29 percent--but the company's stock had still tanked because it hadn't met expectations. Google actually topped its overall ad-revenue expectations in its latest earnings, but its shares also fell afterward because the growth wasn't enough to match the company's absurd spending on AI. Even Nvidia, which has used its advanced AI hardware to become the second-largest company in the world, experienced a stock dip in August despite reporting 122 percent revenue growth: Such eye-catching numbers may just not have been high enough for investors who have been promised nothing short of AGI.

Read: Silicon Valley's trillion-dollar leap of faith

Absent a solid, self-sustaining business model, all that the generative-AI industry has to run on is faith. Both costs and expectations are so high that no product or amount of revenue, in the near term, can sustain them--but raising the stakes could. Promises of superintelligence help justify further, unprecedented spending. Indeed, Nvidia's chief executive, Jensen Huang, said this month that AGI assistants will come "soon, in some form," and he has previously predicted that AI will surpass humans on many cognitive tests in five years. Amodei's and Hassabis's visions that omniscient computer programs will soon end all disease is worth any amount of spending today. With such tight competition among the top AI firms, if a rival executive makes a grand claim, there is pressure to reciprocate.



Altman, Amodei, Hassabis, and other tech executives are fond of lauding the so-called AI scaling laws, referencing the belief that feeding AI programs more data, more computer chips, and more electricity will make them better. What that really entails, of course, is pumping their chatbots with more money--which means that enormous expenditures, absurd projected energy demands, and high losses might really be a badge of honor. In this tautology, the act of spending is proof that the spending is justified.



More important than any algorithmic scaling law, then, might be a rhetorical scaling law: bold prediction leading to lavish investment that requires a still-more-outlandish prediction, and so on. Only two years ago, Blake Lemoine, a Google engineer, was ridiculed for suggesting that a Google AI model was sentient. Today, the company's top brass are on the verge of saying the same.



All of this financial and technological speculation has, however, created something a bit more solid: self-imposed deadlines. In 2026, 2030, or a few thousand days, it will be time to check in with all the AI messiahs. Generative AI--boom or bubble--finally has an expiration date.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/agi-predictions/680280/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The End of Parallel Parking

It'll be a while before self-driving cars take over. Self-<em>parking</em> cars are already here.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




For decades, my dad has been saying that he doesn't want to hear a word about self-driving cars until they exist fully and completely. Until he can go to sleep behind the wheel (if there is a wheel) in his driveway in western New York State and wake up on vacation in Florida (or wherever), what is the point?



Driverless cars have long supposedly been right around the corner. Elon Musk once said that fully self-driving cars would be ready by 2019. Ford planned to do it by 2021. The self-driving car is simultaneously a pipe dream and sort of, kind of the reality of many Americans. Waymo, a robotaxi company owned by Alphabet, is now providing 100,000 rides a week across a handful of U.S. cities. Just last week, Tesla announced its own robotaxi, the Cybercab, in dramatic fashion. Still, the fact remains: If you are in the driver's seat of a car and out on the road nearly anywhere in America, you are responsible for the car, and you have to pay attention. My dad's self-driving fantasy likely remains far away.

But driving is already changing. Normal cars--cars that are not considered fancy or experimental and strange--now come with advanced autonomous features. Some can park themselves. You can ask your electric Hummer to "crab walk" into or out of a tight corner that you can't navigate yourself. It seems that if you are on a bad date and happen to be sitting on a restaurant patio not too far from where you parked your Hyundai Tucson SEL, you can press a button to make it pull up beside you on the street, getaway-car style. It's still hard to imagine a time when no one needs to drive themselves anywhere, but that's not the case with parallel parking. We might be a generation away from new drivers who never learn to parallel park at all.



It makes sense that the task would be innovated away. Parallel parking is a source of anxiety and humiliation: David Letterman once pranked a bunch of teenagers by asking them to try to parallel park in Midtown Manhattan, which went just as hilariously poorly as you might expect. Parallel parking isn't as dangerous as, say, merging onto the highway or navigating a roundabout, but it's a big source of fear for drivers--hence a Volkswagen ad campaign in which the company made posters for a fake horror movie called The Parallel Park. And then it's a source of pride. Perfectly executed parking jobs are worthy of photographs and public bragging. My first parallel park in Brooklyn on the day I moved there at 21 was flawless. I didn't know about alternate-side parking, so I ultimately was ticketed and compelled to pay $45 for the memory, but it was worth it.



Whether or not you live in a place where you have to parallel park often, you should know how to do it. At some point, you will at least need to be able to handle a car and its angles and blind spots and existence in physical space well enough to do something like it. But this is an "eat your vegetables" thing to say. So, I thought, the best people to look at in order to guess how long we have until parallel parking is an extinct art might be the people who don't already have a driver's license. According to some reports, Gen Z doesn't want to learn how to drive--"I'll call an Uber or 911," one young woman told The Washington Post. Those who do want to learn have to do so in a weird transitional moment in which we are still pretending that parallel parking is something a human must do, even though it isn't, a lot of the time.



I talked with some longtime driving-school instructors who spoke about self-parking features the way that high-school English teachers talk about ChatGPT. The kids are relying on them to their detriment, and it's hard to get them to form good habits, said Brian Posada, an instructor at the Chicago-based Entourage Driving School (not named after the HBO show, he said). "I've got some students who are really rich," he told me. As soon as they get their permits, their parents buy them Teslas or other fancy cars that can self-park. Even if he teaches them how to parallel park properly, they will not practice in their own time. "They get lazy," he told me.



Parallel parking isn't part of the driver's-license exam in California, though Mike Thomas still teaches it at his AllGood Driving School. His existential dread is that he will one day be less like an educator and more like the person who teaches you how to use your iPhone. He tells teens not to rely on the newfangled tools or else they will not really know how to drive, but he doesn't know whether they actually buy in. "It's hard to get into the minds of teenagers," he said. "You'd be amazed at how good teenagers are at telling people what they want to hear." Both instructors told me, more or less, that although they can teach any teen to parallel park, they have little faith that these new drivers will keep up the skill or that they will try on their own.



Teens are betting, maybe correctly, that they soon may never have to parallel park at all. Already, if you live in Austin or San Francisco and want to avoid parallel parking downtown, you can order an Uber and be picked up by a driverless Waymo. But autonomous parking is much simpler to pull off than fully autonomous driving. When I pushed Greg Stevens, the former chief engineer of driver-assistance features at Ford, to give me an estimate of when nobody will have to drive themselves anywhere anymore, he would not say 2035 or 2050 or anything else. He said he would not guess.



"The horizon keeps receding," he told me. Stevens now leads research at the University of Michigan's Mcity, a huge testing facility for autonomous and semiautonomous vehicles. Most driving, he said--99.9 percent--is "really boring and repetitive and easy to automate." But in the final .1 percent, there are edge cases: "things that happen that are very rare, but when they happen they're very significant." That's a teen whipping an egg at your windshield, a mattress falling off the back of a truck, a weird patch of gravel, or whatever else. "Those are hard to encapsulate completely," he said, "because there's an infinite number of those types of scenarios that could happen."



In many ways, people are still resisting the end of driving. One guy in Manhattan is agitating for a constitutional amendment guaranteeing human beings the "right to drive," if they so choose, in our autonomous-vehicle future. It can be hard to predict whether people will want to use new features, Stevens told me: Some cars can now change lanes for you, if you let them, which people are scared to do. Most can try to keep you in your lane, but some people hate this a lot. And for now, self-driving cars are just not that much more pleasant to use than regular cars. On the highway, the car tracks your gaze and head position to make sure your eyes stay on the road the entire time--arguably more depressing and mind-numbing than regular highway driving.



Many people don't want a self-parking car, which is why Ford has recently paused plans to put the feature in all new vehicles. I hate driving because it's dangerous, but I am good at parallel parking, and I'm not ready to see it go. It's the only aspect of operating a vehicle for which I have any talent. I don't want to ease into a tight spot without the thrill of feeling competent. Parallel parking is arguably the hardest part of driving, but succeeding at it is the most gratifying.



If parallel parking persists for the simple reason that Americans don't want to give it up, fully self-driving cars may have little hope. A country in which nobody has to change lanes on a six-lane highway or park on their own is a better country, objectively. I also spoke with Nicholas Giudice, a spatial-computing professor at the University of Maine who is working on autonomous vehicles with respect to "driving-limited populations" such as people with visual impairments or older adults. Giudice is legally blind and can't currently drive a car. He said he would get in the first totally self-driving car anybody offered him: "If you tell me there's one outside of my lab, I'll hop into it now."



Conventional parallel parking--sweating, straining, tapping the bumper of the car in front of you, finally getting the angle right on the 40th try--won't have to disappear, but it could become part of a subculture one day, Giudice said. There will be driving clubs or special recreational driving tracks. Maybe there will be certain lanes on the highway where it would be allowed, at least for a while. "You can't have 95 percent autonomous vehicles and a couple of yahoos driving around manually," he said. "It will just be too dangerous."



Am I a yahoo for still wanting to parallel park? I can mollify myself with a fantasy of parallel parking as not a chore but a fun little game to play in a closed environment. I can picture it next to the mini-golf and the batting cages at one of those multipurpose "family fun" centers. There's one near my parents' house where you can already ride a fake motorcycle and shoot a fake gun. My dad could drive me there with his feet up and a ball game on.
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Feeld, the Polyamory Dating App, Made a Magazine. Why?

Yet another reminder of how good writing jobs are hard to come by.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

A lover of magazines may find a few good reasons to pay attention to AFM, a new publication about sex and relationships. It's visually fun and full of excellent writing. It's also the latest in a long line of magazines to exist only because of the largesse of a tech company.

AFM stands for both "A Fucking Magazine" and "A Feeld Magazine"--that second one a reference to the dating app that is funding the enterprise. Feeld started its life in 2014 specifically to facilitate threesomes. It was originally called 3nder, pronounced "Thrinder," which quickly led the company to receive a trademark-infringement complaint from Tinder. (Rebranding might have been a good idea anyway, as some initially perceived both the name and the app itself to be corny and embarrassing.) Feeld got a chic makeover last year, then worked through some major technical glitches and is now known as an all-purpose dating app with a uniquely broad range of options for identifying one's sexual and relationship preferences. It remains especially popular with people seeking nonmonogamous connections.

Read: The woman who made online dating into a "science"

To expand its cultural cachet, the app is now joining many other tech companies and venture-capital-funded start-ups that have spun up media outlets in recent years. Previously, these publications have tended not to have protracted life spans. The buzzy, VC-funded luggage start-up Away had a magazine, Here, that quietly stopped publishing in 2020. The direct-to-consumer mattress brand Casper launched Woolly (after folding another online publication, Van Winkle's); it did not last. Dollar Shave Club funded the popular website MEL until 2021 and then just stopped; Snapchat funded the popular website Real Life until 2022 and then just stopped. There were magazines by Airbnb and Uber and Bumble, and now there are not. Tech gets into magazines for a good time, not a long time.

Still, for journalists who are staring down a crumbling media business--one that teeters on the edge of "extinction" because of anemic traffic, a poor ad market, and burned-out readers, as Clare Malone argued in The New Yorker earlier this year--this arrangement is better than nothing.

AFM is co-edited by Maria Dimitrova, a longtime Feeld employee who previously created the company's U.K.-based literary journal, Mal, which ran for five issues, and by Haley Mlotek, who has held many jobs in media, including as the editor of The Hairpin, a feminist website that folded in 2018, and as an editor at The Village Voice, the legendary alt weekly that collapsed in 2017 but recently has been resurrected as a mostly online property. Mlotek applied for a copywriting job at Feeld in the fall of 2022 to supplement her freelance-writing income, and the company emailed her back to ask her to edit a magazine instead.

"I have a lot of experience working for really wonderful, beloved, in my opinion excellent publications that just no longer exist," she told me. AFM is two things at once: a magazine and an advertising campaign for Feeld. Mlotek said she's hopeful that this model is at least as sustainable as anything else. She gestured at a history of publications being funded by single businesses or brands, citing European department stores that produced their own magazines beginning in the late 1800s. AFM's title is also a direct reference to the frustrating state of the media industry, Mlotek explained. Obviously it's about sex, but it is also a reference to how wild starting a magazine, of all things, is right now: It reflects "the frustrations and the risks and the thrill of trying to produce a print publication at this moment in time," she said. "It's a joke, but it's so serious."

Read: The "dating market" is getting worse

Feeld has no plans for AFM to make any of its own money. The only ads in the first issue are in-kind ads for other magazines, including n+1 and The Drift. The idea is more that it will "bring back a bit of romance to dating," Dimitrova told me, which might naturally help Feeld's business. This is a task that a lot of dating apps are struggling with: The experience of using a smartphone to look for sex and love has started to feel numbing and hopeless to many people. The dating app Hinge also recently debuted an online zine that is more explicitly a marketing campaign--love stories written by cool writers, including R. O. Kwon and Brontez Purnell, accessible via QR code on the subway--presumably with the same goal. In so much as AFM can be a successful ad for Feeld, it will suggest to its readers that Feeld is the app for creative people who are deeply thoughtful, imaginative, funny, and smart--that using the app will not make a person feel as though every potential match might be a bot, an idiot, or a freak.

The first issue of AFM has contributions from a number of prominent writers, including Tony Tulathimutte, Hanif Abdurraqib, and Allison P. Davis. Many of the contributors, the editors said, are Feeld users themselves; some of the poetry in the issue, including "Self Portrait as the Tree of Knowledge (a.k.a. Trans Poetica)," by Delilah McCrea, was selected from open submissions solicited directly in the app. A reported feature on masculinity and bisexuality, written by the novelist Fan Wu, sourced interview subjects from Feeld. It's a healthy combination of sexy stuff, sweet stuff, and serious stuff--one photo essay of people in their homes getting ready for dates and one accompanying a guide to making your own latex.

A funny work of fiction by the writer Ashani Lewis is made up of several distinct "breakup fantasies," including one about ending a relationship with someone by tossing a sex toy they gave you into a body of water and watching it drift away. An essay by the 96-year-old filmmaker James Ivory, about coming of age in Palm Springs and later spending an evening hanging out around Truman Capote, is both gossipy and moving. The standout piece is a dead-eyed essay by the writer Merritt Tierce, recounting her years of attempts to get a TV show made about abortion. ("The executive vice president of television said, Well, 'abortion anthology' is not one but two words no studio wants to hear.")

The first AFM cover star is the artist and musician Juliana Huxtable, who will DJ at a launch party in Brooklyn this week. The magazine will be distributed in the U.S. and the U.K. in the same places where you can buy any other highbrow cultural or literary magazine, and it will also be available for purchase online. Asked whether people could subscribe to it, Dimitrova said no.

She and Mlotek already have plans to start working on issue two. Yet, though she didn't state as much, Dimitrova seemed aware that you never can tell how long the money will keep coming. Things often change. "You know," she said, "each issue is its own miracle."
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What's With All the Trumpy VCs?

The tech industry is still mostly blue. But things are definitely changing.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Updated at 8:07 a.m. ET on October 15, 2024

The venture capitalist Shaun Maguire is a particularly prolific poster. And lately, his takes have become almost unavoidable.



Maguire manages Sequoia Capital's stake in Elon Musk's various companies, including the social network formerly known as Twitter, and he regularly amplifies and excuses Musk's extreme political opinions. He's also fond of sharing his own. Earlier this month, he posted a theory that "antifa" is committing mass voter fraud by having ballots sent by the hundreds to vacant houses; Musk signal-boosted Maguire's concern with the message "Anyone else seeing this sort of thing?" On October 1, Maguire advanced the perspective that "DEI was the most effective KGB opp of all time." To his more than 150,000 followers, the VC has made it clear that he is "prepared to lose friends" over his choice to spit out the metaphorical Kool-Aid that caused him to vote for Hillary Clinton in 2016.



On X, Maguire shows up in the feed alongside other prominent VCs who support Donald Trump--among them, David Sacks of Craft Ventures and Keith Rabois of Khosla Ventures. They all express similar opinions in similar ways, and they do so more or less constantly. (Maguire, who did not respond to a request for an interview, posted to X dozens of times on a recent Saturday.) This is an example of, as Paul Krugman recently noted, the "tech bro style in American politics." It is largely defined by a flat, good-versus-evil worldview. The good? Free speech, which Democrats want to eradicate. The evil? Immigration, which is a plot by Democrats to allow violent criminals into the country and steal the election. San Francisco? A once-great American city purposefully ruined by Democrats. Kamala Harris? Sleepwalking into World War III. Trump? According to Musk, he is "far from being a threat to democracy"--actually, voting for him is "the only way to save it!"



A "vibe shift" is under way in Silicon Valley, Michael Gibson, a VC and former vice president of grants at the Thiel Foundation, told me. Eight years ago, the notorious entrepreneur Peter Thiel was the odd man out when he announced his support for Trump. The rest of the Valley appeared to have been horrified by the candidate--particularly by his draconian and racist views on immigration, on which the tech industry relies. This year, J. D. Vance, a Thiel acolyte and former VC himself, is Trump's running mate. Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz, co-founders of the legendary VC firm Andreessen Horowitz, came out in full support of Trump in a podcast episode released just before Joe Biden dropped out of the election. (Earlier this month, Axios reported that Horowitz informed Andreessen Horowitz staff members that he and his wife, Felicia, will donate to support Harris "as a result of our friendship" with the candidate. "The Biden Administration," his note continues, "has been exceptionally destructive on tech policy across the industry, but especially as it relates to Crypto/Blockchain and AI," mirroring language from the podcast during which he and Andreessen endorsed Trump.)



Read: Silicon Valley got their guy



It's doubtful that the thoughts of these prominent VCs reflect a broader change in the electorate--tech workers generally support Harris, and barring an unbelievable upset, California will go blue on November 5, as it has for decades. (Though as my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has pointed out, Trump's vote share in Silicon Valley was 23 percent in 2020--small, but higher than the 20 percent he received in 2016.) And many well-known VCs back Harris, including Rabois' colleague and Khosla Ventures' namesake, Vinod Khosla, along with Mark Cuban and the LinkedIn co-founder Reid Hoffman. This time around, Thiel has not thrown his weight behind Trump but has instead indicated that he would choose him over Harris if there were a gun to his head.



But it is nonetheless significant that a number of influential--and very rich--men are eager to go against the grain. Silicon Valley has historically prided itself on technological supremacy and a belief in social progress: Now many of its loudest and most well-resourced personalities support a candidate who espouses retrograde views across practically every measure of societal progress imaginable. "We are talking about a few people, but I think this also reflects the political economy of the Valley right now," Margaret O'Mara, an American-history professor at the University of Washington and the author of The Code: Silicon Valley and the Remaking of America, told me. "There's a great deal of money and power and influence concentrated in the hands of a very few people, including these people who are extremely online and have become extremely vocal in support of Trump." (Sequoia Capital and Andreessen Horowitz did not respond to requests for comment for this article.)



If Trump wins, there is a nonzero chance that he would give some of these people major roles in his second administration--Musk is already lobbying for one, with apparent success. If Trump loses, the Harris administration will have highly visible and vehement critics to whom a lot of people listen. Silicon Valley's main characters are entering the culture war and bringing their enormous fan bases with them.



To some extent, this is just business as usual. O'Mara noted that although the tech industry used to claim to be apolitical, it has always had its fair share of lobbyists in Washington, D.C., like every other industry. More than anything else, the industry's interests have simply followed the money. In the 1980s, President Ronald Reagan supported defense spending and big contracts with the California tech companies. The result was that "Silicon Valley leaned Republican," she said. "Silicon Valley started leaning Democratic in the Clinton years, when Clinton and Gore were big proponents of the internet and the growth of the internet industries."



Now many of these venture capitalists are holding on to huge bets on cryptocurrency. They fear--or enjoy suggesting--that Harris is plotting to destroy the industry entirely, a perception she's trying to combat. Some of them have circulated an unsourced rumor that she would appoint to her Cabinet Gary Gensler, who has pursued strict regulations against the crypto industry as chair of the Securities and Exchange Commission. (Meanwhile, Trump has promised to save the crypto industry from "living in hell.") Many in the tech industry worry about Harris's plans to raise the top capital-gains tax rate. And her support for taxing centimillionaires' unrealized investment gains has been particularly unpopular. Gibson argued that it would destroy the VC industry completely: "We would see the innovation economy come to a halt." Even Harris's supporters in the tech world have pressured the campaign not to pursue the tax; "There's optimism that this can't possibly be real," Aaron Levie, the CEO of Box, told The New York Times in August.



Also at issue is the labor movement. The tech industry came up during an era of lower regulation and declining union power, O'Mara pointed out. Nonunionized workforces have been essential to many of these companies' business models, and collective action used to be more rare in their perk-filled offices. Yet during and after the pandemic, contractors and employees of major tech companies expressed dissatisfaction en masse: They wanted more diversity in the workforce, fairer treatment, and protection from the layoffs sweeping the industry. Some of them unionized. The companies faced, as O'Mara put it, "discontent among a group of people who had never been discontented." The new labor movement has clearly rankled prominent tech figures, Musk among them. He is challenging the nearly century-old legislation behind the National Labor Relations Board, with the goal of having it declared unconstitutional.



Read: Palo Alto's first tech giant was a horse farm



But business doesn't explain everything. The American public's attitude toward the tech industry has curdled since 2016, in large part because of critical reporting--about labor abuses, privacy problems, manipulative algorithms, and the bizarre and upsetting experiences one might have on social platforms at any given time. When I spoke with Gibson, he suggested that declining revenue in the digital-media business may have created some "rivalrous envy" on the part of journalists. (And it's true that the media industry can and does cite the whims of tech platforms as a source of its financial problems.) "We are being lied to," Andreessen wrote in his widely read and rueful Techno-Optimist Manifesto last year. "We are told to be angry, bitter, and resentful about technology." This, he suggested, was not just wrongheaded but harmful. Andreessen Horowitz, at one point, launched a media publication with the stated mission of publishing writing that was "unapologetically pro-tech."



Meanwhile, the federal government has pursued antitrust action and bipartisan efforts to regulate social media, while state governments have won huge settlements for workers. This has been a major shock: Silicon Valley was celebrated by previous Democratic administrations and was particularly welcome in both the Obama campaign and White House. Now some tech leaders are being treated like villains--which seems to have led some of them to embrace the label. "These are some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the country, and they are presenting themselves, in a way, like Trump is," O'Mara observed. They're positioning themselves in public based on their grievances and their feeling that they've been unjustly targeted and maybe even embarrassingly spurned.



Venture capitalists are public figures in a way they didn't used to be. Many of them were famous founders first, and they have their own brands to maintain. "It's part of the job to promote yourself," Lee Edwards, a general partner at Root Ventures, told me. "I think you get in the habit of just tweeting your thoughts."



That might have hurt business not too long ago. In 2016, when Thiel endorsed Trump, Gibson had to worry about losing seats at dinners or speaking slots at events. That's not the case now, he told me. He pointed to Mark Zuckerberg's recent efforts to distance himself from Democrats. Although he has had a terrible relationship with Trump in the past--one that reached its nadir when the former president was temporarily banned from Facebook over the inflammatory comments he made during the riot at the Capitol on January 6, 2021--he has made tentative overtures to the candidate recently. The two have reportedly spoken one-on-one a couple of times this year, and Zuckerberg complimented Trump on his "bad ass" reaction (a fist pump) after the assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania. Zuckerberg hasn't said how he'll vote, but it's a sign of change that he would talk about Trump in these terms at all. "The chill in the air has warmed up," Gibson said.



When I spoke with Kathryn Olmsted, a historian at UC Davis and the author of Right Out of California: The 1930s and the Big Business Roots of Modern Conservatism, she said she'd be interested to hear whether this turned out to be a California story or "a very rich-person" story that happened to be taking place in California. Maybe it wasn't so much about Silicon Valley or the tech industry as it was about billionaires. From another perspective, it could be a really rich-person story taking place on a social-media platform owned by one of those really rich people. And those people, despite their increasing public vociferousness, might actually be cloistered in their own world--isolated and deluded enough to believe that migrants are somehow a threat to their livelihood and that radical leftists are really going to steal the election.



"What I'm seeing from VCs around the country is different from what I'm seeing amongst the Twitter VCs," Candice Matthews Brackeen, of Lightship Capital, told me. "Some of us live ... off of there." Others I spoke with pointed to an effort called VCs for Kamala, a loose organization with hundreds of signatories on a letter supporting Harris's candidacy. That group was organized by Leslie Feinzaig, a venture capitalist and registered independent who says she has never before made a political donation.



The recent media coverage of Silicon Valley "was creating the impression that the entire industry, that all of venture capital, was going MAGA," Feinzaig told me. "In my conversations, that was just not the case." She wanted someone to step up and say that a lot of VCs were supporting Harris and that it wasn't because they were on the far left. Many of them were registered Republicans, even. They simply had different priorities from the rich, angry guys posting on X. "I'm at the beginning of my career," she said. "A lot of these guys are at the pinnacle of theirs." She couldn't say exactly what had happened to them. "There's a cynicism at that point that I just don't share."
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The Scourge of 'Win Probability' in Sports

Fans can do this in their head.

by Ross Andersen






To watch baseball or any other sport is to confront the fundamental unpredictability of the universe, its utter refusal to bend to your wishes, no matter how fervent. In recent years, some broadcasters have sought to soothe this existential uncertainty with statistics. This season, ESPN announced that a special graphic would appear on all of its Major League Baseball telecasts. In the upper-left corner of the screen, just above the score, each team's chance of winning the game is expressed as a percentage--a whole number, reassuring in its roundness, that is recalculated after every at-bat. Its predictions may help tame the wild and fearful id of your fandom, restricting your imagination of what might happen next to a narrow and respectable range.



You might think that so insistently reminding fans of their team's "Win Probability" would be against ESPN's interests. If your team is down by several runs in the eighth inning, your hopes will already be fading. But to see that sinking feeling represented on the screen, in a crisp and precise-sounding 4 percent, could make an early bedtime more enticing. The producers of reality shows such as The Amazing Race know this, which is why they use quick cuts and split screens to deceive fans into thinking that teams are closer than they really are, and that the outcome is less certain than it really is. But ESPN has a more evolved consumer in mind. We got a clue as to who this person might be in March, when Phil Orlins, a vice president of production at the company, previewed the graphic. Orlins said that Win Probability would speak "to the way people think about sports right now," especially people "who have a wager on the game."



Sports fandom has always had a quantitative component, but it has become much more pronounced in recent decades. As fans age, they tend to spend less of their time playing the games that they watch. They may have once mimicked a favorite player's distinctive swing, or donned a glove and imagined themselves making a series-clinching catch. But having now left the playground behind, they don't identify so naturally with players. They find it easier to cast themselves as coaches and general managers--numerate strategic thinkers surrounded by stacks of Excel printouts. Fantasy leagues were a gateway drug for people who liked their sports with a heavy dose of statistical analysis. Sports-gambling apps have become their heroin.



As sports gambling caught on, probability statistics started popping up everywhere in broadcasts. Apple TV+ has a whole dashboard that sometimes tells you how likely it is that each at-bat will end in a certain way. Similar graphics materialize whenever NFL coaches mull a two-point conversion. These metrics don't appear to be very popular among casual viewers, though. Judging by enraged fan posts on X, people seem to find them either irritatingly redundant or irritatingly inaccurate. But the graphics have generated a new kind of postgame meme: When teams achieve an unlikely comeback victory, people who might have previously taken to social media to share a highlight of a late-inning home run may now share a simple plot that shows the exact moment when their team's Win Probability swung from a low number to a high one. Last Saturday, Reed Garrett, a relief pitcher for the New York Mets, tipped his cap to this practice after the Mets' eighth-inning rally against the Philadelphia Phillies. "Our win-probability charts are going viral right now," he said.



Apart from this niche-use case, it's not clear whether these statistics are even helpful for the people who watch games with the FanDuel app open. When I called up Michael Titelbaum, a philosopher at the University of Wisconsin-Madison who works on probability, he told me that these statistics are easy to misinterpret. "Decades of cognitive-science experiments tell us that people are really, really bad at making sense of probability percentages," he said. Even doctors and other professionals who often deal in such numbers regularly make faulty judgments about them. Evidence shows that most gamblers have a hard time converting probability percentages into betting odds, and that they're especially bad at reasoning about several such percentages in combination, when making parlay bets.



Still, whatever its downsides, the spread of probabilities through culture and entertainment may be having some positive effect on people's statistical literacy. Kenny Easwaran, a philosopher at UC Irvine, compared it to the way the concept of temperature came to be appreciated by the public. In the mid-18th century, some scientists were skeptical that there would ever be a way to represent all the varied phenomena of hot and cold--a pan's searing surface, a steamy jungle, the chill of a glacier--with a single number. But then the thermometer became pervasive, and, with practice, people learned to correlate its readings with certain experiences. A similar transition is now under way, he told me, as probability percentages have seeped into mass culture, in weather forecasts, medical prognoses, and election coverage.



But the Win Probabilities that ESPN puts on baseball broadcasts may not be much help, because they are generated by a secret proprietary model. ESPN's formula is not a total black box. The company has suggested that it calculates the live, in-game probability from the same kinds of data streams that other such models use. These surely include the outcomes of many previous games that had identical scores, innings, and runners on base, but the company hasn't shared what all is factored in. Is team strength taken into account? What about specific home-field advantages, such as stadiums with unusual dimensions, and extra-raucous crowds? Any fan can make their own ongoing judgments of the odds, based on all the games they've seen before and what they personally know about their team. They may have watched a player tweak his back in an earlier inning, or they may remember that a certain pinch hitter has had unusual success against the other team's closer. Surely ESPN's model isn't operating at this level. But without knowing its specifics, one can't really make sense of the percentage that it generates. It's like looking at an election forecast the week after President Joe Biden's disastrous debate without knowing whether it reflects fresh polling.



Plenty of viewers would prefer to rawdog games without predictive statistics. After all, anyone who is invested in a game will already be absorbed--to the point of madness, even--in the task of trying to intuit their team's likelihood of victory. Easwaran told me that people are actually pretty good at this in the absence of numbers. He compared it to the organic way we use our reflexes. "If you throw a ball to me, I will probably catch it," he said. "But if you tell me that it's going to come at me at 15 miles per hour, at an angle of 60 degrees, from this particular direction, and ask me to calculate where I should place my hand, I am going to be really bad at that." If you're closely watching a baseball game, then you'll have registered the score, the inning, and the number of people on base, and reflected them in your general level of anxiety. At best, the Win Probability graphic provides a crude quantification of what you're already feeling. At worst, it gaslights you into second-guessing your sense of the game.



That's not to say that sports broadcasts shouldn't have Win Probability calculators at all, only that the best ones tend to be humans who can explain their reasoning. Chick Hearn, the longtime play-by-play announcer for the Los Angeles Lakers, used to do a version of this in the closing minutes of every Lakers win. He would try to guess the moment when the team put away their opponents for good. "This game's in the refrigerator," Hearn would say, when he felt the game was out of reach, and then he would continue with a refrain that every Laker fan of a certain age can recite: "The door is closed, the lights are out, the eggs are cooling, the butter's getting hard, and the Jell-O is jigglin'." Over the years, his refrigerator call proved highly accurate. But occasionally, he was wrong, because no matter how good your internal model, teams sometimes come back against long odds. That's why we watch the games.
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I'm Running Out of Ways to Explain How Bad This Is

What's happening in America today is something darker than a misinformation crisis.

by Charlie Warzel




Updated at 9:43 a.m. ET on October 11, 2024

The truth is, it's getting harder to describe the extent to which a meaningful percentage of Americans have dissociated from reality. As Hurricane Milton churned across the Gulf of Mexico last night, I saw an onslaught of outright conspiracy theorizing and utter nonsense racking up millions of views across the internet. The posts would be laughable if they weren't taken by many people as gospel. Among them: Infowars' Alex Jones, who claimed that Hurricanes Milton and Helene were "weather weapons" unleashed on the East Coast by the U.S. government, and "truth seeker" accounts on X that posted photos of condensation trails in the sky to baselessly allege that the government was "spraying Florida ahead of Hurricane Milton" in order to ensure maximum rainfall, "just like they did over Asheville!"



As Milton made landfall, causing a series of tornados, a verified account on X reposted a TikTok video of a massive funnel cloud with the caption "WHAT IS HAPPENING TO FLORIDA?!" The clip, which was eventually removed but had been viewed 662,000 times as of yesterday evening, turned out to be from a video of a CGI tornado that was originally published months ago. Scrolling through these platforms, watching them fill with false information, harebrained theories, and doctored images--all while panicked residents boarded up their houses, struggled to evacuate, and prayed that their worldly possessions wouldn't be obliterated overnight--offered a portrait of American discourse almost too bleak to reckon with head-on.



Even in a decade marred by online grifters, shameless politicians, and an alternative right-wing-media complex pushing anti-science fringe theories, the events of the past few weeks stand out for their depravity and nihilism. As two catastrophic storms upended American cities, a patchwork network of influencers and fake-news peddlers have done their best to sow distrust, stoke resentment, and interfere with relief efforts. But this is more than just a misinformation crisis. To watch as real information is overwhelmed by crank theories and public servants battle death threats is to confront two alarming facts: first, that a durable ecosystem exists to ensconce citizens in an alternate reality, and second, that the people consuming and amplifying those lies are not helpless dupes but willing participants.

Read: November will be worse

Some of the lies and obfuscation are politically motivated, such as the claim that FEMA is offering only $750 in total to hurricane victims who have lost their home. (In reality, FEMA offers $750 as immediate "Serious Needs Assistance" to help people get basic supplies such as food and water.) Donald Trump, J. D. Vance, and Fox News have all repeated that lie. Trump also posted (and later deleted) on Truth Social that FEMA money was given to undocumented migrants, which is untrue. Elon Musk, who owns X, claimed--without evidence--that FEMA was "actively blocking shipments and seizing goods and services locally and locking them away to state they are their own. It's very real and scary how much they have taken control to stop people helping." That post has been viewed more than 40 million times. Other influencers, such as the Trump sycophant Laura Loomer, have urged their followers to disrupt the disaster agency's efforts to help hurricane victims. "Do not comply with FEMA," she posted on X. "This is a matter of survival."



The result of this fearmongering is what you might expect. Angry, embittered citizens have been harassing government officials in North Carolina, as well as FEMA employees. According to an analysis by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, an extremism-research group, "Falsehoods around hurricane response have spawned credible threats and incitement to violence directed at the federal government," including "calls to send militias to face down FEMA." The study also found that 30 percent of the X posts analyzed by ISD "contained overt antisemitic hate, including abuse directed at public officials such as the Mayor of Asheville, North Carolina; the FEMA Director of Public Affairs; and the Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security." The posts received a collective 17.1 million views as of October 7.



Online, first responders are pleading with residents, asking for their help to combat the flood of lies and conspiracy theories. FEMA Administrator Deanne Criswell said that the volume of misinformation could hamper relief efforts. "If it creates so much fear that my staff doesn't want to go out in the field, then we're not going to be in a position where we can help people," she said in a news conference on Tuesday. In Pensacola, North Carolina, Assistant Fire Chief Bradley Boone vented his frustrations on Facebook: "I'm trying to rescue my community," he said in a livestream. "I ain't got time. I ain't got time to chase down every Facebook rumor ... We've been through enough."



It is difficult to capture the nihilism of the current moment. The pandemic saw Americans, distrustful of authority, trying to discredit effective vaccines, spreading conspiracy theories, and attacking public-health officials. But what feels novel in the aftermath of this month's hurricanes is how the people doing the lying aren't even trying to hide the provenance of their bullshit. Similarly, those sharing the lies are happy to admit that they do not care whether what they're pushing is real or not. Such was the case last week, when Republican politicians shared an AI-generated viral image of a little girl holding a puppy while supposedly fleeing Helene. Though the image was clearly fake and quickly debunked, some politicians remained defiant. "Y'all, I don't know where this photo came from and honestly, it doesn't matter," Amy Kremer, who represents Georgia on the Republican National Committee, wrote after sharing the fake image. "I'm leaving it because it is emblematic of the trauma and pain people are living through right now."



Kremer wasn't alone. The journalist Parker Molloy compiled screenshots of people "acknowledging that this image is AI but still insisting that it's real on some deeper level"--proof, Molloy noted, that we're "living in the post-reality." The technology writer Jason Koebler argued that we've entered the "'Fuck It' Era" of AI slop and political messaging, with AI-generated images being used to convey whatever partisan message suits the moment, regardless of truth.



This has all been building for more than a decade. On The Colbert Report, back in 2005, Stephen Colbert coined the word truthiness, which he defined as "the belief in what you feel to be true rather than what the facts will support." This reality-fracturing is the result of an information ecosystem that is dominated by platforms that offer financial and attentional incentives to lie and enrage, and to turn every tragedy and large event into a shameless content-creation opportunity. This collides with a swath of people who would rather live in an alternate reality built on distrust and grievance than change their fundamental beliefs about the world. But the misinformation crisis is not always what we think it is.

Read: Florida's risky bet

So much of the conversation around misinformation suggests that its primary job is to persuade. But as Michael Caulfield, an information researcher at the University of Washington, has argued, "The primary use of 'misinformation' is not to change the beliefs of other people at all. Instead, the vast majority of misinformation is offered as a service for people to maintain their beliefs in face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary." This distinction is important, in part because it assigns agency to those who consume and share obviously fake information. What is clear from comments such as Kremer's is that she is not a dupe; although she may come off as deeply incurious and shameless, she is publicly admitting to being an active participant in the far right's world-building project, where feel is always greater than real.



What we're witnessing online during and in the aftermath of these hurricanes is a group of people desperate to protect the dark, fictitious world they've built. Rather than deal with the realities of a warming planet hurling once-in-a-generation storms at them every few weeks, they'd rather malign and threaten meteorologists, who, in their minds, are "nothing but a trained subversive liar programmed to spew stupid shit to support the global warming bullshit," as one X user put it. It is a strategy designed to silence voices of reason, because those voices threaten to expose the cracks in their current worldview. But their efforts are doomed, futile. As one dispirited meteorologist wrote on X this week, "Murdering meteorologists won't stop hurricanes." She followed with: "I can't believe I just had to type that."



What is clear is that a new framework is needed to describe this fracturing. Misinformation is too technical, too freighted, and, after almost a decade of Trump, too political. Nor does it explain what is really happening, which is nothing less than a cultural assault on any person or institution that operates in reality. If you are a weatherperson, you're a target. The same goes for journalists, election workers, scientists, doctors, and first responders. These jobs are different, but the thing they share is that they all must attend to and describe the world as it is. This makes them dangerous to people who cannot abide by the agonizing constraints of reality, as well as those who have financial and political interests in keeping up the charade.


 In one sense, these attacks--and their increased desperation--make sense. The world feels dark; for many people, it's tempting to meet that with a retreat into the delusion that they've got everything figured out, that the powers that be have conspired against them directly. But in turning away, they exacerbate a crisis that has characterized the Trump era, one that will reverberate to Election Day and beyond. Americans are divided not just by political beliefs but by whether they believe in a shared reality--or desire one at all.



This article previously stated that Bradley Boone is the assistant fire chief in Pensacola, Florida. In fact, he is based in Pensacola, North Carolina.
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What Went Wrong at Blizzard Entertainment

A multibillion-dollar success story quickly turned into a curse.

by Jason Schreier




Updated at 6:23 p.m. ET on October 16, 2024

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 sexual-misconduct claims were ultimately withdrawn, and the remaining claims were 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."



This article has been updated with additional context about the lawsuit against Blizzard.
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Donald Trump's Fascist Romp

After the former president described American citizens as "the enemy within," Glenn Youngkin reveals his own complicity.

by Tom Nichols




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


Over the past week, Donald Trump has been on a fascist romp. At rallies in Colorado and California, he amped up his usual rants, and added a rancid grace note by suggesting that a woman heckler should "get the hell knocked out of her" by her mother after she gets back home. But on Sunday morning, he outdid himself in an interview on Fox News, by saying that "the enemy within"--Americans he described as "radical left lunatics," including Representative Adam Schiff of California, whom he mentioned by name--are more dangerous than Russia or China, and could be "very easily handled" by the National Guard or the U.S. military.

This wasn't the first time Trump suggested using America's armed forces against its own people: As president, he thought of the military as his personal guard and regularly fantasized about commanding "his generals" to crush dissent, which is one reason former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley reportedly told Bob Woodward that he sees Trump as "fascist to his core."

The term fascism has been so overused as a denunciation that many people have understandably tuned it out. But every American should be shocked to hear a presidential nominee say that other Americans (including a sitting member of Congress) are more dangerous than two nations pointing hundreds of nuclear warheads at America's cities. During the Cold War, conservative members of the GOP would likely have labeled anyone saying such things as a "comsymp," a fellow traveler, or even a traitor. Indeed, one might expect that other Republicans would be horrified to hear such hatred directed at their fellow citizens and such comfort given to the nation's enemies.

Pretty to think so. But today's Republican leaders are cowards, and some are even worse: They are complicit, as Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin proved today in an interview with CNN's Jake Tapper. At least cowards run away. The GOP elected officials who cross the street against the light just to get away from the reporters are at least showing a tiny, molecular awareness of shame. Youngkin, however, smiled and dissembled and excused Trump's hideousness with a kind of folksy shamelessness that made cowardice seem noble by comparison.

Tapper read Trump's remarks verbatim, and then asked: "Is that something that you support?" Youngkin replied that Tapper misunderstood Trump, who he said was referring to undocumented immigrants. No, Tapper responded, Trump clearly meant American citizens. Tapper added that Trump had singled out Schiff. Youngkin aw-shucksed his way through stories about Venezuelan criminals and Virginians dying from fentanyl. "Obviously there is a border crisis," Tapper said. "Obviously there are too many criminals who should not be in this country, and they should be jailed and deported completely, but that's not what I'm talking about." And then, to his credit, Tapper wouldn't let go: What about Trump's threat to use the military against Americans?

Well, Youngkin shrugged, he "can't speak" for Trump, but he was certain that Tapper was "misrepresenting [Trump's] thoughts."

Some of the people who watched Youngkin's appalling dishonesty immediately thought of one of the most famous passages from George Orwell's 1984: "The Party told him to reject the evidence of his eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential command."

But this interpretation gives Youngkin too much credit. Orwell's dictators were able to terrify people with torture and deprivation into accepting the government's lies. Youngkin, however, is not a terrified subject of an authoritarian regime: He's just an opportunist. Like J. D. Vance, he knows exactly what he's doing. Youngkin is demanding that everyone else play along and pretend that Trump is just a misunderstood immigration hawk, and then move on--all so that Youngkin can later say that he was a loyal Republican when he contends for the leadership of the GOP after Trump is either defeated, retired, or long gone.

In this, Youngkin joins a long list of utterly dishonorable people, including Nikki Haley, who ran against Trump with energy and honesty and then bowed and scraped after she was defeated. As The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, has noted, 10 Republican senators could have changed the course of history by supporting Trump's impeachment. Ohio Senator Rob Portman, a supposed GOP moderate, is a particularly galling example. Portman twice voted against convicting Trump. He announced his retirement just weeks after the January 6 insurrection, and he had no electoral chances to protect (not that protecting one's electoral chances is an honorable excuse). Still, he let Trump slide, perhaps out of fear of reproach from his neighbors back in Ohio.

It's not exactly a revelation that the Republican Party's elected ranks have become a haven for cranks and opportunists, and sometimes, it's hard to tell the difference: When Georgia Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, for example, talks about how "they" can control the weather, it's hard to tell if she is just a kook, if she herself is an anti-Semite, or if she is employing yet another anti-Semitic trope because she knows that some of the MAGA base feasts on such garbage.

For someone like Greene, the difference doesn't matter. She is ignorant. And she traffics in ignorance. Her constituents have rewarded her with a safe seat in Congress. But in the Trump era, the conceit all along has been that more responsible Republicans such as Youngkin are lurking in the background, keeping their heads down while quietly and competently doing the people's business.

Americans should therefore watch Youngkin's exchange with Tapper for themselves. They should see that supposedly competent Republicans have already abandoned the party. To believe otherwise--especially after watching someone like Youngkin--is to truly obey the commandment to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears.
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Shifting Campaign Strategies

How Harris and Trump are appealing to voters in states that could determine the election

by The Editors




Although Election Day is more than three weeks away, early voting is already under way in many states. Kamala Harris and Donald Trump are ramping up their efforts to win over undecided and unlikely voters, especially in key swing states. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discuss the candidates' latest campaign efforts--and how voters are reacting.

This week, Democratic heavy hitters--including former Presidents Barack Obama and Bill Clinton--took to the campaign trail for Harris. But some members of the party have raised concerns that Harris's popularity may have plateaued in what stands to be the final stretch of the race.

Meanwhile, Trump's campaign is taking what some have called an unconventional approach, as he holds rallies in what are considered solidly blue states. For Trump, who has traveled to such states as Colorado and New York, campaigning in these areas has become a way to highlight failed Democratic policies.

Joining the guest moderator and political correspondent at PBS NewsHour Lisa Desjardins to discuss the candidates' shifting campaign strategies and more: Jeff Mason, a White House correspondent at Reuters; Jessica Taylor, a Senate and governors editor at The Cook Political Report; Saleha Mohsin, a senior Washington correspondent for Bloomberg; and Ashley Parker, a senior national political correspondent at The Washington Post.

Watch the full episode here.
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<em>GLP-1</em> Is Going the Way of <em>Gut Health</em>

Supplements that are labeled as "GLP-1 boosters" are everywhere. They're nothing like Ozempic.

by Yasmin Tayag




If you had come across the abbreviation GLP-1 a few years ago, chances are you'd have had no idea what it stood for. Intro to Greek lyric poetry? Low-level Great Lakes precipitation? A member of the 1990s rap group Get Low Playaz?



These days, the initialism is much more recognizable. The new blockbuster obesity drugs, made famous by Ozempic, are collectively known as GLP-1 agonists, for the hormone they mimic in the body: glucagon-like peptide 1. It's impossible to hear about the voraciously in-demand drugs without encountering the term. GLP-1 is mentioned 10 seconds into a Good Morning America segment on Ozempic, and frequently turns up in publications as varied as Good Housekeeping and Rolling Stone.



Now, of course, the wellness industry is trying to get in on the GLP-1 craze. Supplements that are labeled with the term are everywhere. A brand called Supergut, available at chains such as Target and GNC, markets a "GLP-1 Booster" powder. Lemme, a company owned by Kourtney Kardashian, sells a "GLP-1 Daily" pill. These GLP-1 supplements are marketed as an alternative to obesity drugs--even though they have little in common with the drugs. To the wellness industry, GLP-1's actual significance doesn't seem to matter nearly as much as its association with thinness. Stripped of all meaning, GLP-1 can be used to sell just about anything.



The obesity-drug boom makes GLP-1 seem almost miraculous. Semaglutide (sold under the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro and Zepbound) are synthetic versions of GLP-1. They can quiet hunger and food cravings, leading to weight loss. Supplements suggest that they can do the same. Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic gives users "the power to boost this powerful hormone." Calocurb's GLP-1 Activator offers "natural appetite management support." GLP-1 Boost Tea, from Happyself, is "inspired by the benefits of Ozempic & Semaglutide."



Ozempic isn't the only way to boost GLP-1--the hormone kicks in after every meal. "Eating food will elevate GLP-1," Richard Bloomer, a supplement expert at the University of Memphis, told me. When food reaches the small intestine, it triggers the release of GLP-1, leading to a feeling of fullness, and stimulates the release of insulin, which lowers blood sugar. GLP-1 supplements claim--correctly!--that a particular blend of nutrients can coax more GLP-1 out of the body. Metabolism Ignite, from a company called Veracity, includes green-coffee-bean extract, which was associated with a small uptick in GLP-1 in one study.



Here's the catch: GLP-1 supplements are like Ozempic in the way that peewee football is like the NFL. The drugs reach "manyfold higher levels of GLP-1" than any food, Dariush Mozaffarian, a professor at Tufts Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy, told me. Consider Lemme's pills, which contain three plant-derived substances, including a lemon extract. In a 30-person, industry-funded study, lemon extract raised GLP-1 levels by 17 percent after participants took the extract for 12 weeks. In comparison, obesity drugs increase GLP-1 by more than 1,000 percent. The synthetic GLP-1 in obesity drugs lingers in the body for weeks after being injected; meanwhile, GLP-1 produced by the body is degraded within minutes, so hunger quickly returns.



GLP-1 products, for the most part, are just repackaging common supplement ingredients. Some are bacteria-based: Pendulum, whose chief communications officer is the actor Halle Berry, sells a product called GLP-1 Probiotic, not to be confused with pills from a different company, Codeage, called GLP-1 Probiotic+. Other brands that claim to boost GLP-1 are functionally just selling fiber: Supergut's product, a powder that can be added to drinks or food, contains six grams of probiotic fiber, about the same as a pear.



At best, a GLP-1 supplement might expand on the effects of foods generally considered "good for you," including unsaturated fats from avocados, nuts, flaxseed, and olive oil; some proteins, such as those from egg whites; and prebiotic fiber from certain legumes, whole grains, and fruits. These have all been shown to raise GLP-1, Mozaffarian told me.



But when one takes these supplements, increasing GLP-1 isn't really the point. What people actually care about is the secondary effect of having high GLP-1--that is, weight loss. But again, that's hardly guaranteed. Boosting GLP-1 through a supplement "doesn't really mean a whole lot, because the half-life is so short--but even if it is elevated, we don't really know if it's going to cause any of those beneficial effects," such as weight loss, Bloomer said. Certainly, consuming fiber helps you feel fuller for longer. But you don't have to be a nutritionist to know that it won't slim your waistline like the obesity drugs do.



In that sense, GLP-1 boosters aren't so different from any old weight-loss supplement already on the market: They don't reliably hold up to all the breathless marketing. GLP-1 is just the latest addition to the list of health terms that have been absorbed and watered down by the wellness space. Sometimes they're jammed together on the label of a single product, as if doing so compounds their healthiness. The marketing copy for Pendulum's GLP-1 Probiotic manages to fit in references to "metabolic health," the "gut microbiome," "postbiotics," and "gut health," together with the usual jargon related to GLP-1.



If you spend too much time looking at these products, all of these terms start to blur together. Probiotics, electrolytes, protein, adaptogens--does anyone really understand what these words mean, and more important, do they care? Maybe not. But the fact that something sounds healthy makes it good enough to sell products. People may not know what GLP-1 is or does, but it certainly seems like it has something to do with losing weight.



The wellness industry commonly uses sly marketing to sell products of dubious effectiveness, but there's something especially unnerving about its attempt to move into the obesity-drug space. Demand for Ozempic and its kin is tremendous, but many people can't access these drugs because of cost and supply issues. For people desperate to get on the drugs, GLP-1 supplements may seem like an easy substitute. They might even be convinced that these supplements are the better option: Supergut, according to its marketing, is "non-pharmaceutical, affordable, convenient, and comes with none of the unpleasant side effects" of the obesity drugs, "offering a sustainable approach to achieve lasting results." Other brands use phrases such as "hunger quieting" and "curbs cravings," borrowed directly from the Ozempic playbook. Like the obesity drugs themselves, GLP-1 supplements are meant to be taken continuously; most companies offer monthly subscriptions to their products (a six-month supply of Lemme's pills, for example, costs $378).



At one point, it seemed as though the new obesity drugs would doom weight-loss supplements for good. The drugs spurred greater and faster weight loss, in a wider range of people, than any other product in history. In response, the supplement industry has rebranded its offerings to mirror the competition, down to the language it uses. GLP-1 supplements don't even come close to the real thing. But they sure look like it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/glp-1-supplements-ozempic-buzzword/680268/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Wellness Industry Is Manifesting a Quantum World

Physics has become strangely entangled with alternative health practices.

by Shayla Love




As a being whose body contains billions of billions of atoms, I am subject to certain rules. To walk through my front door, I first have to open it. If I throw my jacket onto a chair, it will move in the direction and at the speed with which I tossed it, and stay on the chair until I pick it up again. I can't affect the movement of a tennis ball in China by bouncing one in New York.

In the quantum world, where physicists study the behaviors of individual atoms and their even smaller parts, these laws do not apply. Particles of matter sometimes act like waves, or move through solid objects. The qualities of one atom can be linked to another's, even if the two are a great distance apart.

Starting around the turn of the 20th century, physicists began to understand that the behaviors of the tiniest bits of our world couldn't be explained by the laws of classical physics--the type that governs macroscopic solids, gases, liquids, and the forces that act on them. But as the field has developed, it has taken on another surprising role: as a touchstone in alternative health and wellness spaces, used to justify manifestation, energy healing, and other fringe claims and products. The phenomenon is called "quantum woo," "quantum mysticism," or "quantum flapdoodle." It's both an incorrect appropriation of scientific ideas and a strangely elegant way to explain the psychological forces that push people toward alternative medicine. Many wellness trends reflect a desire for another, contrarian account of the inner workings of the human body and mind--just what quantum mechanics provides for the inner workings of the physical world. Alongside a pervasive interest in alternative-medicine practices and New Age beliefs, more people could be in danger of getting pulled into the flapdoodle.

The physicist Matthew R. Francis once wrote that "possibly no subject in science has inspired more nonsense than quantum mechanics." In some cases, quantum terminology is arbitrarily added to health practices to legitimize them, or to indicate that they are mysterious and powerful, says Christopher Ferrie, a physicist at the University of Technology Sydney and the author of Quantum Bullsh*t: How to Ruin Your Life With Advice From Quantum Physics. "Like calling your dishwasher detergent Quantum, it just makes it sound cooler," Ferrie told me. It's easy to find a "quantum healer" practicing within a couple of miles of my home. YouTube and Instagram accounts offer advice on learning to quantum leap; you can read books about falling in quantum love. You can even buy a $99 quantum water bottle "charged" with special healing frequencies or a quantum crystal kit that will help you "clear any negative vibrations you have picked up."

In a 2020 episode of the Netflix show The Goop Lab With Gwyneth Paltrow, an energy practitioner named John Amaral told Paltrow that a pillar of quantum mechanics, the double-slit experiment, shows that "consciousness actually shifts or alters, in some way, shape, or form, physical reality." What the experiment actually demonstrates is that when photons are shot through two open slits, they can act either as waves or as particles, depending on whether they're measured. The finding is perplexing--how can matter behave as a wave, and why would recording photons change their behavior? Physicists are still actively working on how and if quantum behaviors might seep into the larger world, but they agree that the human body is a solid thing, and that people don't act as photons do.

Amaral's comments are typical of quantum woo in that they apply the uncertain state of subatomic particles to people, and expect humans to act as photons do. "By influencing the frequency of energy in and around your body, you can change your physical reality," Amaral said on Goop Lab. In The Secret, the best-selling manifesto of manifestation, Rhonda Byrne referenced quantum physics to claim that thoughts and emotions are entangled with outcomes in the exterior world. There are parallels in her description to the quantum theory of entanglement--the idea that pairs of particles can have correlated behaviors even at a distance. In physics, energies and frequencies refer to measurable properties of subatomic particles and waves. In New Age or wellness vernacular, these terms are squishier, usually alluding to ambiguous thought patterns, life forces, or chakras--so immeasurable as to be incontrovertible.

Quantum physics' close relationship with mystical ideas has, on occasion, pushed the science forward. In 1975, two students affiliated with the theoretical-physics division of the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory formed the "Fundamental Fysiks Group," which frequently connected quantum mechanics to Eastern mysticism, psychedelic-drug experiences, and telepathy. Their explorations into parapsychology, including getting CIA funding to test "remote viewing"--basically whether one person could receive telepathic messages from another--were a bust. But David Kaiser, a quantum physicist at MIT and the author of How the Hippies Saved Physics, told me that the group's radical questions about the quantum world and its limits "helped nudge the broader community, which then began to take some of these questions more seriously than they had been taken before." For example, the group's thought experiment on entanglement led to the "no-cloning theorem," which states that certain quantum states cannot be copied. This is now important for, among other things, quantum cryptography, which takes advantage of the fact that encrypted messages cannot be copied without also being corrupted.

Crucially, the Fundamental Fysiks Group put its notions to the scientific test, combining Eastern religious or parapsychic ideas with real physics know-how. The quantum wellness and health industry, by contrast, demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of what quantum physics is all about. "Quantum mechanics does have many strange and counterintuitive features," Kaiser said. But quantum states are very delicate, and much different from the ones humans live in. To perform quantum experiments, physicists typically have to put atoms in vacuums or subject them to temperatures near absolute zero. "By the time you get to something that's a few thousand atoms big, you're losing the pure quantum essence," Philip Moriarty, a physicist at the University of Nottingham, in England, told me. "When you get to something as big as a human, there's no quantum essence left."

Quantum mechanics arose because classical physics failed to completely describe the microscopic universe around us--because scientists had uncovered experimental situations that defied the physics they knew. It suggested that, underneath the world of cause, effect, and consistency, a secret alternative playbook was hiding in plain sight. Applying that hint of fantasy to the world at human scale has proved too tempting for the wellness marketplace--and many consumers--to resist. Deepak Chopra, a popular alternative-medicine figure and the author of Quantum Healing, declares on his website, "You are a mystery that needs quantum answers." Many people's emotions and bodies really do feel like puzzles that we haven't been given all the pieces to solve, so it's appealing to think that the missing bits exist somewhere in the quantum realm.

The wellness industry often reflects larger anxieties around health, food, and environmental safety, Adam Aronovich, a medical anthropologist at Universitat Rovira i Virgili, in Spain, told me. It also has a history of using scientific-sounding--but scientifically inscrutable--language to lend itself a patina of legitimacy. Quantum wellness is no exception. Quantum water filters, for example, are enticing "not only because of the quantum mysticism behind it, but because people have real anxieties about microplastics," Aronovich said. "You don't have to worry about microplastics in your water if you have enough money to buy this quantum filter that has the approval stamp of Deepak Chopra. It is going to filter away all the bad things in a mystical, magical, unknowable way."

From the April 2020 issue: Reiki can't possibly work. So why does it?

The quantum world may be all around us, but humans--and our anxieties--inhabit a classical world. Most people are concerned primarily with how to keep our bodies healthy and tend to our emotional states amid social and environmental conditions that make doing so difficult. These problems operate on the macro scale. We can't rely on single atoms to solve them for us.
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Public Health Has a Blueberry-Banana Problem

Donald Trump says vapes can help Americans quit smoking. He's right.

by Nicholas Florko




These days, you can easily find vapes in flavors that include "Lush Ice," "Blueberry Banana," "Mango Lychee," "Hot Fudge," and "Fcuking Fab" (whatever that is). No matter which one you choose, it's almost certainly illegal. The tiny battery-powered devices that produce a mist of nicotine when you inhale, first popularized by Juul, are not outright banned--at least not for adults--but only a few flavored vapes have gotten the FDA authorization required before they hit the market. That hasn't stopped hundreds of shadowy companies, many based abroad, from effectively hawking contraband. Vapes are sold to Americans online for as little as $5, and are well-stocked in convenience stores, smoke shops, and even vending machines.



With such little oversight, it's no wonder that about 1.6 million American kids are regularly vaping, leading to panic that they are getting duped into a lifetime of nicotine addiction. The FDA has levied fines, filed lawsuits, and even seized products to keep vapes off of shelves, and the agency has pledged a major escalation in its efforts. Politicians across the political spectrum, including Senators Mitt Romney and Chuck Schumer, have advocated for a vaping crackdown. But not Donald Trump.



In 2020, Trump abruptly abandoned a plan to ban flavored vapes, much to the chagrin of public-health officials. Late last month, Trump posted on Truth Social that, if elected, he would "save Vaping again!" The former president may be a deeply flawed messenger, and the vaping industry hardly deserves any sympathy. Many of these companies flagrantly violate the law and overtly market to kids. Even so, Trump has a point. Vapes--as a replacement for cigarettes, anyway--are actually worth saving.



Trump said in that Truth Social post that vapes have "greatly helped people get off smoking." It's easy to dismiss that as spin. After all, he had received a personal visit from the head of the vaping industry's lobbying group that same day. However, vapes are indeed a revelation for the 28 million adults in the United States who smoke cigarettes. They work as well, or even better, than all of the conventional products designed to help wean people off of cigarettes.



Gum, lozenges, and patches simply deliver nicotine, the addictive chemical that keeps smokers smoking, in a safer way. These so-called nicotine-replacement therapies don't contain any of the harmful ingredients in tobacco products such as cigarettes. Whenever you might feel an itch to smoke, you can instead use one of these replacements to satiate your craving.



But nicotine-replacement therapies don't work well. Less than 20 percent of people who try to quit smoking using these therapies in clinical trials are actually successful; one study found they aren't any better than attempting to quit cold turkey. That's because, for smokers, nicotine gums and lozenges never deliver anything close to the euphoric feelings of puffing on a cigarette. Your average cigarette is just tobacco leaves wrapped in paper with a filter on the end, but it is exquisitely efficient at delivering nicotine to the body. When burned, tobacco creates nicotine particles that hit receptors in the brain within 10 to 20 seconds. Nicotine-replacement therapies deliver nicotine much more slowly--from minutes to several hours--because the drug is absorbed by the mouth or through the skin.



But you know what can get close to the experience of smoking? Vapes. They generate an aerosol that can reach deep into the lungs, allowing nicotine to hit the bloodstream at a speed that is "almost identical" to cigarettes, Maciej Goniewicz, an expert on nicotine pharmacology at the Roswell Park Comprehensive Cancer Center, told me. Part of what makes vapes so effective is that they look and work like cigarettes. "People who are addicted to smoking are not just physiologically addicted to the nicotine; they're also behaviorally addicted to the process of smoking," Ken Warner, an emeritus professor of public health at the University of Michigan, told me.



Vapes even hold their own against the one conventional treatment that's more effective than the traditional gums and patches: a prescription drug called Chantix. Instead of replacing the nicotine in cigarettes, it blocks the pleasurable effects of nicotine on the brain. According to a recent clinical trial, roughly 40 percent of some 400 people given a vape or Chantix successfully quit smoking after six months. Vaping may be an easier transition for smokers: Chantix isn't widely used, in large part because of its side effects, which include nausea and vivid dreams. It certainly doesn't hurt that huffing on a "Fcuking Fab"-flavored gadget can also just be fun. That vapes come in so many flavors is often the reason people start vaping in the first place. It's not that different from alcohol: Many drinkers would prefer a vodka cranberry over a shot of Tito's.



Just like how it's not just heavy drinkers who enjoy a vodka cranberry, the same is true of flavored vapes. The attractiveness of flavors is also why kids gravitate toward them, as do adults who have never smoked. Because kids overwhelmingly use flavors, banning them seems like an easy way to reduce vape use. But if public health is about managing trade-offs, the benefits of vapes seem to outweigh the negatives. Although no kids should be vaping, abusing these products is not deadly like cigarettes are. Amid rising public awareness about the dangers of youth vaping, even FDA's top tobacco official has acknowledged publicly that youth vaping is no longer the epidemic it was a few years ago.



But there are other caveats to consider when it comes to the anti-smoking potential of vapes. They are regulated as consumer products and not medicines, so they have not gone through the same rigorous approval process that every other anti-smoking drug has gone through. We still don't know a lot about how effective vapes might be to help people quit smoking, or how often smokers need to use them to successfully quit. Because vapes are still relatively new, no one can say definitively that they do not carry some long-term risks we do not know yet. The current Wild West of vapes also adds to the potential pitfalls. Vapes also contain known carcinogens, likely because of the chemicals in e-liquids being heated to high temperatures. Some likely carry higher risks than others because of how little standardization there is in the chemicals used.



All of these risks have made public-health groups understandably reluctant to embrace their use. The FDA acknowledges that vapes are safer than cigarettes, though they do not endorse them as an anti-smoking treatment. Should the agency get its way, the majority of flavored vapes will eventually be off of store shelves. The head of the FDA's tobacco center has said that "nothing is off the table."



No matter who wins in November, some of the FDA's decisions are likely out of the next president's control: The agency's decisions on which vapes to green-light doesn't rest with the commander in chief or the FDA commissioner; rather, they are governed by FDA scientists who are following a legal standard. Still, having a president who embraces vaping could go a long way. Surveys show that a sizable proportion of smokers mistakenly think vapes are more dangerous than cigarettes. That likely keeps many smokers from trying them.



Kamala Harris has not weighed in on vaping since becoming the Democratic nominee. (Her campaign declined to comment on her position. And any single-issue vaping voters out there might do well to reconsider their priorities before voting for Trump.) His stance isn't exactly academically rigorous, nor is it adequately nuanced. But if Trump acknowledges the benefits of vaping while also condemning the lawlessness of much of the current vaping industry, he could help legitimize a product that has been shunned by most of the medical establishment. For now, few reputable companies are willing to invest in making their own vapes, and few doctors are going to recommend them to patients.



This all might sound like public-health sacrilege. But given that the overwhelming majority of smokers who try to quit each year fail, "anything that we can add to the tool kit as a way that could help people transition away from smoking is something that is worth exploring," Jamie Hartmann-Boyce, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who has studied anti-smoking drugs, told me. You might cringe at the thought of anyone putting something called "Fcuking Fab" into their lungs, but consider that cigarettes still kill nearly 500,000 Americans each year. Vapes are deeply flawed. Unfortunately, so are the alternatives.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/vaping-quit-smoking-trump/680215/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 in 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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Remember That DNA You Gave 23andMe?

The company is in trouble, and anyone who has spit into one of its test tubes should be concerned.

by Kristen V. Brown




23andMe is not doing well. Its stock is on the verge of being delisted. It shut down its in-house drug-development unit last month, only the latest in several rounds of layoffs. Last week, the entire board of directors quit, save for Anne Wojcicki, a co-founder and the company's CEO. Amid this downward spiral, Wojcicki has said she'll consider selling 23andMe--which means the DNA of 23andMe's 15 million customers would be up for sale, too.

23andMe's trove of genetic data might be its most valuable asset. For about two decades now, since human-genome analysis became quick and common, the A's, C's, G's, and T's of DNA have allowed long-lost relatives to connect, revealed family secrets, and helped police catch serial killers. Some people's genomes contain clues to what's making them sick, or even, occasionally, how their disease should be treated. For most of us, though, consumer tests don't have much to offer beyond a snapshot of our ancestors' roots and confirmation of the traits we already know about. (Yes, 23andMe, my eyes are blue.) 23andMe is floundering in part because it hasn't managed to prove the value of collecting all that sensitive, personal information. And potential buyers may have very different ideas about how to use the company's DNA data to raise the company's bottom line. This should concern anyone who has used the service.

DNA might contain health information, but unlike a doctor's office, 23andMe is not bound by the health-privacy law HIPAA. And the company's privacy policies make clear that in the event of a merger or an acquisition, customer information is a salable asset. 23andMe promises to ask its customers' permission before using their data for research or targeted advertising, but that doesn't mean the next boss will do the same. It says so right there in the fine print: The company reserves the right to update its policies at any time. A spokesperson acknowledged to me this week that the company can't fully guarantee the sanctity of customer data, but said in a statement that "any scenario which impacts our customers' data would need to be carefully considered. We take the privacy and trust of our customers very seriously, and would strive to maintain commitments outlined in our Privacy Statement."

Certain parties might take an obvious interest in the secrets of Americans' genomes. Insurers, for example, would probably like to know about any genetic predispositions that might make you more expensive to them. In the United States, a 2008 law called the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act protects against discrimination by employers and health insurers on the basis of genetic data, but gaps in it exempt providers of life, disability, and long-term-care insurance from such restrictions. That means that if you have, say, a genetic marker that can be correlated with a heart condition, a life insurer could find that out and legally deny you a policy--even if you never actually develop that condition. Law-enforcement agencies rely on DNA data to solve many difficult cases, and although 23andMe says it requires a warrant to share data, some other companies have granted broad access to police. You don't have to commit a crime to be affected: Because we share large chunks of our genome with relatives, your DNA could be used to implicate a close family member or even a third cousin whom you've never met. Information about your ethnicity can also be sensitive, and that's encoded in your genome, too. That's all part of why, in 2020, the U.S. military advised its personnel against using consumer tests.

Read: Big Pharma would like your DNA

Spelling out all the potential consequences of an unknown party accessing your DNA is impossible, because scientists' understanding of the genome is still evolving. Imagine drugmakers trolling your genome to find out what ailments you're at risk for and then targeting you with ads for drugs to treat them. "There's a lot of ways that this data might be misused or used in a way that the consumers couldn't anticipate when they first bought 23andMe," Suzanne Bernstein, counsel at the Electronic Privacy Information Center, told me. And unlike a password that can be changed after it leaks, once your DNA is out in the wild, it's out there for good.

Some states, such as California, give consumers additional genetic-privacy rights and might allow DNA data to be deleted ahead of a sale. The 23andMe spokesperson told me that "customers have the ability to download their data and delete their personal accounts." Companies are also required to notify customers of any changes to terms of service and give them a chance to opt out, though typically such changes take effect automatically after a certain amount of time, whether or not you've read through the fine print.

Consumers have assumed this risk without getting much in return. When the first draft of the human genome was unveiled, it was billed as a panacea, hiding within its code secrets that would help each and every one of us unlock a personalized health plan. But most diseases, it turns out, can't be pinned on a single gene. And most people have a boring genome, free of red-flag mutations, which means DNA data just aren't that useful to them--at least not in this form. And if a DNA test reveals elevated risk for a more common health condition, such as diabetes and heart disease, you probably already know the interventions: eating well, exercising often, getting a solid eight hours of sleep. (To an insurer, though, even a modicum of risk might make someone an unattractive candidate for coverage.) That's likely a big part of why 23andMe's sales have slipped. There are only so many people who want to know about their Swedish ancestry, and that, it turns out, is consumer DNA testing's biggest sell.

Read: DNA tests are uncovering the true prevalence of incest

Wojcicki has pulled 23andMe back from the brink before, after the Food and Drug Administration ordered the company to stop selling its health tests in 2013 until they could be proved safe and effective. In recent months, Wojcicki has explored a variety of options to save the company, including splitting it to separate the cash-burning drug business from the consumer side. Wojcicki has still expressed interest in trying to take the company private herself, but the board rejected her initial offer. 23andMe has until November 4 to raise its shares to at least $1, or be delisted. As that date approaches, a sale looks more and more likely--whether to Wojcicki or someone else.

The risk of DNA data being misused has existed since DNA tests first became available. When customers opt in to participate in drug-development research, third parties already get access to their de-identified DNA data, which can in some cases be linked back to people's identities after all. Plus, 23andMe has failed to protect its customers' information in the past--it just agreed to pay $30 million to settle a lawsuit resulting from an October 2023 data breach. But for nearly two decades, the company had an incentive to keep its customers' data private: 23andMe is a consumer-facing business, and to sell kits, it also needed to win trust. Whoever buys the company's data may not operate under the same constraints.
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        The Truth About Hurricane Geoengineering
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Dogs Are Entering a New Wave of Domestication

Humans need to breed and train more puppies like service animals.

by Brian Hare, Vanessa Woods




Not so long ago, dogs were valued primarily for the jobs they performed. They hunted, herded livestock, and guarded property, which required them to have an active prey drive, boundless energy, and a wariness toward strangers. Even a few decades ago, many dogs were expected to guard the house and the people in it. Prey drive kept squirrels off the bird feeders and used up some of that boundless energy.

In just a generation, we humans have abruptly changed the rules on our dogs. With urbanization increasing and space at a premium, the wild, abandoned places where children and dogs used to roam have disappeared from many American communities. Dogs have gone from working all day and sleeping outside to relaxing on the couch and sleeping in our beds. They are more a part of our families than ever--which means they share our indoor, sedentary lifestyle. Americans once wanted a dog that barked at every noise, but modern life best suits a pet that will settle nicely under the desk during remote work, politely greet guests, make friends with cats, and play nice (but not hump) in the dog park.

Thousands of years of domestication couldn't prepare dogs for this abrupt transition. However, after studying the cognition of 101 Canine Companion service-dog puppies at the Duke Puppy Kindergarten, we realized that these dogs are uniquely well adapted to life in the 21st century. Service dogs (the real, certified kind, not the ones whose humans bought their vests on Amazon) are highly trained professionals. They assist with specific tasks that their person cannot perform alone, such as helping to load laundry into the washer, turning on lights, and opening doors. Between all that effort, service dogs fit into the life of their person in a way that many able-bodied dog owners want their pets to fit into theirs. For the happiness of dogs and their owners, humans need to breed and train more dogs like service animals, embarking on a new wave of dog domestication to help them fit into the new world we have created.

The first dogs began evolving 40,000 to 14,000 years ago, when humans lived as foragers. (Some evidence suggests that this first version of domestication may have occurred multiple times around the world.) Our ancestors left garbage and waste outside of camp, and the wolves that took advantage of this predictable, energy-rich food source gained a survival edge. As a result, over generations, the animals' attraction to humans replaced fear and aggression. This natural selection for friendliness is thought to have also caused many accidental changes--such as floppy ears, curly tails, and splotchy coats--as well as the ability to make eye contact and read human gestures in a way that wolves cannot.

Read: A new origin story for dogs

The second wave of dog domestication largely occurred after the Industrial Revolution, when the newly ascendant middle class wanted dogs that would advertise the good taste and disposable income of their owners. Armed with an early awareness of genetically inherited traits and an obsession with pedigree, Westerners began controlling dogs' reproductive choices, leading to the creation of most of the 200 dog breeds recognized by the American Kennel Club today. Whereas previous breeding emphasized hunting or herding abilities, this new wave became primarily about a dog's appearance. With a few exceptions, that is where dog enthusiasts' focus has remained.

Until about the 1990s, these pedigreed dogs were well adapted to the suburban lifestyle. They spent most of their lives outside, perhaps jumping the fence and roaming the neighborhood. They might chase the occasional car or mailman, or even wander off for a day or two. Veterinary medication was not what it is today, and if your dog slept on your bed, you would likely wake up covered in ticks or fleas. But as more city dwellers adopt pets, and cultural shifts have led dogs and people to spend more time inside, some behaviors that made dogs appealing to our ancestors have become maladaptive. For instance, guarding against strange people and animals might make a dog more difficult to walk around the neighborhood--so it gets stuck in a small yard or a small apartment with tons of pent-up energy. Dogs that are more energetic, excitable, fearful, or anxious than average are more likely to be relinquished to shelters, where they may struggle to find a new home.

Many owners hope that simply choosing the right type of canine--a hypoallergenic breed, a smart breed, a breed that is supposedly good with children--will solve the mismatch between modern expectations and the evolved nature of dogs. But on the whole, breed does not determine the quantity of allergens an animal produces, the speed at which it learns, or how well it interacts with children. The main thing a dog's breed will tell you, with any reliability, is what it looks like.

Read: Humans can't quit a basic myth about dog breeds

Service dogs are the exception and the answer to the domestication puzzle. For more than a century, service dogs have had to sit quietly in a cafe, calmly negotiate the stress and noise of urban life, and interact gently with children. They can do this not because they are smarter than pet dogs, but because, like those early proto-dogs, service dogs are uniquely friendly. Unlike most pet dogs, service dogs are attracted to strangers, even as puppies. And increasing friendliness seems to have changed these dogs' biology, just as it did thousands of years ago. A 2017 study found that Canine Companion dogs have a higher level of oxytocin--the hormone that facilitates social bonding--than pet dogs.

We believe these changes are the early signs of a third wave in dog domestication. Service dogs may look like your average Labrador retriever, but compared with military working dogs or even the average family Lab, they are almost a different breed. If dog lovers shift their demand from a dog's hair color and tail length to their comfort with strangers and new places, this friendliness could quickly ripple through the population and become amplified with each successive generation. Russian experiments on fox domestication in the 1950s suggested that selecting for a friendly temperament led to an increased attraction to humans, wagging tails, floppy ears, and splotchy coats within just a decade--though the foxes that the experiment began with came from fur farms, and therefore weren't entirely new to selective breeding. The differences between Canine Companion dogs and pet dogs also demonstrate how different a population of dogs can become in less than 50 years. Even if dog breeders were not as strict as the Russian fox experimenters, a breeding program that prioritizes a friendly temperament could show results within just a few decades.

In the meantime, as the third wave of domestication gets under way, humans must continue caring for the pets they have now. Service-dog organizations don't just breed for friendliness but also follow an extensive training protocol. They socialize their puppies as soon as the puppies are vaccinated, introducing them to a range of people and situations. They crate-train them, getting them used to alone time. They use positive reinforcement to encourage good behavior and take the puppies for lots of short walks throughout the day. All of these methods can be applied at home--but to do it right is a lot of work. If you're not prepared for that, don't get a puppy. Instead, foster an adult dog. Puppy personalities change and grow with time, but with foster dogs, which are usually older and have established personalities, you can test if they are a good fit for your family before committing.

Read: Pit bulls are chiller than chihuahuas

And for those who already have a puppy or a dog that is less than perfect, be patient. Try to meet them where they are. Maybe they will never be comfortable romping in a park with strange people and dogs. Maybe guarding your window ledge from every passing squirrel is a responsibility they're unable to surrender. Instead of trying to force them to change, which probably won't work, acknowledge that modern life asks more of dogs than evolution prepared them for. Try to focus on the timeless skills that dogs already have: joyful greetings, love free from expectations, and a light spirit to brighten your days.
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The Truth About Hurricane Geoengineering

Human attempts to control the weather are gaining momentum, but hurricanes are simply too powerful to harness.

by Marina Koren




Over the past month, as meteorologists warned millions of Americans to protect themselves from impending major hurricanes, they were forced to contemplate another, unexpected danger. Threatening messages spilled into forecasters' inboxes. Meteorologists, those messages said, are in cahoots with the government to create hurricanes out of thin air and steer the storms toward specific places and people. They should suffer for it.

These particular conspiracy theories surfaced after Hurricane Helene and crescendoed as Hurricane Milton approached--two monster storms, with little time for Americans in hurricane country to catch their breath between them. The theories moved at maximum speed on X, where Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene pointed out that majority-Republican areas fell in Helene's destructive path and said, "They can control the weather." (Later, she clarified that "they" included people affiliated with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.) Hurricanes are "weather weapons," per the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones. Others claim that the storms are instruments in a wily scheme against conservative voters, and that left-wing politicians have deviously chosen to unleash them just weeks from a dead-heat presidential election.

Claims of a Republican-hating cabal of meteorologists pulling stormy levers to park hurricanes over southern states are, perhaps all too obviously, false. There is no evidence that meteorologists or lawmakers have directed tropical cyclones to do their bidding, or have the capability to harness hurricanes in this way at all.

Read: Milton is the hurricane that scientists were dreading

And yet, much of the most persuasive misinformation contains a kernel of truth, and the hurricane conspiracy is no exception. Government agencies and teams of scientists have indeed attempted for decades to control the weather through geoengineering. They have seeded clouds with silver iodide to try to induce rain over parched areas, and tested a technique to brighten clouds so that they reflect more sunlight back into space. Some scientists want to try even more complex interventions, including mimicking a volcanic eruption that could help cool rising global temperatures. But hurricanes? Hurricanes are one of the most difficult natural phenomena to tamper with--so difficult that, right now, climate scientists don't take the idea seriously.

Humans are not yet particularly good at any variety of geoengineering. The effectiveness of cloud seeding is still under debate. Dimming the sun is not as easy as flipping a switch, and requires the release of a quadrillion nearly invisible particles that must be tailored to just the right size. Experiments involving fertilizing the ocean with iron have shown promise on small scales, but they may not work at all if they're deployed more widely. Hurricanes, with their extreme winds and flooding rains, defy any sort of human control. "Hurricane modification is not a thing," Jennifer Francis, an atmospheric scientist at the Woodwell Climate Research Center, in Massachusetts, told me. "Attempting to alter the strength or track of a hurricane would be like trying to thwart a cruise ship with a rubber ducky."

Conjuring hurricanes into existence is flat-out impossible. "Even with cloud seeding, we need the clouds to already be there in order to seed them," Alyssa Stansfield, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Utah, told me. "We can't create clouds in any way." And hurricanes are especially unhackable because of their sheer size and power, she said. Storms like Milton radiate the energy of dozens of atomic bombs every hour. "It would take enormous energy to change a hurricane's path or strength," Juan Moreno-Cruz, a climate-policy researcher at the University of Waterloo, told me. "We can't make or steer them, because they're much more powerful than any technology we have."

Read: Hurricane Milton made a terrible prediction come true

Hurricanes are also fundamentally different from typical storm clouds, Stansfield said. The water droplets that silver-iodide targets are less abundant within hurricanes, so the substance is less likely to achieve the desired effect. Nipping a hurricane in the bud is unrealistic too; dozens of tropical disturbances arise in the Atlantic basin every year, and scientists can't predict which ones will balloon into hurricanes. Even as geoengineering is becoming more mainstream, hacking hurricanes isn't being discussed, says Holly Jean Buck, a professor of environment and sustainability at the University at Buffalo and the author of After Geoengineering: Climate Tragedy, Repair, and Restoration. "There's no moral taboo," Buck told me. "It's just not a good idea scientifically."

That hasn't stopped the U.S. government from trying before. Starting in the early 1960s, Project STORMFURY carried out experiments on hurricanes in the Atlantic Ocean, far from land. A team of weather experts and military personnel released silver iodide into the storms' rainbands, which they believed would reshuffle the storms' structure and weaken their strongest winds. Researchers observed some diminished intensity, but the results were inconclusive--it was impossible to determine whether the effects were due to human intervention or the cyclones' natural whims. The effort was canceled in 1983, and the method deemed not viable. In 2008, the Department of Homeland Security convened a workshop for experts to brainstorm potential methods for hurricane modification. The ideas included scattering soot into the atmosphere over a hurricane to change air temperatures and reduce its power, spreading special film on the ocean so that cyclones encounter less moisture to use as fuel, and flying jet aircraft in the eye of a rolling storm to reverse its motion.

Read: America's hurricane luck is running out

Nothing became of those ideas, and in some ways, that's disappointing. Hurricanes claim lives and destroy livelihoods; Helene killed more than 200 people, making it the deadliest storm to hit the mainland United States since Katrina. But officials decided against further pursuing those concepts in part because they carry the same risks as any other geoengineering project: unintended and unknowable consequences. A hurricane purposefully deflected from one U.S. metropolis could, for example, end up ravaging another. If scientists could find a way to safely and reliably steer hurricanes away from populated shores, it would count as one of humanity's most profound achievements, and completely change the way people live. Why would the government's first instinct be to use that power to thwart political opposition?

The misinformation will surely continue in the coming weeks. Neither the election nor the hurricane season is over yet. Besides, there's one more kernel of truth in the swirl of paranoia. Milton and Helene really might have been modified by human influence--just not in the ways that Greene and others claim. "The only way that humans are modifying hurricanes is through long-term warming of the ocean and atmosphere due to accumulation of carbon pollution, primarily from the burning of fossil fuels," Francis said. Warming skies and seas provide extra energy for storms to consume, giving more and more hurricanes the chance to transform into rainier and windier disasters without historical precedent. Monster storms are not political plots; they are premonitions of our climate future.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/hurricane-conspiracy-geoengineering/680242/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Point Nemo, the Most Remote Place on Earth

It's the farthest place in the world from land. A lot seems to be going on there.

by Cullen Murphy




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


It's called the "longest-swim problem": If you had to drop someone at the place in the ocean farthest from any speck of land--the remotest spot on Earth--where would that place be? The answer, proposed only a few decades ago, is a location in the South Pacific with the coordinates 48deg52.5291'S 123deg23.5116'W: the "oceanic point of inaccessibility," to use the formal name. It doesn't get many visitors. But one morning last year, I met several people who had just come from there.

They had been sailing a 60-foot foiling boat, the Malama, in the Ocean Race, a round-the-world yachting competition, and had passed near that very spot, halfway between New Zealand and South America. Now, two months later, they had paused briefly in Newport, Rhode Island, before tackling the final stretch across the Atlantic. (And the Malama would win the race.) I spoke with some members of the five-person crew before going out with them for a sail on Narragansett Bay. When I asked about their experience at the oceanic pole of inaccessibility, they all brought up the weather.

With a test pilot's understatement, the crew described the conditions as "significant" or "strong" or "noteworthy" (or, once, "incredibly noteworthy"). The Southern Ocean, which girds the planet in the latitudes above Antarctica and below the other continents, has the worst weather in the world because its waters circulate without any landmass to slow them down. The Antarctic Circumpolar Current is the most powerful on Earth, a conveyor belt that never stops and that in recent years has been moving faster. These are the waters that tossed Roald Amundsen and Ernest Shackleton. The winds are cold and brutal. Waves reach 60 or 70 feet. In a second, a racing boat's speed can drop from 30 knots to five, then jump back to 30. You may have to ride out these conditions, slammed and jammed, for five days, 10 days, trimming sails from inside a tiny sealed cockpit, unable to stand up fully all that time. To sleep, you strap yourself into a harness. You may wake up bruised.

Read: The last place on Earth any tourist should go

This is not a forgiving environment for a sailboat. But it's a natural habitat for the albatross you find yourself watching through a foggy pane as it floats on air blowing across the water's surface--gliding tightly down one enormous wave and then tightly up the next. The bird has a 10-foot wingspan, but the wings do not pump; locked and motionless, they achieve aerodynamic perfection. The albatross gives no thought to the longest swim. It may not have touched land in years.

The oceanic pole of inaccessibility goes by a more colloquial name: Point Nemo. The reference is not to the Disney fish, but to the captain in Jules Verne's novel Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. In Latin, nemo means "no one," which is appropriate because there is nothing and no one here. Point Nemo lies beyond any national jurisdiction. According to Flightradar24, a tracking site, the occasional commercial flight from Sydney or Auckland to Santiago flies overhead, when the wind is right. But no shipping lanes pass through Point Nemo. No country maintains a naval presence. Owing to eccentricities of the South Pacific Gyre, the sea here lacks nutrients to sustain much in the way of life--it is a marine desert. Because biological activity is minimal, the water is the clearest of any ocean.

If you are on a boat at Point Nemo, the closest human beings will likely be the astronauts aboard the International Space Station.

What you do find in the broad swath of ocean around Point Nemo--at the bottom of the sea, two and a half miles below the surface--are the remains of spacecraft. They were brought down deliberately by means of a controlled deorbit, the idea being that the oceanic point of inaccessibility makes a better landing zone than someone's rooftop in Florida or North Carolina. Parts of the old Soviet Mir space station are here somewhere, as are bits and pieces of more than 250 other spacecraft and their payloads. They had been sent beyond the planet's atmosphere by half a dozen space agencies and a few private companies, and then their lives came to an end. There is a symmetry in the outer-space connection: If you are on a boat at Point Nemo, the closest human beings will likely be the astronauts aboard the International Space Station; it periodically passes directly above, at an altitude of about 250 miles. When their paths crossed at Point Nemo, the ISS astronauts and the sailors aboard the Malama exchanged messages.


Illustration by Anuj Shrestha



The Malama's crew spoke with me about the experience of remoteness. At Point Nemo, they noted, there is no place to escape to. If a mast breaks, the closest help, by ship, from Chile or New Zealand, could be a week or two away. You need to be able to fix anything--sails, engines, electronics, the hull itself. The crew described sensations of rare clarity and acuity brought on by the sheer scale of risk. The austral environment adds a stark visual dimension. At this far-southern latitude, the interplay of light and cloud can be intense: the darks so very dark, the brights so very bright.

Simon Fisher, the Malama's navigator, described feeling like a trespasser as the boat approached Point Nemo--intruding where human beings do not belong. Crew members also described feelings of privilege and power. "There's something very special," Fisher said, "about knowing you're someplace where everybody else isn't."

We all know the feeling. Rain-swept moors, trackless deserts, unpeopled islands. For me, such places are hard to resist. Metaphorically, of course, remoteness can be found anywhere--cities, books, relationships. But physical remoteness is a category of its own. It is an enhancer: It can make the glorious better and the terrible worse. The oceanic pole of inaccessibility distills physical remoteness on our planet into a pure and absolute form. There are continental poles of inaccessibility too--the place on each landmass that is farthest from the sea. But these locations are not always so remote. You can drive to some of them. People may live nearby. (The North American pole of inaccessibility is on the Pine Ridge Reservation, in South Dakota.) But Point Nemo is nearly impossible to get to and offers nothing when you arrive, not even a place to stand. It is the anti-Everest: It beckons because nothing is there.

I first heard the name Point Nemo in 1997, when hydrophones on the floor of the South Pacific, thousands of miles apart, picked up the loudest underwater sound ever recorded. This got headlines, and the sound was quickly named the "Bloop." What could be its source? Some speculated about an undiscovered form of marine life lurking in the abyssal depths. There was dark talk about Russian or American military activity. Readers of H. P. Lovecraft remembered that his undersea zombie city of R'lyeh was supposedly not far away. Scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration eventually concluded that the sound had come from the fracturing or calving of ice in Antarctica. In this instance, freakish conditions had directed the sound of an Antarctic event northward, toward a lonely expanse of ocean. Faraway hydrophones then picked up the sound and mistook its place of origin. News reports noted the proximity to Point Nemo.

Video: The loudest underwater sound ever recorded has no scientific explanation

You might have thought that a planetary feature as singular as the oceanic pole of inaccessibility would be as familiar as the North Pole or the equator. In a sci-fi story, this spot in the South Pacific might be a portal to some other dimension--or possibly the nexus of the universe, as the intersection of First and First in Manhattan was once said to be. Yet at the time of the Bloop, the location of the oceanic pole of inaccessibility had been known and named for only five years.

I have not been to Point Nemo, though it has maintained a curious hold on me for decades. Not long ago, I set out to find the handful of people on Earth who have some sort of personal connection to the place. I started with the man who put it on the map.

Hrvoje Lukatela, a Croatian-born engineer, left his homeland in the 1970s as political and intellectual life there became turbulent. At the University of Zagreb, he had studied geodesy--the science of measuring Earth's physical properties, such as its shape and its orientation in space. Degree in hand, he eventually found his way to Calgary, Alberta, where he still lives and where I spent a few days with him last fall. At 81, he is no longer the avid mountaineer he once was, but he remains fit and bluff and gregarious. A trim gray beard and unkempt hair add a slight Ewok cast to his features.

After arriving in Canada, Lukatela was employed as a survey engineer. For several years, he worked on the Alaska Highway natural-gas pipeline. For another company, he determined the qibla--the precise alignment toward the Kaaba, in Mecca--for a new university and its mosque in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In time, he created a software company whose product he named after the Greek astronomer Hipparchus. This was in the 1980s, when digital cartography was advancing rapidly and civilian GPS systems were on the horizon. The Hipparchus software library--"a family of algorithms that dealt with differential geometry on the surface of an ellipsoid," as he described it, intending to be helpful--made it easier to bridge, mathematically, three-dimensional and two-dimensional geographical measurements. Lukatela can go on at length about the capabilities of Hipparchus, which he eventually sold to Microsoft, but two of the most significant were its power and its accuracy.

By his own admission, Lukatela is the kind of man who will not ask for directions. But he has a taste for geographical puzzles. He heard about the longest-swim problem from a friend at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution and was immediately engaged. You could twirl a classroom globe and guess, correctly, that the oceanic pole of inaccessibility must lie in the South Pacific, probably concealed by the rectangle where most publishers of maps and globes put their logo. But no one had tried to establish the exact location. As Lukatela saw it, the logic of the search process was simple. It takes three points to define a circle. Lukatela needed to find the largest oceanic circle that met two criteria: The circumference had to be defined by three points of dry land. And inside the circle there could be no land at all. The oceanic point of inaccessibility would be the center of that circle.

I'll leave the computational churning aside, except to say that Hipparchus was made for a problem like this. Drawing on a digitized cartographic database, it could generate millions of random locations in the ocean and calculate the distance from each on a spherical surface to the nearest point of land. Lukatela eventually found the three "proximity vertices" he needed. One of them is Ducie Island, a tiny atoll notable for a shark-infested lagoon. It is part of the Pitcairn Islands, a British overseas territory, where in 1790 the Bounty mutineers made their unhappy home. A second vertex is the even tinier Motu Nui, a Chilean possession, whose crags rise to the west of Easter Island. The character Moana, in the animated movie, comes from there. The third vertex is desolate Maher Island, off the coast of Antarctica. It is a breeding ground for Adelie penguins. The three islands define a circle of ocean larger than the old Soviet Union. Point Nemo, at the center, lies 1,670.4 miles from each vertex. For perspective, that is roughly the distance from Manhattan to Santa Fe.

Lukatela completed his calculations in 1992, and quietly shared the results with his friend at Woods Hole and a few other colleagues. As the young internet gained users, word about Point Nemo spread among a small subculture of geodesists, techies, and the simply curious. In time, new cartographic databases became available, moving the triangulation points slightly. Lukatela tried out two of the databases, each recalibration giving Point Nemo itself a nudge, but not by much.

Lukatela had named the oceanic pole of inaccessibility after the mysterious captain in the Jules Verne novel he had loved as a boy. Submerged in his steampunk submarine, Captain Nemo sought to keep his distance from terrestrial woes: "Here alone do I find independence! Here I recognize no superiors! Here I'm free!"

But Captain Nemo couldn't entirely stay aloof from the rest of the planet, and neither can Point Nemo. Many of the boats in the Ocean Race carry a "science package"-- equipment for collecting weather data and water samples from regions of the sea that are otherwise nearly impossible to monitor. Data collected by their instruments, later given to labs, reveal the presence of microplastics: Even at the oceanic point of inaccessibility, you are not beyond the reach of humanity.

An article this past spring in the journal Nature reported the results of a scientific expedition that bored deep into the sediment of the ocean floor near Point Nemo. The focus was on the fluctuating character, over millions of years, of the Antarctic Circumpolar Current, whose existence became possible after tectonic forces separated Australia and South America from Antarctica. The current helps regulate temperatures worldwide and keep Antarctica cold. But, as the Nature article explained, its character is changing.

I spent several hours recently with one of the article's authors, Gisela Winckler, at Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, high on the Palisades overlooking the Hudson River. Winckler is a physicist and an oceanographer, and her interest in oceans and paleoclimate goes back to her graduate-school days at Heidelberg University, in Germany. She confessed that she'd first learned about Point Nemo not from a scientific paper but from the 2010 album Plastic Beach, by Damon Albarn's project Gorillaz. Winckler is intrepid; early in her career, a quarter century ago, she descended to the Pacific floor in the submersible Alvin, looking for gas hydrates and methane seeps. Yellow foul-weather gear hangs behind her office door. On a table sits a drill bit used for collecting sediment samples. Water from Point Nemo is preserved in a vial.


Illustration by Anuj Shrestha



Winckler's two-month expedition aboard the drilling vessel JOIDES Resolution, in 2019, was arduous. Scientists and crew members set out from Punta Arenas, Chile, near the start of the dark austral winter; they would not encounter another ship. The seas turned angry as soon as the Resolution left the Strait of Magellan, and stayed that way. The shipboard doctor got to know everyone. Winckler shrugged at the memory. That's the Southern Ocean for you. The drill sites had been chosen because the South Pacific is understudied and because the area around Point Nemo had sediment of the right character: so thick and dense with datable microfossils that you can go back a million years and sometimes be able to tell what was happening century by century. The team went back further in time than that. The drills punched through the Pleistocene and into the Pliocene, collecting core samples down to a depth corresponding to 5 million years ago and beyond.

The work was frequently interrupted by WOW alerts--the acronym stands for "waiting on weather"--when the heave of the ship made drilling too dangerous. Five weeks into the expedition, a violent weather system the size of Australia came roaring from the west. The alert status hit the highest level--RAW, for "run away from weather"--and the Resolution ran.

But the team had collected enough. It would spend the next five years comparing sediment data with what is known or surmised about global temperatures through the ages. A 5-million-year pattern began to emerge. As Winckler explained, "During colder times, the Antarctic Circumpolar Current itself becomes cooler and slows down, shifting a little bit northward, toward the equator. But during warmer times, it warms and speeds up, shifting its latitude a little bit southward, toward the pole." The current is warming now and therefore speeding up, and its course is more southerly--all of which erodes the Antarctic ice sheet. Warm water does more damage to ice than warm air can do.

Before I left the Palisades, Winckler walked me over to the Lamont-Doherty Core Repository, a sediment library where more than 20,000 tubes from decades of expeditions are stacked on floor-to-ceiling racks. The library was very cold--it's kept at 2 degrees centigrade, the temperature of the sea bottom--and very humid. Open a tube, and the sediment may still be moist. I wondered idly if in her Point Nemo investigations Winckler had ever run into a bit of space junk. She laughed. No, the expedition hadn't deployed underwater video, and the chances would have been infinitesimal anyway. Then again, she said, you never know. Some 30 years ago, during an expedition in the North Atlantic, she had seen a bottle of Beck's beer from an array of cameras being towed a mile or two below the surface. In 2022, in the South Pacific, the headlights of a submersible at the bottom of the Mariana Trench--about seven miles down, the deepest spot in any ocean--picked up the glassy green of another beer bottle resting in the sediment.

Jonathan McDowell has never been to the ocean floor, but he does have a rough idea where the world's oceanic space junk can be found. McDowell is an astronomer and astrophysicist at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He is also part of the team that manages science operations for the Chandra deep-space X-ray telescope. At more or less monthly intervals, he publishes a newsletter, Jonathan's Space Report, notable for its wide-ranging expertise and quirky humor. He has written about Point Nemo and its environs, and in an annual report, he provides long lists, in teletype font, with the coordinates of known debris splashdowns.

British by parentage and upbringing, McDowell looks ready to step into the role of Doctor Who: rumpled dark suit, colorful T-shirt, hair like a yogi's. He is 64, which he mentioned was 34 if you count in Martian years. I met him at his lair, in a gritty district near Cambridge--some 1,900 square feet of loft space crammed with books and computers, maps and globes. One shelf displays a plush-toy Tribble from a famous Star Trek episode. A small container on another shelf holds a washer from the camera of a U.S. spy satellite launched into orbit in 1962.

McDowell has been preoccupied by spaceflight all his life. His father was a physicist who taught at Royal Holloway, University of London. As a teenager, he began keeping track of rocket launches. In maturity, McDowell has realized a grander ambition: documenting the history of every object that has left the planet for outer space. Nothing is beneath his notice. He has studied orbiting bins of garbage discarded decades ago by Russia's Salyut space stations. If a Beck's bottle were circling the planet, he'd probably know. McDowell estimates that the thousands of files in binder boxes on his shelves hold physical records of 99 percent of all the objects that have made it into orbit. For what it covers, no database in the world matches the one in McDowell's loft.

Unless something is in very high orbit, what goes up eventually comes down, by means of a controlled or uncontrolled deorbit. The pieces of rockets and satellites and space stations large enough to survive atmospheric reentry have to hit the planet's surface somewhere. McDowell pulled several pages from a printer--colored maps with tiny dots showing places around the world where space debris has fallen. The maps reveal a cluster of dots spanning the South Pacific, like a mirror held up to the Milky Way.

Guiding objects carefully back to Earth became a priority after 1979, when the reentry of the American space station Skylab went awry and large chunks of debris rained down on southern Australia. No one was hurt, McDowell said, but NASA became an object of ridicule. The coastal town of Esperance made international news when it tried to fine the space agency for littering. From the 1990s on, more and more satellites were launched into orbit; the rockets that put them there were designed to fall back to Earth. The empty ocean around Point Nemo became a primary target zone: a "spacecraft cemetery," as it's sometimes called. That's where Mir came down, in 2001. It's where most of the spacecraft that supply the International Space Station come down. There are other cemeteries in other oceans, but the South Pacific is Forest Lawn. The reentry process is not an exact science, so the potential paths, while narrow, may be 1,000 miles long. When reentry is imminent, warnings go out to keep ships away.
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When I mentioned the conversation between the Malama crew and its nearest neighbors, the space-station astronauts, McDowell pointed me toward a bank of flatscreens. He called up a three-dimensional image of Earth and then showed me the orbital path of the ISS over the previous 24 hours. Relative to the universe, he explained, the plane of the ISS orbit never changes--the station goes round and round, 16 times a day, five miles a second. But because the globe is spinning underneath, each orbit covers a different slice of the world--now China, now India, now Arabia. McDowell retrieved a moment from the day before. The red line of the orbit unspooled from between Antarctica and New Zealand and traced a path northeast across the Pacific. He pointed to the time stamp and the location. At least once a day, he said, the space station will be above Point Nemo.

Read: A close look at the most distant object NASA has ever explored

McDowell is drawn to the idea of remoteness, which maybe shouldn't be surprising: To an astrophysicist, remoteness is never far away. But, he said, "there are layers and layers when it comes to how you think about it." In 2019, a space probe relayed pictures of a 22-mile-long rock known as Arrokoth, the most distant object in our solar system ever to be visited by a spacecraft. That's one kind of remote. More recently, the James Webb Space Telescope has found galaxies more distant from our own than any known before. That's another kind. McDowell brought the subject almost back to Earth. On our planet, he said, Point Nemo is definitely remote--as remote as you can get. "But I'm always moved by the thought of Mike Collins, who was the first person to be completely isolated from the rest of humanity when his two friends were on the moon and he was orbiting the far side, and he had the moon between him and every other human being who has ever lived."

Collins himself wrote of that moment: "I am alone now, truly alone, and absolutely isolated from any known life. I am it."

I joined Hrvoje Lukatela and his wife, Dunja, for dinner one evening at their home near the University of Calgary. Hrvoje and Dunja had met at university as young mountaineers--outdoors clubs offered a form of insulation from the Communist regime. They emigrated together soon after their marriage. In the basement office of their home, he still keeps his boyhood copy (in Croatian) of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. Lukatela spread maps and computer printouts on the table as we ate.

Lukatela might wish to be remembered for the Hipparchus software library, but he accepts that the first line of his obituary will probably be about Point Nemo. He is proud of his discovery, and like a man with a hammer, he has a tendency to see everything as a nail. He and Dunja spend part of the year in Croatia, and in an email this past spring, he sent me some new calculations that solve the longest-swim problem for the Adriatic Sea ("with millimetric numerical precision"). Set him down alongside Loch Ness or the Central Park Reservoir, and I can guess what he'd be thinking.

Lukatela has a dream for Point Nemo, though probably not one that he can pursue alone. His hope is that someone, someday, will venture into the South Pacific and leave GPS receivers on Ducie Island, Motu Nui Island, and Maher Island, establishing the location of the triangulation points more accurately than ever before. While they're at it, they might also drive brass geodetic markers into the rock. Ducie and Motu Nui would be relatively easy to get to--"I could do it on my own," he ventured. (Dunja, listening, did not seem overly concerned.) Access to Maher Island, Lukatela went on, with its inhospitable location and brutal weather, might require some sort of government expedition.

From the February 1906 issue: A history and future of human exploration

What government would that even be? Lukatela indicated Maher Island on a map. Officially, it is part of Marie Byrd Land, one of the planet's few remaining tracts of terra nullius--land claimed by no one. But Lukatela recalled hearing that Maher Island had recently come under the jurisdiction of one of those start-up micronations that people invent to advance some cause.

He was right. Maher is one of five Antarctic islands claimed by the Grand Duchy of Flandrensis, a Belgium-based micronation devoted to raising ecological awareness. At international conferences, the grand duke, Nicholas de Mersch d'Oyenberghe, wears military dress blues with handsome decorations and a yellow sash. But he answers his own email. Asked about Lukatela's ambition, he explained that his country is the only one in the world that seeks to bar all human beings from its territory; the thousand or so people who have registered as citizens are all nonresidents. "No humans, only nature!" is the Grand Duchy's motto. However, he went on, a mission to install a GPS receiver and a geodetic-survey marker would be deemed scientific, and welcomed. The Grand Duchy would be happy to provide a flag.

The astronaut Steve Bowen has orbited above Maher Island and Point Nemo many times. Before being selected by NASA, Bowen was a submariner; he knows a lot about life in a sealed container far from anywhere. He was one of the crew members aboard the International Space Station who spoke with the Ocean Race sailors as their trajectories crossed at Point Nemo. When I caught up with him this past summer, he compared his circumstances and theirs. The astronauts sleep a lot better, he said--in microgravity, you don't wake up bruised. But the environment never changes. There is no fresh air, no wind, no rain. Bowen remembered the exhilaration whenever his submarine surfaced in open sea and he would emerge topside into the briny spray, tethered to the boat, taking in a view of nothing but water in every direction.

In the space station, Bowen would often float his way to the seven-window cupola--the observation module--and gaze at the planet below. From that altitude, you have a sight line extending 1,000 miles in every direction, an area about the size of Brazil. In a swath of the planet that big, Bowen said, you can almost always find a reference point--an island, a peninsula, something. The one exception: when the orbit takes you above Point Nemo. For a while, the view through the windows is all ocean.

That same expanse of ocean will one day receive the International Space Station. When it is decommissioned, in 2031, the parts that don't burn up in the atmosphere will descend toward the South Pacific and its spacecraft cemetery.

Last March, aboard a chartered ship called the Hanse Explorer, a Yorkshire businessman named Chris Brown, 62, exchanged messages with Lukatela to make sure that he had the coordinates he needed--the original computation and the later variations. Brown values precision. As he explained when I reached him at his home in Harrogate after his return from the South Pacific, he and his son Mika had been determined to reach Point Nemo, and even have a swim, and he wanted to be certain he was in the right neighborhood.

This wasn't just a lark. Brown has been attempting to visit all eight of the planet's poles of inaccessibility, and he had already knocked off most of the continental ones. Point Nemo, the oceanic pole, was by far the most difficult. Brown is an adventurer, but he is also pragmatic. He once made arrangements to descend to the Titanic aboard the Titan submersible but withdrew in short order because of safety concerns--well founded, as it turned out, given the Titan's tragic implosion in 2023. The ship he was chartering now could stay at sea for 40 days and was built for ice. Autumn had just begun in the Southern Hemisphere when the Browns left Puerto Montt, Chile, and the weather turned unfriendly at once. "Nausea was never far away," he recalled.

Read: The Titanic sub and the draw of extreme tourism

But approaching Point Nemo, eight days later, the Hanse Explorer found a brief window of calm. Steering a Zodiac inflatable boat and guided by a GPS device, Brown made his way to 48deg52.5291'S 123deg23.5116'W. He and Mika slipped overboard in their wetsuits, becoming the first human beings to enter the ocean here. A video of the event includes photos of the men being ferociously attacked by an albatross. While treading water, they managed to display the maritime flags for the letters N, E, M, and O. Then, mindful of Lukatela's further calculations, they headed for two other spots, a few miles distant--just to be safe. Admiral Robert Peary's claim to have been the first person to reach the North Pole, in 1909, has long been disputed; his math was almost certainly off. Brown did not want to become the Peary of Point Nemo.

He isn't, of course. I think of him, rather, as Point Nemo's Leif Erikson, the man credited with the first New World toe-touch by a European. I think of Hrvoje Lukatela as some combination of Juan de la Cosa and Martin Waldseemuller, the cartographers who first mapped and named the Western Hemisphere. Jonathan McDowell is perhaps Point Nemo's Alexander von Humboldt, Gisela Winckler its Charles Lyell and Gertrude Bell. Steve Bowen and the Ocean Race crew, circumnavigating the globe in their different ways, have a wide choice of forebears. The grand duke of Flandrensis may not be Metternich, but he introduces a hint of geopolitics.

Unpopulated and in the middle of nowhere, Point Nemo is starting to have a history.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Most Remote Place in the World." 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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Florida's Risky Bet

Hurricane Milton was a test of the state's coasts, which have everything to recommend them, except the growing risk of flooding.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 10:24 a.m. ET on October 11, 2024

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: The 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 originally said that Tropicana Field, the stadium set to house emergency workers, is in Tampa. It is in St. Petersburg.
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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 the 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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Donald Trump's Fascist Romp

After the former president described American citizens as "the enemy within," Glenn Youngkin reveals his own complicity.

by Tom Nichols




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


Over the past week, Donald Trump has been on a fascist romp. At rallies in Colorado and California, he amped up his usual rants, and added a rancid grace note by suggesting that a woman heckler should "get the hell knocked out of her" by her mother after she gets back home. But on Sunday morning, he outdid himself in an interview on Fox News, by saying that "the enemy within"--Americans he described as "radical left lunatics," including Representative Adam Schiff of California, whom he mentioned by name--are more dangerous than Russia or China, and could be "very easily handled" by the National Guard or the U.S. military.

This wasn't the first time Trump suggested using America's armed forces against its own people: As president, he thought of the military as his personal guard and regularly fantasized about commanding "his generals" to crush dissent, which is one reason former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley reportedly told Bob Woodward that he sees Trump as "fascist to his core."

The term fascism has been so overused as a denunciation that many people have understandably tuned it out. But every American should be shocked to hear a presidential nominee say that other Americans (including a sitting member of Congress) are more dangerous than two nations pointing hundreds of nuclear warheads at America's cities. During the Cold War, conservative members of the GOP would likely have labeled anyone saying such things as a "comsymp," a fellow traveler, or even a traitor. Indeed, one might expect that other Republicans would be horrified to hear such hatred directed at their fellow citizens and such comfort given to the nation's enemies.

Pretty to think so. But today's Republican leaders are cowards, and some are even worse: They are complicit, as Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin proved today in an interview with CNN's Jake Tapper. At least cowards run away. The GOP elected officials who cross the street against the light just to get away from the reporters are at least showing a tiny, molecular awareness of shame. Youngkin, however, smiled and dissembled and excused Trump's hideousness with a kind of folksy shamelessness that made cowardice seem noble by comparison.

Tapper read Trump's remarks verbatim, and then asked: "Is that something that you support?" Youngkin replied that Tapper misunderstood Trump, who he said was referring to undocumented immigrants. No, Tapper responded, Trump clearly meant American citizens. Tapper added that Trump had singled out Schiff. Youngkin aw-shucksed his way through stories about Venezuelan criminals and Virginians dying from fentanyl. "Obviously there is a border crisis," Tapper said. "Obviously there are too many criminals who should not be in this country, and they should be jailed and deported completely, but that's not what I'm talking about." And then, to his credit, Tapper wouldn't let go: What about Trump's threat to use the military against Americans?

Well, Youngkin shrugged, he "can't speak" for Trump, but he was certain that Tapper was "misrepresenting [Trump's] thoughts."

Some of the people who watched Youngkin's appalling dishonesty immediately thought of one of the most famous passages from George Orwell's 1984: "The Party told him to reject the evidence of his eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential command."

But this interpretation gives Youngkin too much credit. Orwell's dictators were able to terrify people with torture and deprivation into accepting the government's lies. Youngkin, however, is not a terrified subject of an authoritarian regime: He's just an opportunist. Like J. D. Vance, he knows exactly what he's doing. Youngkin is demanding that everyone else play along and pretend that Trump is just a misunderstood immigration hawk, and then move on--all so that Youngkin can later say that he was a loyal Republican when he contends for the leadership of the GOP after Trump is either defeated, retired, or long gone.

In this, Youngkin joins a long list of utterly dishonorable people, including Nikki Haley, who ran against Trump with energy and honesty and then bowed and scraped after she was defeated. As The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, has noted, 10 Republican senators could have changed the course of history by supporting Trump's impeachment. Ohio Senator Rob Portman, a supposed GOP moderate, is a particularly galling example. Portman twice voted against convicting Trump. He announced his retirement just weeks after the January 6 insurrection, and he had no electoral chances to protect (not that protecting one's electoral chances is an honorable excuse). Still, he let Trump slide, perhaps out of fear of reproach from his neighbors back in Ohio.

It's not exactly a revelation that the Republican Party's elected ranks have become a haven for cranks and opportunists, and sometimes, it's hard to tell the difference: When Georgia Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, for example, talks about how "they" can control the weather, it's hard to tell if she is just a kook, if she herself is an anti-Semite, or if she is employing yet another anti-Semitic trope because she knows that some of the MAGA base feasts on such garbage.

For someone like Greene, the difference doesn't matter. She is ignorant. And she traffics in ignorance. Her constituents have rewarded her with a safe seat in Congress. But in the Trump era, the conceit all along has been that more responsible Republicans such as Youngkin are lurking in the background, keeping their heads down while quietly and competently doing the people's business.

Americans should therefore watch Youngkin's exchange with Tapper for themselves. They should see that supposedly competent Republicans have already abandoned the party. To believe otherwise--especially after watching someone like Youngkin--is to truly obey the commandment to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears.
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Images Circulating of Fabricated <em>Atlantic</em> Headlines






The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "To Save Democracy Harris May Need To Steal An Election."

An image with this fabricated headline (see above) is circulating on social media, appearing to show an article published by The Atlantic. This headline is fabricated. No such article has ever been published by The Atlantic. The fake headline distorts an Atlantic article that was published on October 6, 2021, which ran under the headline "Kamala Harris Might Have to Stop the Steal."

Images of fabricated Atlantic headlines have been circulating on social media with increasing frequency. Many of these images are crudely faked, with grainy resolution, and some of them use hateful language. They misinform and manipulate people who encounter them. Many of these posts have been shared widely by individuals with large followings, including elected officials.

Anyone encountering these images can quickly verify whether something is real--or not--by visiting The Atlantic and searching our site.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> to Grow Newsroom and Return to Monthly Publication in 2025

Editorial expansion follows historic year of subscription growth and return to profitability






The Atlantic is expanding its reporting and increasing production of its print magazine. For the first time in more than two decades, The Atlantic will once again publish monthly, beginning with the January 2025 issue (it has published 10 issues a year since the early 2000s). The Atlantic is also increasing coverage of defense, national security, and technology; and health and science, in addition to other areas of focus.

Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg, in an email to The Atlantic's staff shared in part below, wrote: "The decision to restore our print publication frequency to pre-internet levels was not made lightly, but it also seemed logical, given the strength and reach of our magazine, and the wide acclaim it receives. We believe that our readers, subscribers, and journalists will benefit from a return to monthly publication, and we believe that this move will benefit all of our platforms."

He also detailed a new commitment to report stories at the intersection of national defense, technology, and global conflict. The Atlantic recently welcomed several new writers as part of an imminent expansion of its award-winning health and science reporting.

This past spring, The Atlantic reached 1 million subscriptions and profitability, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. Print continues to be a driver of that growth: Nearly half of all subscribers receive the print magazine, and it is one of the best-selling titles on newsstands.

Below is the announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:

Twenty-two years ago, The Atlantic made the difficult decision to reduce the number of print issues published each year, dropping from 12 to 10, thus ending the run of what had been previously called The Atlantic Monthly. The rise of the internet, and The Atlantic's incipient daily digital success, made this seem, I'm sure, like an obvious, unavoidable choice. But the history of our magazine is filled with improbabilities, and today, more people subscribe to our print magazine than at any time since its birth in 1857.
 It is for this reason (among others) that we've decided to restore The Atlantic to monthly print publication, beginning in January. I'm fully aware of the broader, and depressing, trends in the magazine business, and in journalism generally. But The Atlantic continues to grow, mainly because the best editorial team in our industry produces excellent journalism every day, and because we get to work in partnership with the best business, advertising, circulation, and product teams in the country. The decision to restore our print publication frequency to pre-internet levels was not made lightly, but it also seemed logical, given the strength and reach of our magazine, and the wide acclaim it receives. We believe that our readers, subscribers, and journalists will benefit from a return to monthly publication, and we believe that this move will benefit all of our platforms.
 This has been, so far, a very good year for The Atlantic. We crossed the million-subscription threshold; we became profitable again after running in the red for several years; we won our third consecutive National Magazine Award for General Excellence, something no other magazine has done in this century; and we've published stories of unparalleled impact and sophistication. But as I said earlier this year, I've never believed that resting on our laurels was an option, for more than a long weekend. We have a crucial mission, and we are in an unforgiving business, and so we have to continue to grow and innovate and outpace the competition each day.
 As we increase our investment in the print publication, we're also taking steps to strengthen our journalism across the board. As you all know, we recently committed to expanding the growth and reach of our health coverage, and three excellent staff writers have just started with us. One new initiative I would like to share with you today is a dramatic new commitment to report stories at the intersection of national defense, technology, and global conflict. We will share details of this new investment in the weeks to come, and my hope is that The Atlantic becomes the premier destination for readers in search of education and illumination in these areas. We are already an important source for the smartest coverage of technology, AI, and foreign policy; this new commitment will guarantee that we stay very far ahead of the pack. The Atlantic has a long tradition of journalistic excellence in these areas: Nathaniel Hawthorne was the magazine's Civil War correspondent; Alfred Thayer Mahan invented the idea of a global navy in our pages; Martha Gellhorn covered World War II for The Atlantic; Einstein and Oppenheimer argued about atomic war in essays and articles; essays by Niebuhr, Du Bois, and Kennan, among others, changed and challenged conceptions of American power.
 This requires a great deal of work and creativity on the part of every unit of this company, but I'm confident that our teams can meet the challenges ahead. Nick and I are already thinking about the sort of impact and reach The Atlantic will have when we acquire our two millionth subscriber.
 We are all stewards of this great American institution, and I consider myself lucky to have colleagues who take this responsibility, and our mission, so seriously.
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        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 wonde...
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The General's Warning

Mark Milley said that Donald Trump is a fascist, a new book reports.

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.

In March 2023, when Mark Milley was six months away from retirement as a four-star general and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he met Bob Woodward at a reception and said, "We gotta talk."

Milley went on to describe the grave degree to which former President Donald Trump, under whom Milley had served, was a danger to the nation. Woodward recounts the episode with Milley--who almost certainly believed that he was speaking to Woodward off the record--in his new book, War:

"We have got to stop him!" Milley said. "You have got to stop him!" By "you" he meant the press broadly. "He is the most dangerous person ever. I had suspicions when I talked to you about his mental decline and so forth, but now I realize he's a total fascist. He is the most dangerous person to this country." His eyes darted around the room filled with 200 guests of the Cohen Group, a global business consulting firm headed by former defense secretary William Cohen. Cohen and former defense secretary James Mattis spoke at the reception.
 "A fascist to the core!" Milley repeated to me.
 I will never forget the intensity of his worry.


For readers of The Atlantic, this will sound familiar: Milley's warning about Trump as well as the steps Milley took to defend the constitutional order during Trump's presidency were the subject of a cover story last year by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. As Goldberg put it in that story: "The difficulty of the task before Milley was captured most succinctly by Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster," who served as the second of Trump's four national security advisers. "As chairman," McMaster said to Goldberg, "you swear to support and defend the Constitution of the United States, but what if the commander in chief is undermining the Constitution?"

Milley knows well the risks of criticizing Trump. The former president has reportedly expressed a desire to recall and court-martial retired senior officers who have criticized him, and he has even suggested that Milley should be executed. Since Milley retired, Woodward noted, the combat veteran who served three tours in Afghanistan has endured "a nonstop barrage of death threats," which led him to install bulletproof glass and blast-proof curtains in his home.

I long resisted the use of the word fascist to describe Trump. But almost a year ago, I came to agree with Milley that Trump is through-and-through a fascist. He is not only unhinged in his narcissistic self-obsessions, a problem which itself renders him unfit for office; he is also an aspiring dictator who demands that all political life centers on him. He identifies his fellow Americans as "enemies" because they are of a different race, national origin, or political view. And he has threatened to use the powerful machinery of the state and its military forces to inflict brutality on those fellow citizens.

Of course, it's one thing to hear such concerns from angry members of the so-called Resistance on social media, from liberal talk-show hosts, or even, say, from curmudgeonly retired political-science professors who write for magazines. It's another to hear them from a man who once held the nation's top military office.

Some observers question whether Milley should have said anything at all. I understand those reservations: I taught military officers for decades at the Naval War College, and I am familiar with the tradition--handed down from America's first commander in chief, George Washington--of the military's avoidance of entanglement in civilian politics. I, too, am uncomfortable that, while still on active duty, Milley spoke to Woodward about a presidential candidate. He could have waited a few months, until his retirement; he could even have resigned his commission early in order to be able to speak freely.

My own objectivity on the issue of Milley speaking with Woodward is strained by my strong feelings about Trump as an existential danger to the nation, so I checked in with a friend and widely respected scholar of American civil-military relations, Kori Schake, a senior fellow and the director of foreign- and defense-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute.

"It's a legitimately difficult call," she wrote to me. She noted that resigning and then going public is always an option. She admitted, however, that for a general to throw his stars on the desk might be an honorable exit, but it's not much use to the people remaining in uniform who must continue to serve the country and the commander in chief, and in general she sees the idea of simply quitting and walking out to be unhelpful.

So when should a general--who's seen things in the White House that terrify him--raise the alarm if he believes that a president is planning to attack the very Constitution that all federal servants are sworn to protect? Schake thinks that Milley overestimated his importance and was out of his lane as a military officer: "The country didn't need General Milley to alert them to the danger of Trump, that was evident if people wanted to know, and plenty of civilian officials--including General Milley's boss, [Mark Esper], the Secretary of Defense--had already been sharing their concern."

Schake is one of the smartest people I know on this subject, and so I am cautious in my dissent, especially because other scholars of civil-military affairs seem largely to agree with her. And like Schake, I am a traditionalist about American civil-military relations: Trump, as I wrote during his presidency, routinely attacked the military and saw its leaders as his opponents, but that should not tempt anyone in uniform to match his egregious violations of our civil-military norms and traditions.

A comparable situation occurred during the final days of President Richard Nixon's time in office: Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger told the Joint Chiefs chair at the time, General George Brown, that any "unusual orders" from the president should be cleared through him. (The Constitution, of course, does not have a special provision allowing Cabinet officers to subvert the chain of command at will if they think the president is having a bad day.) Schlesinger's actions arose from concern about Nixon's mental state; four years earlier, Admiral Thomas Moorer, one of Milley's predecessors as Joint Chiefs chair, was so worried about Nixon's policies that he actually oversaw some internal spying on National Security Council proceedings.

And yet I understand Milley's alarm and frustration. He was not grousing about a policy disagreement or trying to paper over a temporary crisis regarding the president's capacity. He was concerned that a former American president could return to office and continue his efforts to destroy the constitutional order of the United States. This was no political pose against a disliked candidate: For Milley and others, especially in the national-security arena, who saw the danger from inside the White House, Trump's continuing threat to democracy and national stability is not notional.

I also am somewhat heartened that a four-star general, when faced with what he sees as a dire peril to the nation, believes that the sunlight of a free press is the best option. But, more important, are people now listening to what Milley had to say? The revelations about his views seem to have been overwhelmed by yet more of Trump's gobsmacking antics. As I was writing today's Daily, news broke that Trump had added Nancy Pelosi and her family to his enemies list. (Paul Pelosi has already suffered a hammer attack from a deranged man stoked by conspiracy theories, a ghastly incident that some Trump supporters have used as a source for jokes; Trump himself has referenced it mockingly.)

All of this raises the question, once again, of what it will take, what will be enough, to rouse the last undecided or less engaged American voters and bring them to the ballot box to defend their own freedoms. Milley and other senior military officers are in a bind when it comes to talking about a former president, but telling the truth about Trump is a duty and a service to the nation.

Related:

	How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump floats the idea of executing Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The man who's sure that Harris will win
 	A Trump loyalist on the brink
 	Shoplifters gone wild




Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris's interview with the Fox News anchor Bret Baier aired tonight at 6 p.m. ET.
 	Italy passed a law that criminalizes seeking surrogates abroad, including in countries where surrogacy is legal.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky presented the country's Parliament with a "Victory Plan," which aims to end the Ukrainian-Russian war by next year and calls for a NATO invitation for Ukraine.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Found Image Holdings / Corbis / Getty.



The Sunshine Staters Aren't Going Anywhere

By Diane Roberts

Floridians regularly observe that Florida is trying to kill us. Venomous water snakes lie in wait for heedless kayakers paddling down the wrong slough. More people die of lightning strikes in Florida than in any other state. I-4, from Tampa to Daytona Beach, is the deadliest highway in the country. Mosquitoes the size of tire irons carry several sorts of fever and encephalitis, and the guacamole-colored algae infesting our waters can cause severe respiratory distress and liver disease. Despite claims of perpetual sunshine, the weather in Florida is often horrendous: 95 degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent humidity.


Then there are the storms.

Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	GLP-1 is going the way of gut health.
 	The secret of Trump's economic message
 	Afghan women have been brought back in time.




Culture Break


Millennium Images / Gallery Stock



Learn. This branch of philosophy just might transform the way people think about what they owe their children, Elissa Strauss writes.

Read. Feeld, the polyamory dating app, made a magazine, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes. Why?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small, in the "Dear Therapist" newsletter. This month, she is inviting readers to submit questions related to Thanksgiving.

To be featured, email dear.therapist@theatlantic.com by Sunday, October 20.

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.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/the-generals-warning/680279/?utm_source=feed
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The Atmosphere of a Trump Rally

A conversation with John Hendrickson about what sets Trump and Harris campaign events apart

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.


Across the country, Donald Trump's faithful fans sport MAGA merch--much of it emblazoned with antagonistic slogans--and line up to cheer for their candidate in arenas and event centers. His rallies are a cultural phenomenon, giving him a platform to boost violent rhetoric and deliver gibberish tirades. I spoke with my colleague John Hendrickson, who has been writing campaign-trail dispatches, about the differences he's observed between Trump and Kamala Harris rallies and what draws people to such events.





A Never-Ending Tour

Lora Kelley: What makes attending a Trump rally feel different from other political events?

John Hendrickson: Trump long ago turned political rallies into a dark spectacle. Mitt Romney had rallies; John McCain had rallies; George W. Bush had rallies. But they didn't have this carnival-type atmosphere.

I think a lot of people go because they want to be a part of something bigger than themselves. Maybe you can trace it to the decline of social organizations and even church attendance. Going to a Trump rally, being part of the MAGA movement, offers a sense of community--for better or for worse.

Trump remains a singular force. There's such a cult of personality around him. His rallies are technically part of the campaign, but they're almost unmoored from the traditional confines of a campaign. They're his lifeblood. It reminds me of Bob Dylan's never-ending tour, which has been going on since 1988. Trump has more or less been on his own never-ending tour for the past nine years.

Lora: How does that atmosphere contrast with what you see on the Democratic side?

John: Trump paints a dystopian portrait that revolves around this idea of a migrant "invasion" that's destroying the fabric of the United States. His slogan--"Make America great again"--is predicated on an imagined past. Harris has zeroed in on a simple idea of championing freedom, which, ironically, used to be a Republican talking point. Her campaign rhetoric, as a whole, is far more positive and optimistic than Trump's, especially when she's talking about basic things such as the economy. But her tone often changes when she gets to the threats Trump poses to more personal issues, such as abortion rights, or when she called him "increasingly unstable and unhinged" at her recent rally in Pennsylvania.

Trump has internalized that negativity sells. The events held by Democrats don't necessarily have the same electricity as the MAGA rallies, unless a high-energy surrogate, such as Barack Obama, comes out. For all of the obvious horrors of Donald Trump, he has an ability to create this vortex as a speaker that his fans find enthralling--although he inevitably drones on and people reliably trickle out. And at last night's town hall in Pennsylvania, he stood onstage and swayed to music for a while--one of the stranger things he's ever done.

Lora: What kind of merch do you see at these rallies, and what does that tell you about the broader mood of the campaign?

John: Most of the Trump apparel isn't produced by the actual campaign. It comes from independent vendors, like the people who sell T-shirts outside a concert. At any given Trump rally, I'll see hundreds of different pieces of merchandise, and the messaging tends to be aggressive. The slogans are often taunting and feature variations of a shared theme: owning the libs. I have endless pictures of these shirts and stickers on my phone--"I Clean My Guns With Liberal Tears" was one I saw recently.

At Harris's events, you may see a T-shirt with a silhouette of Trump that says "Nope," or an abortion-rights-themed shirt that says something like "Hands Off My Body." But in general, the Democratic slogans are far less antagonistic toward Republicans.

Lora: Have you noticed a shift in rhetoric and attitude from Trump or his rally attendees since Harris became the nominee?

John: Right after Harris took Joe Biden's place, seemingly everyone--Trump, his surrogates, rank-and-file rally-goers--appeared lost as to how to attack her.

In these final weeks before Election Day, Trump and his followers are trying to paint Harris as incompetent, a liar, and someone who can't be trusted. At the most recent Trump rally I attended, in Pennsylvania, Trump repeated forms of incompetent and incompetence over and over again. But the attacks can also be vague. I've heard some of his supporters try to claim that she's an illegitimate candidate because she didn't "earn" the nomination. Harris voters, for their part, often say that Trump is a threat to democracy and to their rights.

Lora: What value do these rallies bring to the candidates?

John: The candidates have to fire up their base and hope that the people who show up will go home and convince their friends and neighbors to vote. It takes a special kind of voter enthusiasm to put on a T-shirt, get in the car, and drive to a rally. Those people are more engaged than the average person who won't take off from work or ditch another obligation to go hear a politician speak.

Harris has held some major rallies in the nearly 100 days of her campaign, drawing big crowds to arenas. But her events aren't over-the-top like some of Trump's. Later this month, Trump is going to stage a rally at Madison Square Garden, in Manhattan. He's by no means going to win New York, but holding the event feels like he's planting a flag: Look at me--I'm headlining Madison Square Garden.

Related:

	The Trump-Obama split screen in Pennsylvania
 	On the National Mall with the RFK-to-MAGA pipeline






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump breaks down onstage.
 	Peter Wehner: This election is different.
 	Inside the carjacking crisis




Today's News

	A Fulton County judge ruled that Georgia county election officials cannot decline or abstain from certifying election results under any circumstance.
 	In a letter to Israel signed by Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, the United States warned that it might restrict military aid if Israel does not take steps to improve the humanitarian situation in Gaza within the next month.
 	A man from North Carolina was arrested on Saturday and accused of making threats against FEMA workers.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Here's how to start your search for a new hobby--and how to deal with the likelihood that you'll be bad at it initially, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Dogs Are Entering a New Wave of Domestication

By Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods

In just a generation, we humans have abruptly changed the rules on our dogs. With urbanization increasing and space at a premium, the wild, abandoned places where children and dogs used to roam have disappeared from many American communities. Dogs have gone from working all day and sleeping outside to relaxing on the couch and sleeping in our beds. They are more a part of our families than ever--which means they share our indoor, sedentary lifestyle.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why does anyone care about the Nobel Prize?
 	"Dear James": Should I break up with my Trump-loving partner?
 	Anne Applebaum: The danger of believing that you are powerless
 	The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine
 	Donald Trump's fascist romp
 	The question hanging over Harris's campaign




Culture Break


Illustration by Clay Rodery



Watch. In the 25 years since Fight Club's release, the film (streaming on Hulu) has burrowed deeply into American culture--and its insights remain apt.

Read. Sandra Cisneros, who wrote The House on Mango Street, defied the traditional roles of womanhood.

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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Eight Great Reads

A list of compelling stories about the year 1491, elite students who can't read books, and more

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.


In today's reading list, our editors have compiled a list of stories that explore the legacy and meaning of Columbus Day and Indigenous Peoples' Day, and some other reads from recent weeks that are worth your time. 



A Reading List

Remember That DNA You Gave 23andMe?

The company is in trouble, and anyone who has spit into one of its test tubes should be concerned.


By Kristen V. Brown

The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books

To read a book in college, it helps to have read a book in high school.


By Rose Horowitch

We're Entering Uncharted Territory for Math

Terence Tao, the world's greatest living mathematician, has a vision for AI.


By Matteo Wong

The War That Would Not End

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


By Franklin Foer

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

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


By Sarah Zhang



Columbus Day and Indigenous Peoples' Day Reads

	What do you know about 1491?: The past few decades have seen more and more research that changes the popular narrative about America before Columbus, Charles C. Mann explains in a conversation with Shan Wang.
 	Return the national parks to the tribes: The jewels of America's landscape should belong to America's original peoples, David Treuer argues.
 	"Making a Monument Valley": "Hook a right down Bunker Hill, the one with the city Indians," Kinsale Drake writes in a poem. "Their ghosts shadow the eucalyptus trees."




Culture Break


NBC



Watch. The return of the comedian Nate Bargatze pointed to what really works about Saturday Night Live.

Check out. Reading these six books feels like watching a movie.

Play our daily crossword.



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 Baffling Movie Backed by <em>Godfather</em> Money

Culture and entertainment musts from Andrew Aoyama

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Andrew Aoyama, a deputy managing editor who has written about a newly discovered letter from the playwright Arthur Miller, a photographer undoing the myth of Appalachia, and how C. J. Rice's conviction was overturned after an Atlantic cover story explained his innocence.

Andrew is on a quest to catch up on some classic TV shows (Mad Men ranks as his favorite so far). His other cultural recommendations include reading Suzy Hansen's Notes on a Foreign Country, which reshaped his opinion on American power, and catching a screening of Megalopolis for a baffling but hilarious time with your friends.





The Culture Survey: Andrew Aoyama

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: I first read Suzy Hansen's Notes on a Foreign Country not long after returning to the United States from a year studying Arabic in Rabat, Morocco. It was my first experience living abroad, a period of personal growth but also profound personal disorientation. I started the year with only the most rudimentary Arabic and had to grow accustomed to bumbling my way around; once, I walked into a barbershop with the intention of getting a relatively circumspect haircut and walked out with a buzz.

My real faux pas, though, were cultural, not linguistic. My time in Morocco overlapped with the final weeks of the 2016 presidential campaign, the election of Donald Trump, and the first months of his administration. I struggled to explain to my Moroccan friends what was happening; I claimed that most Americans didn't agree with Trump's caustic comments about Muslims and immigrants. Most of them, though, didn't find Trump particularly surprising. Once, over mint tea, I brought up my confusion to my host father. "Perhaps you're beginning to see America the way the rest of us have for years," he said. He made a circular motion with his glass, gesturing at the others around the table but also, it seemed, the world.

Notes on a Foreign Country gave me the vocabulary to talk about my bewilderment in Morocco. Hansen's book, a series of reflections reported from Greece, Egypt, Afghanistan, Iran, and Turkey, where she's worked as a magazine journalist for more than a decade, interrogates why Americans are often oblivious to the experience of American power around the world. The people she encounters across the Middle East understand the United States better than she does in some ways. Hansen distills her experiences into a critique of journalism that has shaped how I think about writing and reporting: "We revered our supposedly unique American standards of objectivity, but we couldn't account for the fact--were not modest enough to know--that an objective American mind is first and foremost still an American mind," she writes. "We failed to interrogate not only our sources but ourselves."

A book I'm most looking forward to reading: I absolutely cannot wait to dig into Sally Rooney's new novel, Intermezzo, a perfect birthday gift from my roommate. And I've been entering the ticket lottery every day for Ayad Akhtar's latest play, McNeal, about a brilliant writer (played by Robert Downey Jr.) who becomes obsessed with artificial intelligence. [Related: Ayad Akhtar and Robert Downey Jr. confront AI.]

What my friends are talking about most right now: Last weekend, a group of friends and I saw Francis Ford Coppola's Megalopolis, and it's lived rent free in my mind and in our group chat ever since. One of the most baffling movies I've ever seen, Coppola's decades-long, self-financed passion project tells the story of the genius architect Cesar Catilina (Adam Driver) and his quest to build a utopia from the ruins of a decadent near-future New York.

Is Megalopolis "good"? That's perhaps too facile a question to ask. Might it forever change how you pronounce the word club? Quite possibly. By the two-hour mark, the whole theater had descended into uproarious laughter and spontaneous cheers. I went home disappointed that only directors with Apocalypse Now credibility and Godfather money are well positioned these days to make similarly weird, risky movies; for all its quirks, I probably won't see another film like Megalopolis for some time. [Related: The Megalopolis that Francis Ford Coppola wanted to make]

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: These past few years, I've been on a slow-burning quest to catch up on all the classic TV shows I missed by being in elementary school during the mid-aughts. It's a self-administered great-books course for prestige TV, if you will, built on the assumption that if reading The Odyssey and Hamlet enriches your understanding of Ulysses, then having watched The Sopranos and Breaking Bad makes Succession even better. My standout favorite thus far has been Mad Men, and I've recently gotten hooked on Girls, Lena Dunham's satire of a group of postcollege friends trying to make it in Brooklyn. Next stop: The Wire.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: I had the privilege of seeing the Lebanese indie-rock band Mashrou' Leila in concert four times--in Rabat, in Brooklyn, and twice in Cambridge, Massachusetts--before they disbanded in 2022. Their sound is akin to a sort of dark-timbre Vampire Weekend, heavy on strings and brass, with lyrics that are famous for their frank and often controversial engagement with gender and sexuality, religion and racism, violence and political instability. Mashrou' Leila's work is a testament to Lebanon's rich arts scene, and the group's 2015 album, Ibn El Leil, is a no-skip masterpiece.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: I love to run, and at the urging of my friends, I recently started using the social-media-ified fitness-tracking app Strava. In addition to its various other features, Strava offers a "Global Heatmap" built from user activity, which shows where people tend to congregate for their workouts. Sometimes, though, to waste time, I'll scroll to a random place on the map and try to derive some cultural or sociological insight from the snaking navy-blue lines left behind by past runners. Some have suggested that the Strava heatmap can reflect segregation and track gentrification; in 2018, a researcher discovered that the map apparently revealed the locations of U.S.-military bases in Syria and Afghanistan and, allegedly, a CIA "black site" in Djibouti. So what if the app is packaging our personal data--and maybe even our national-security secrets--and selling it back to us; sometimes it's interesting to ponder the best running route in Vladivostok.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: In my sophomore year of high school, I gave a presentation in my English class on Lana Del Rey's Born to Die. My PowerPoint slides have hopefully been lost to history, but my choice of Lana Del Rey as a subject worthy of critical engagement was validated, I think, by her 2019 album, Norman Fucking Rockwell. The rest of my playlists from high school will stay where they belong, on an iPod Nano that has long since lost the ability to hold a charge. [Related: Lana Del Rey says she never had a persona. Really?]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Choosing just one favorite seems impossible, so if I'm allowed, I'll propose two contenders--a new story and an older one. First, my colleague Cullen Murphy's reporting on Point Nemo, the most isolated place in the world, is an instant classic. And second, in our April issue, we published a recently rediscovered letter from Arthur Miller, which prompted me to look back in the archives to see if we'd published the playwright before. The letter, it turned out, wasn't Miller's only byline: In The Atlantic's October 1978 issue, we ran a short story of his titled "The 1928 Buick." It's a fascinating glimpse into life in Midwood, Brooklyn, in the 1930s, not far from where a young Miller settled with his family after the Depression decimated his father's clothing business and forced them to decamp from Harlem. His short fiction, I learned, is as sharp as his drama.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	November cover story: The moment of truth
 	Melania really doesn't care.
 	Couples therapy, but for siblings




The Week Ahead

	Smile 2, a horror film about a pop star who is cursed and begins experiencing terrifying events before her world tour (in theaters Friday)
 	Rivals, a miniseries starring David Tennant about a long-standing rivalry between two men that spurs a series of antics and relationships (streaming Friday on Hulu and Disney+)
 	Beyond the Big Lie, a book by Bill Adair about how politicians--and Republicans in particular--lie, and why they choose to do so (out Tuesday)




Essay


Courtesy of Joanne Dearcopp



The Woman Who Would Be Steinbeck

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 ... 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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What really works about SNL
 	Six books that feel like watching a movie
 	In defense of marital secrets
 	The Israeli artist who offends everyone
 	Alan Hollinghurst's lost England




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Florida's risky bet
 	How Jack Smith outsmarted the Supreme Court
 	What going on Call Her Daddy did for Kamala Harris




Photo Album


Members of the Castellers de Vilafranca team form a castell. (Lluis Gene / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at these photos from Tarragona, Spain, where more than 40 teams of "castellers" recently gathered to form the highest and most complex human towers possible.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Find a New Hobby

And how to deal with being bad at it for a while

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.


America has a love affair with hobbies, my colleague Julie Beck wrote in 2022. Part of this is an obsession with what scholars have called "productive" or "serious" leisure, which puts efficiency and progress ahead of less clearly defined accomplishments such as rest and time with loved ones. But for many hobbyists, spending time on a craft or a quirky collector's quest really is the best way to unwind. Today's newsletter explores how to find a new hobby, and how to deal with the likelihood that you'll be bad at it at first.



On Hobbies

How Hobbies Infiltrated American Life

By Julie Beck

America has a love affair with "productive leisure."

Read the article.

Six Underrated Hobbies to Try Out

By Stephanie Bai

Picking up a new pastime is no small feat.

Read the article.

What It's Like to Get Worse at Something

By Olga Khazan

I had been skiing since childhood. Why was I suddenly bad at it?

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How leisure time became work: The rise of the attention economy has accelerated our habit of engaging with our hobbies in a data-driven way, Shirley Li wrote in 2021.
 	"Ugh, I'm so busy": A status symbol for our time: Once, long ago, being richer meant working less, Joe Pinsker wrote in 2017.




Other Diversions

	Point Nemo, the most remote place on Earth
 	The most miraculous--and overlooked--type of milk
 	Get off the family plan.
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Two of the Weirdest Albums of the 1970s

Peek behind the disco music, and you'll find Richard Burton fighting Martians and Keith Moon warbling the Beatles.

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.


It's Friday, and in the world of politics, it's been a week that--to me, anyway--seems like a year. Monday was the first anniversary of the Hamas attack on Israel. On Wednesday, in my new cover story, I offered Atlantic readers a dark (but I hope inspiring) warning from George Washington about the election. Last night, Donald Trump experimented with a new campaign strategy: going to a major city in a swing state and dumping on it. "Our whole country will end up being like Detroit if [Kamala Harris] is your president," he told the Economic Club of, yes, Detroit. "You're going to have a mess on your hands."

But it is also autumn, and the crisp air and falling leaves have me thinking about a favorite song, and the weird album that produced it. And so, I thought we might leave the stressful 21st century behind today and go back to the late 1970s, when people experimented with music--among other things--in ways that now seem quaint and quirky.

I have two strange musical artifacts to recommend to you. One of them I already mentioned briefly in The Daily more than a year ago: the British musician and producer Jeff Wayne's freaky 1978 rock opus, Jeff Wayne's Musical Version of The War of the Worlds. It features Richard Burton as the narrator, and he interacts with Phil Lynott of Thin Lizzy, Justin Hayward of the Moody Blues, and David Essex, among others.

The album is, in places, kind of dated: Some of the interspersed instrumentals are uncomfortably disco-ish, and a few of the numbers are forgettable. But I want to direct you to the biggest hit the project spawned, Hayward's recording of "Forever Autumn," a lush, Moody Blues-like paean to a lost love:

Through autumn's golden gown we used to kick our way
 You always loved this time of year
 Those fallen leaves lie undisturbed now
 'Cos you're not here


It's gorgeous, and you'll hear it a lot as a stand-alone single on some stations during this time of year. But on the album, the song is intercut with Burton's narrator seeking his fiancee, Carrie, as London descends into chaos under the Martian assault. He describes stumbling through the fleeing masses only to find that Carrie and her father have fled their cottage:

Fire suddenly leapt from house to house. The population panicked and ran. And I was swept along with them, aimless and lost without Carrie. Finally I headed eastward for the ocean, and my only hope of survival: a boat out of England ...


Hayward then returns to sing "A gentle rain falls softly on my weary eyes / As if to hide a lonely tear." Carrie is lost, and humanity isn't far behind. "It was the beginning," Burton intones over the music, "of the rout of civilization, of the massacre of mankind."

Whew. At the end, the narrator reaches the Thames in time to see Carrie make it to safety on a steamer. It's not casual listening, but that's the point: If you need a little getaway from reality, put on your headphones and let Burton and Hayward take you to a world where '70s synthesizers and Victorian-era prose unite to summon images of imperiled lovers fleeing the alien tripods attacking Big Ben.

If you need a really trippy getaway, I have one other strange excursion for you. For some reason, the late record producer Russ Regan thought it would be awesome to make a movie in which newsreels and movie clips from World War II were set to Beatles music. Why? Because he saw it in a dream, that's why.

But wait: It's hard to make money from Beatles songs that already exist, so why not make covers of all the songs using an eclectic mix of popular '70s rock and pop artists, throw in some backing from two full orchestras, and issue a brand-new soundtrack album?

And that, briefly, is how the 1976 film All This and World War II came about. You've likely never seen it, because it was such a confusing bomb of a movie that Twentieth Century-Fox pulled it from theaters after two weeks, never to be released again. (It's now circulating as a cult video here and there, and you can find clips on YouTube, but the movie company basically buried it in a salt mine and sealed the entrance.)

The album, however, survives, and it's mesmerizing, in a train-wreck kind of way. A tiny bit of it is quite good. Ambrosia's version of "Magical Mystery Tour" just barely made it into the top 40 in the United States, Bryan Ferry's "She's Leaving Home" is rather affecting, and the Four Seasons do a jaunty "We Can Work It Out" that is a reminder of how good a vocal group they were.

The lead singer of the Four Seasons, Frankie Valli, did not join them on "We Can Work It Out"; instead, he soloed on "A Day in the Life," one of several oddball misfires on what was then a double-album set. (I owned it as a teen.) Peter Gabriel makes "Strawberry Fields Forever" arty and pretentious, while Helen Reddy gamely croons a watery version of "The Fool on the Hill." (You can almost see her in spangly bell-bottoms holding a white microphone with two fingers, '70s-style.) For some reason, Keith Moon shows up to sing "When I'm Sixty-Four," and Tina Turner sneers her way through what is easily one of the worst versions of "Come Together" ever recorded.

The rest of the contributors include the Bee Gees (of course), Frankie Laine, the Brothers Johnson, Roy Wood, and even a European crooner named Richard Cocciante. It's like a dimensional rip opened up between London and Los Angeles and just grabbed a random collection of musicians who were standing anywhere near electrical equipment and forced them to play for all eternity in the Beatles Multiverse.

I don't know why this album still exists. But I admit that, every few years, I play it again to revisit the unnatural amalgam of warm sincerity and plastic commercialism that made the 1970s such a weird decade.

We'll get back to politics next week. Until then, it's Burton and the Beatles.

Related:

	The band that best captures the sound of the '70s
 	The secret joys of geriatric rock






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	"I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is."
 	Point Nemo, the most remote place on Earth
 	This time, Bob Woodward gets it right.




Today's News

	Israeli air strikes killed at least 22 people and injured more than 100 last night in Beirut, according to Lebanese officials.
 	In a New York Times interview, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio refused multiple times to say whether Donald Trump lost the 2020 election. He also said that he would not have certified the 2020 election results.
 	FEMA's chief said that although the agency's budget can "support the immediate needs" of those who survived Hurricanes Helene and Milton, the agency will need supplemental funding from Congress soon.






Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Can you ignore a medical bill? The answer is less clear than you might think, Annie Lowrey writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Recent works by Alan Hollinghurst and Lore Segal take two different approaches to growing old, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Another Reason to Hate Ticks

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Russia hoax is still not a hoax.
 	Loubna Mrie: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country.
 	Rumors on X are becoming the right's new reality.
 	The Trump-Obama split screen in Pennsylvania
 	The wellness industry is manifesting a quantum world.




Culture Break


Illustration by Margeaux Walter



Drink. Shelf-stable milk is a miracle of food science that Americans just won't drink, Ellen Cushing writes.

Watch (or skip). The Apprentice (out now in theaters) is a Donald Trump biopic that aims to avoid politics--and ends up being a shallow, murky portrait, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.


Courtesy of Tom Nichols



For months, my wife, Lynn, and I have been so touched by the kind words many of you sent when our beloved cat Carla passed away. We really debated whether we would get another cat; Carla was a hard act to follow. But we love animals, and the shelters are packed with little friends who need a home. Our first trip to a shelter didn't end well; we were overwhelmed and had to leave. But a little over a month ago, we went back, and this time, we adopted a five-month-old kitten we've named Lily. (Carla was named for a character in the TV show Cheers, so we stayed with that theme: Lily's full name is Lilith Carla Nichols.)

Many of you have asked about Lily, and I am happy to report that she is a normal, highly energetic tuxedo cat whose mood alternates between cuddly furball and murderous apex predator in a matter of seconds. Lily is the first kitten either Lynn or I have had since we were children; as an adult, I'd previously adopted only older rescues, including Carla, who was already two when I got her. Lily is a reminder that kittens are both hilarious and exasperating. (Pet me! Nope, changed my mind--gotta bite you now.)

I am especially gratified to find that she is a very social cat. She wants to be wherever we are--which can be awkward, as cat owners know--and sleeps between us at night. When the grandchildren come by, she follows them around. She comes when called and checks out every visitor. (She can also eat her weight in kitten food about every 10 minutes, but she's a growing girl.) I'll keep you all posted.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Lessons of Aging

Alan Hollinghurst's and Lore Segal's later writing takes two different approaches to growing old.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Over the past few months, I've found myself thinking a lot about old age. Earlier this year, most Americans seemed to share my fixation, as voters debated President Joe Biden's mental fitness for a second term. But my preoccupation also has something to do with realizing that my peers--those in their early 30s--are no longer the primary audience for pop culture, as well as the feeling that people close to me are no longer "getting older" every year, but actually "aging." And because you're reading the Books Briefing, it won't be a surprise that I've turned to literature for guidance.

First, here are four stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A naked desperation to be seen
 	In defense of marital secrets
 	Six books that feel like watching a movie
 	The woman who would be Steinbeck


With his latest novel, Our Evenings, the English author Alan Hollinghurst, now 70 years old, has written a work that "reads like a throwback," Charles McGrath wrote for us this week: It is "as if the author, now older and wiser, were reminding both himself and his readers that ... true emotional intimacy is often elusive." Like all of Hollinghurst's work, McGrath argues, his latest is focused on "time, and what it does to everything." And what the passing years seem to do, most of all, is get in the way of the truth: Many of Hollinghurst's characters intentionally misremember or obscure their past mistakes and failures. A vein of sadness runs through the novel; the "evenings" of the title perhaps refers not only to the protagonist's numbered days but also to a bygone era in England, and a romanticized past that was simpler than "the mess that contemporary Britain has become," as McGrath puts it.

The writer Lore Segal, who died this week at the age of 96, had a somewhat different approach to the passage of time--one with more humor and less regret. The Austrian American author was best known for her tales about immigrants and outcasts; last year, my colleague Gal Beckerman recommended her novel Her First American for our summer reading guide, writing that "the originality of this love story between two outsiders in 1950s New York City ... cannot be overstated." And Segal kept writing until the very end of her life. In James Marcus's appreciation of her life and work, he writes that in recent years she sent him drafts of her new stories, many of which were included in her final collection, Ladies' Lunch. Even after a decades-long career, Segal was "still beset with doubts about her work," Marcus reports.

Her last story for The New Yorker, to which she was a frequent contributor, was published just last month. In it, the reader sees Segal address those doubts almost head-on. The story follows a group of old friends who get together and, almost immediately, start talking about the embarrassment of writing for a living. Bridget mentions that she's sent her latest story to a friend from a former writing class, and for four weeks, she's been anxiously awaiting a response. The others ask what she'll do, and she responds that she'll "lie in bed at night and stew. Dream vengeful dreams." Age, it seems, doesn't dissipate pettiness or insecurity.

In that story, which appeared in Ladies' Lunch, Segal doesn't betray much sadness at getting older, just a commitment to working things out on the page. Where Hollinghurst's work is tinged with regret over unfulfilled lives and better days, Segal looks back with a less maudlin touch. She seems to suggest that the solution to aging is to just keep living--and writing.






Alan Hollinghurst's Lost England

By Charles McGrath

In his new novel, the present isn't much better than the past--and it's a lot less sexy.

Read the full article.





What to Read

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. -- Fran Hoepfner

From our list: Six books that feel like watching a movie





Out Next Week

? An Image of My Name Enters America, by Lucy Ives

? Valley So Low, by Jared Sullivan


? Don't Be a Stranger, by Susan Minot




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Jonathan Ernst / Reuters.



Melania Really Doesn't Care

By Sophie Gilbert

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 the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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What the White House Is Doing on Reddit

The move is about the site's evolution, but also that of the broader social-media environment.

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.


A couple of days ago, the account u/whitehouse posted on Reddit for the first time. Since it kicked things off with a photo of President Joe Biden leading a briefing on Hurricane Milton and Hurricane Helene, the account has appeared on various pages related to the storms. "Yep, it's really us!" one comment from the account reassured any (understandably) skeptical users.


This has been quite a week for disinformation across the internet: Some of the lies being spread as storms batter the Southeast come from accounts that belong to everyday users posting sensational images with the help of AI, but some have come directly from elected officials, such as Marjorie Taylor Greene and Donald Trump, who are using the storm to fuel a political agenda. Debuting on Reddit this week was a way for the White House to push back against misinformation, Christian L. Tom, the White House director of digital strategy, told me earlier today. "We view Reddit as a good example of a service that allows people to align around shared interests," including specific topics and locations, Tom said.

The White House is still posting on other major social platforms; Tom noted that using Reddit was among the White House's various digital strategies, which include working with content creators, and he emphasized that having a presence on the platform doesn't come at the expense of dealing with misinformation on platforms such as X. (Reddit itself is, of course, not immune to misinformation.)

That Reddit is now an appealing home for such content is a bit of a swerve: The site was once infamous for hosting unwieldy conversation threads and even hate speech. But since the mid-2010s, the platform has put major effort into moderating its content. Its user base has also grown dramatically in recent years. As Reddit's competitors, especially Elon Musk's X, have become vectors of inaccuracy and lies, Reddit is standing out as an unexpected place for real-time, accurate information to reach an engaged public.

The Reddit cleanup began after several high-profile crises--including a staff revolt against its former CEO Ellen Pao and swells of violent speech on the platform at the time of the 2017 white-supremacist rally in Charlottesville. The company soon updated the language of its content-moderation policies and banned accounts it found to be in violation. As the Reddit co-founder and now-CEO Steve Huffman told The New Yorker at the time: "We let the story get away from us. And now we're trying to get our shit together." For Reddit, part of the effort to tamp down on bad actors was clearly about revenue growth, and on that score, the company's efforts seem largely to have worked; it went public this past March, debuting on the stock market at a $6.4 billion valuation.

My colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany, who has covered the world of Reddit, told me that the platform has always been a product of its time--including 20 years ago, when the web had different norms. The site today is no utopia, she cautioned. But its unusual system of volunteer moderators has allowed Reddit to evolve. The site has shifted "fairly organically because of a content-moderation system that empowers users to keep their own siloed spaces clean," she said. Reddit can be understood as a collection of "fiefdoms," known as subreddits, Kaitlyn explained, governed by rules laid down by the moderators of that space--and subject to the site's broader policies. The system of allowing users to upvote and downvote posts "works as a built-in check against bad information spiraling out of control," she added (though bad actors could always overtake a page and try to manipulate it).

Reddit's role in this moment also speaks to the fact that other platforms have let lies proliferate unchecked: X, once carefully moderated and admired for its utility in fast-changing news moments, is now overrun with disinformation--some of it personally boosted by its owner, Elon Musk. The site formerly employed a robust team of trust and safety officials; Musk fired many of them in 2022, and has mocked the idea of content moderation. Meanwhile, Google is clogged with AI tools and nonsensical, not-always-accurate summaries. Into this landscape comes Reddit: 100 people per second are appending "Reddit" to their Google searches in order to get the results they're seeking, a Reddit spokesperson told me; the site's users were at an all-time high last quarter, she said, adding that subreddits for various Florida communities affected by the storms saw boosts in traffic over the past two weeks.

As my colleague Elaine Godfrey wrote yesterday, right-wing efforts to politicize the hurricanes "offer a foretaste of the grievance-fueled disinformation mayhem that we'll see on and after Election Day." In a moment when America's elected leaders are fanning the flames of disinformation, and social-media lords are working against the spread of accurate content (in Musk's case, literally leaping into an alliance with a political candidate doing the same), people sharing real-time facts are looking for somewhere to go. In our topsy-turvy media ecosystem, the answer may be--of all places--Reddit.

Related:

	Inside r/relationships, the unbearably human corner of Reddit
 	November will be worse.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	For only the fifth time, The Atlantic is endorsing a presidential candidate: Kamala Harris. 
 	Melania really doesn't care.
 	Kamala Harris's muted message on mass deportation




Today's News

	At least five people are dead and more than 3 million people have lost power after Hurricane Milton battered Florida overnight.
 	The Department of Justice announced that TD Bank will pay a $3 billion fine for charges including violating the Bank Secrecy Act and failing to monitor money laundering.
 	Ethel Kennedy, widow of Senator Robert F. Kennedy and matriarch of the Kennedy family, died at age 96.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Hurricane Milton was a test of Florida's coast, which has everything to recommend it, except the growing risk of flooding, Zoe Schlanger writes.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: A 1938 hurricane left many New Englanders in a similar position to the Appalachian communities devastated by Hurricane Helene, Nancy Walecki writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Get Off the Family Plan

By Arthur C. Brooks

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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Public health has a blueberry-banana problem.
 	Britain's smoking war lights up.
 	The climate action that the world needs
 	How Lore Segal saw the world in a nutshell




Culture Break


Hikkaduwa Liyanage Prasantha Vinod / Wildlife Photographer of the Year



Check out. These are the winning images from the 2024 Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition.

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

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 Hurricanes That Caught America Off Guard

Less than a century ago, many New Englanders were in a similar position to the Appalachian communities devastated by Helene.

by Nancy Walecki




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


Hurricane Milton's wind and rain lashed Florida overnight--flooding streets, spawning tornadoes, and sending sheets of a fiberglass stadium roof billowing like tissue paper. As they did just weeks before, people in the Southeast have cycled through another round of evacuations, storm surges, and waking up to survey the damage. In the wake of Hurricane Helene, houses that were once up the street are now downriver, and entire communities have been "wiped off the map." One survivor told CNN that "the smell of decay, and the smell of loss of life ... will probably stick with me the rest of my life." Many are living in a world not so much upside down as erased.

Less than a century ago, New England was in a similar position. As in North Carolina before Helene, rainstorms saturated the Northeast's soil and overwhelmed its rivers. Then, a Category 3 hurricane traced a fishhook path across the Atlantic and slammed the New England coastline on September 21, 1938. Later nicknamed the "Long Island Express" and the "Yankee Clipper," after the areas it damaged the most, the storm took almost everybody by surprise; no one had expected it to travel that far north--meteorologists included. According to Atlantic writer Frances Woodward's report, a gust of wind had toppled a crate of tomatoes in front of a New England grocery store early that day. An onlooker speculated a hurricane might be brewing. Another scoffed: "Whad'ye think this is, Palm Beach?"

When the storm hit, people were caught "alone and unprepared," according to the editors' note on Woodward's story. Residents watched as the physical world gave way around them: Streets were engulfed by "the sea itself," inundated with a "bulk of green water which was not a wave, was nothing there was a name for," Woodward observed. Long Island Railroad tracks were damaged, Montauk temporarily became an island, and more than 600 people died. "Curious to see the houses you knew so well, the roofs under which you had lived, tilt, and curtsy gravely--hesitate, and bow--and cease to exist," Woodward wrote.

After the flooding receded, people gathered to assess the damage. Their towns didn't feel like home anymore, Woodward recalled: "It was just some place out of a cold-sweated dream ... the sour smell on the air. And the alien face of the harbors, blue and placid, with shore lines no one could recognize." As the sun set, fires burned along the waterfront. "It was a sort of nightmare background to the wet and the cold and the feeling of being still as confused as you had been in the wind."

The year 1938 had already been a difficult one. The Atlantic's editor in chief, Edward A. Weeks, could have been describing 2024 when he wrote in the aftermath of the New England hurricane: "We have all had too much worry, too much recession, too much politics, too much hurricane, too much fear of war." Survivors asked then, as they are now, How do you begin again?

I'd hoped there might be an answer in The Atlantic's archives. But what I found instead was a story that repeats itself after every natural disaster: People sift through the rubble, searching for missing loved ones. They take stock of what they have left, and figure out a way to rebuild. "You got used to it, in a way, if you kept going," Woodward wrote.

Maybe there's a comfort in knowing that our predecessors weren't sure how to handle this moment either. One of the earliest mentions of a hurricane in The Atlantic comes from a poem by Celia Thaxter, published in April 1868. After a hurricane causes a shipwreck, a lighthouse keeper laments how unfair it is that the ocean can still look beautiful, when so many sailors have died in it. He asks God how He could have allowed so much suffering; in response, a voice tells him to "take / Life's rapture and life's ill, / And wait. At last all shall be clear."

Sighing, the man climbs the lighthouse steps.

And while the day died, sweet and fair,
 I lit the lamps again.
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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


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



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 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 Taylor

A 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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Six Songs That Sound Like Middle School

Our writers and editors select tracks that bring them right back to those awkward, glorious years.

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Listening to certain songs can take you back to a time or feeling. Today, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What song reminds you of middle school?





"Buy U a Drank (Shawty Snappin')," by T-Pain

It was the year of "Buy U a Drank"--a good year, I imagine, for T-Pain. Unfortunately, it was a very bad year for me. I was in sixth grade, at a new school, trying desperately to ingratiate myself with a friend group that didn't want me. I could tell the song was having a moment--I heard kids singing it in the hallways--but I wasn't in on it. It was only a reminder that I had no one with whom to snap my fingers or do my step.

Then, in seventh grade, my life changed. I gave up on the mean girls and befriended people I actually liked. (We're still close now.) By the time bat-mitzvah season rolled around, "Buy U a Drank" was still in rotation; every weekend, I danced my tween heart out, screaming "I'ma take you home with me" (that wasn't happening) and "I got money in the bank" (I didn't).

A few months ago, I heard the song live for the first time, at T-Pain's concert in Central Park. He later told the crowd, plainly emotional, about canceling his 2019 tour because ticket sales were so low--and how grateful and surprised he feels to be here now, surrounded by love and support. You and me both, T-Pain.

-- Faith Hill, staff writer

***

"Steal My Sunshine," by Len

"I was lying on the grass of Sunday morning of last week" ... still wondering what this song is about, even though I wore out the album You Can't Stop the Bum Rush, by the Canadian one-hit wonder Len, in the summer of 1999. "My mind was thugged, all laced and bugged, all twisted, wrong and beat," rasped Len's co-lead singer Marc Costanzo, in one of many lines of slacker-Shakespearian nonsense he traded with his sister, Sharon.

As with a lot of '90s rocker-pop, Len's verbal density induced lightheaded euphoria, but the production here was particularly blissed out: disco hiccups, spaceship synths, loose chitchat. The only lyric I really understood was about drinking Slurpees in the sunshine--incidentally the highest pleasure of my seventh-grade existence.

-- Spencer Kornhaber, staff writer

***

"Babylon's Burning," by the Ruts

Britain, 1979: Oh, glorious hour of miserableness and realism, when the Ruts--the Ruts!--were pop music. The Ruts: anti-racist punk rockers. The Ruts, who played with a chugging, mobile, reggae-fied low end (they coolly out-Clashed the Clash in this respect) that would recur nearly 10 years later, on an evolutionary tangent, in the music of Fugazi.

"Babylon's Burning," their most apocalyptic single, reached No. 7 in the U.K. charts in the summer of 1979. Which meant that we got to see the Ruts perform it on TV, on Top of the Pops, I and my brothers and our horrible little short-trousered friends. Trapped, immured in the grayness of our Catholic boarding school, we loved Top of the Pops above all things: It was color, madness, the outside world, the unknown. It was salvation, really. And on July 5, 1979, it was the Ruts. It was Malcolm Owen, with his beautifully hoarse and prophetic punk-rock voice, singing, "Babylon's burning / You'll burn the streets / You'll burn your houses / With anxiety ..." Cluelessly, devotedly, we watched.

-- James Parker, staff writer

***

"Graduation (Friends Forever)," by Vitamin C

In my Toronto school board, there was no middle school. Elementary school spanned kindergarten to grade eight, then you went to high school. Thus, grade-eight graduation was the most momentous occasion of a tween's little life. So when "Graduation (Friends Forever)," by the one-hit wonder Vitamin C, reached Canada in 2000, I was indignant. That year, I was only in grade seven: The most perfect graduation song ever written would never belong to me.

Every time I hear the opening bars and Vitamin C's completely unironic sampling of Johann Pachelbel's Canon in D, I recall the defining experience of being 12: feeling like I would never be as cool, as lucky, as cosmically aligned with the music charts and the turn of the millennium, as the kids in the year above. I attended their ceremony in our elementary-school gym, and when "Graduation" played, I believed that only they would ever talk all night about the rest of their lives, that only they would stay friends forever. But I spent the next year proving myself wrong, and when I received my diploma in that same gym the following June, "Graduation" played once more.

-- Yasmin Tayag, staff writer

***

"Denis," by Blondie

Samuel was so gone on Debbie Harry. It was Blondie's U.K. hit single "Denis" that did it. The year was 1978, and Samuel was in the year below me in middle school. Because I aspired to the glorious sophistication of adolescence, I felt a little sorry for him--though we teased him for weeks about his tween pash. The song seemed corny, saccharine, silly. And the girl: absurdly pretty, peroxide blond ... too obvious. The song itself was about a crush, for Godsakes.

At the time, I had no notion that "Denis" was a subtly corrupted cover of an early-'60s doo-wop band's hit, "Denise." Nor did I know about CBGB, the Bowery club that became the center of New York City's punk-rock scene, from which Blondie had emerged. That would have taken some actual adolescent sophistication, whereas my pocket money that year went to the 45 of "Song for Guy," by Elton John.

It was only years later that I came to appreciate Blondie's sly genius with "Denis," its perfection of the very bubblegum pop that it mocked. Samuel had been right all along; now I'm the one with the crush.

-- Matt Seaton, senior editor

***

"Everytime We Touch," by Cascada

"Everytime We Touch" was released when I was 11 years old, which means that I have countless memories of dancing awkwardly to it at bar and bat mitzvahs. But for whatever reason, the most indelible memory I have of the German dance-pop single is when a group of girls crowded around a desk in my sixth-grade classroom, listening to the song play from somebody's phone (presumably a flip phone, maybe an LG Chocolate, although I can't be sure); the boys in our class sat at the other end of the room, somewhat bewildered by our obsession.

My friends and I, who all attended a modern Orthodox Jewish day school in Brooklyn, weren't exactly familiar with the kind of electric romance that the singer Natalie Horler describes with her Britney Spears-esque vocal inflections. But the slow build to the chorus and the infectious melody were enough to keep us coming back--many of us probably wondering, as we jumped up and down to the beat, if love and loss would one day feel like this.

-- Isabel Fattal, senior newsletters editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	A secret diary of mass murder
 	Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake.
 	Lighthouse parents have more confident kids.




The Week Ahead

	Joker: Folie a Deux, a musical psychological thriller about the Joker's whirlwind romance with Harley Quinn (in theaters Friday)
 	Moon Music, a follow-up album to Coldplay's 2021 Music of the Spheres (releases Friday)
 	The Message, an essay collection by Ta-Nehisi Coates about his travels to Africa, South Carolina, and Palestine (out Tuesday)




Essay


Iva Sidash for The Atlantic



The Timekeeper of Ukraine

By Nate Hopper

For six years, Vladimir Soldatov has been the custodian of Ukraine's time. He oversees a laboratory in the city of Kharkiv that contains about a dozen clocks and several distributive devices: gray boxes, humming in gray racks and connected via looping cables, that together create, count, and communicate his country's seconds. The lab is located within the Institute of Metrology, a cluster of cream-colored buildings now scarred by Russian artillery.
 Soldatov is Ukraine's representative in a small, international community of obsessives who keep their nation's time and, by doing so, help construct the world's time, to which all clocks are set ... In the digital era, no such lab has operated in a war zone until now.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	What Ellen DeGeneres isn't hearing over all the applause
 	Why Katy Perry can't get her groove back
 	The most vital Marvel series yet
 	The $120 million passion project that's too ahead of its time
 	Five books that conjure entirely new worlds
 	"Dear James": I hate my post-college life.
 	Malcolm Gladwell, meet Mark Zuckerberg






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	OpenAI takes its mask off.
 	Mitt Romney braces for Trump's retribution.
 	The war that would not end




Photo Album


An Adelie penguin toboggans on a sheet of sea ice. (Nadia Haq / Bird Photographer of the Year)



Take a look at the winning images from this year's Bird Photographer of the Year competition.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The Colors of Early Autumn

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 16, 2024

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the days grow shorter in the Northern Hemisphere, we once again welcome autumn--the best season. The autumnal equinox took place a few weeks ago, on September 22, marking the end of summer. Now comes the season of harvests, festivals, winter preparations, migrations, and, of course, spectacular fall colors. Across the north, people are beginning to feel a chill in the evening air, apples and pumpkins are being gathered, and animals are on the move. Collected below are early images from this year, with more to follow in the weeks to come.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child lifts a large pumpkin in a pumpkin patch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl struggles under the weight of the hefty pumpkin that she was attempting to carry out of the field at the Bainbridge Island / Suyematsu Farms Pumpkin Patch on Bainbridge Island, Washington, on October 9, 2024.
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                Meegan M. Reid / Kitsap Sun / USA Today Network / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rock mountainsides are seen in the distance, beyond yellowish autumn-colored trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall colors come to Rock Creek in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 9, 2024, seen near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bald eagle sits in a tree covered with fall leaves along US Highway 51, south of Minocqua, in Oneida County, Wisconsin, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A worker cuts grapes from a vine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seasonal worker harvests a carignan vine whose leaves have been burned by the sun and drought, at the Sarrat d'En Sol wine-growing estate in Tuchan, in the Corbieres region of the Aude department in the south of France, on September 24, 2024.
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                [image: City buildings are seen in the distance, beyond a wall covered in red autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Canary Wharf business district is seen in the distance behind autumnal leaves on October 9, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: A flock of grazing sheep]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze as they follow the shepherds during Redyk, marking the end of the sheep-grazing season with locals in Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through a city street]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of of sheep following their shepherds through the streets of Szczawnica, Poland, on October 12, 2024. Every year in southern Poland, shepherds from the mountain region celebrate the end of the grazing season by descending from the mountains with their sheep, followed by folk celebrations in the villages.
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                [image: A plant is covered with frost.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plant is covered with frost as cold weather hits the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: Houses sit on a mountain slope among many red, yellow, and green bushes and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Mount Sis Plateau, located in between Giresun and Trabzon provinces, covered in tones of yellow, brown, and red foliage with the arrival of autumn, in Trabzon, Turkey, on October 10, 2024
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                [image: A dog stands along a misty lane among trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog stands along a misty lane among trees in Germany's Rhineland-Palatinate.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the skyline of midtown Manhattan and the Empire State Building on the first full day of autumn in New York City on September 23, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An elevated view of several workers standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog, using booms to harvest floating cranberries]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmworkers harvest cranberries at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field, pulling a cart full of corn stalks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Amish farmer drives a team of horses through a field during the corn harvest near Paradise, in Pennsylvania's Lancaster County, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of autumn colors along a section of China's Great Wall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of autumn colors along the Jiankou Great Wall, in Beijing, China, seen on October 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a pumpkin sitting in a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pumpkin sits in a field at Blackshire Farms in Beaver Creek, Minnesota, seen on October 3, 2024.
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                [image: A maple tree seen in its fall colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A maple tree shows its fall colors in New Gloucester, Maine, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carved pumpkins lit up like sunflowers stand among thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists, illuminating the historic Van Cortlandt Manor at the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Selcuk Acar / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A deer walks through brush in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer passes near Convict Lake during the fall migration in the Eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains on October 7, 2024, near Crowley Lake, California.
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                [image: A person works in a dark room, tending to cobs of corn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works to dry and prepare corn for the winter season in a historical serender in Trabzon's Tonya district, Turkey, on October 16, 2024. Serenders, which are generally intended for the storage of food, are built high above the ground and protect stored food from pests and wild animals.
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                [image: A footpath leads through autumnal leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A footpath leads through autumnal leaves in Gosforth Nature Reserve, in Tyne and Wear, England.
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                [image: Cows stand in an alpine field, backdropped by steep snow-covered mountaintops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows of the Alpe di Siusi shepherds are ready to depart for their traditional autumn transhumance, with the majestic Sciliar mountain range as their backdrop, on October 5, 2024, in Alpe di Siusi, Italy. For generations, grazing animals in South Tyrol have spent their summers on the alpine meadows in the mountains far away from the towns and villages. Come autumn, they are brought back closer to civilization for the approaching winter, nearer the care of farmers. This "transhumance" is traditionally celebrated with a big feast, and the moving cattle are decorated with flowers and garlands for the journey.
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                [image: Dozens of cranes fly in several formations in a golden sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of sandhill cranes fly into the Phil and Marilyn Isenberg Sandhill Crane Reserve off of Woodbridge Road, west of Lodi, California, on October 10, 2024. Thousands of cranes migrate from their summer homes in Alaska and Canada every fall, headed to the Central Valley, where they stay until the spring.
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                [image: People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins at a fair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand behind a line of giant pumpkins to watch the competition during the 40th annual All New England Giant Pumpkin Weigh-Off at the Topsfield Fair, in Topsfield, Massachusetts, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, partly framed by tree branches]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mount Fuji, seen in morning sunlight on an autumn day, in Japan
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                [image: A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fly fisherman paddles on a pond as fall foliage begins to show color in Campton, New Hampshire, 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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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Waiters and customers in a beer hall celebrate while holding sparklers and glasses of beer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Oktoberfest waitstaff celebrate the end of the world's biggest beer festival, the 189th Oktoberfest, in Munich, Germany, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A tall metal statue depicts a woman holding a rifle and a sword.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather next to the Statue of the Amazon, in Cotonou, Benin, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke and sparks rise above an explosion at night, during an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises from the site of an Israeli air strike that targeted a neighborhood in Beirut's southern suburbs late on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: Many tents and people line the shore on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tents are crammed together as displaced Palestinians camp along the beach of Deir al-Balah, central Gaza Strip, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A round, multistory atrium captured from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A central open-air architectural detail is seen in the interior of one of a number of multistory cemetery buildings at Yarkon Cemetery in Tel Aviv, Israel, on October 8, 2024. Tel Aviv is among the world's cities that have turned to multistory cemeteries to cope with a shortage of burial space.
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                [image: An orbital view of a large hurricane]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hurricane Milton, a Category 5 storm at the time of this photograph, is pictured in the Gulf of Mexico off the coast of Yucatan Peninsula on October 8, 2024, seen from the International Space Station as it orbited 257 miles above.
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                [image: Half a dozen people stand beside a seawall, taking photographs as large waves splash in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take photos of the spray from waves crashing against the Malecon seawall, brought by the passing of Hurricane Milton, in Havana, Cuba, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A person reacts, standing in a yard surrounded by piles of storm debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Marie Cook reacts to the damage to her home in the Binks Estates community after a tornado formed by Hurricane Milton touched down, striking homes in the Preserve and Binks Estate, among others in its path, in Wellington, Florida, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A sculpture stands in a pool of water, the same shape and size as a human, covered in moss and flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Part of the "Waterfront Oasis" installation, seen after it recently opened at Canary Wharf, in London, England, on October 7, 2024
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                [image: A person wearing a gorilla costume performs in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist wearing a gorilla costume performs at Castle Square in the Old Town of Warsaw on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A worker standing knee-deep in a cranberry bog pulls on a boom to gather cranberries.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmworker uses a boom to help corral floating cranberries as they are harvested at the Weston Cranberry Corporation Farm, in Carver, Massachusetts, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: The head of a seal appears above shallow waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A seal swims at Newton's Cove, in Weymouth Bay, in Weymouth, England, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A dog is groomed by a student.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog is groomed by students of Senac's Advanced Grooming Techniques course in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A pheasant, standing near small plants]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pheasant is seen among grasses in Bursa, Turkey, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: A performer stands on a platform lifted in the air by water jets, while holding a long pole with iron baskets on either end that throw off plumes of sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An artist on a flyboard shakes iron nets filled with hot coals to create sparks during a Huohu ("fire pot") performance at the Weiran Flower Sea scenic area on October 6, 2024, in Chengdu, Sichuan province, China.
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                [image: An aerial view of a busy fairground at night, with many lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, the rides and stalls of the Hull Fair are illuminated for its first day of 2024, on October 4, in Hull, England. Hull Fair has been in existence for more than 700 years, first appearing in 1278. The historical autumn fair is one of the biggest in Europe and is expected to attract more than 600,000 people over eight days.
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                [image: Six motorcycle racers ride toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders race into the first corner during the MXGP race of the 2024 Monster Energy Motocross of Nations, at Matterley Basin in Winchester, England, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A man wearing sandals performs a trick on a motorcycle, popping its front wheel up and sliding along on one foot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Afghan man shows his skills while riding a motorcycle along a road on the outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: A goggle-wearing dog is strapped to a motorcycle rider's back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A goggle-wearing dog is strapped to a motorcycle rider's back as they wait at a stoplight in Bogota, Colombia, on October 9, 2024.
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                [image: A small monkey wearing a shirt reacts as a priest sprinkles water on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A monkey named Miguel receives a Franciscan's blessing during a Mass in honor of Saint Francis of Assisi on the saint's feast day in Brasilia, Brazil, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A man tosses fuel on a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man tosses fuel on a fire in preparation for worshippers' barefoot walk over burning coals during the Nine Emperor Gods festival at a temple in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Audience members are seated beneath a wall, watching a show, with a huge fish projected on the wall behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors watch the audiovisual presentation "Ocean Odyssey," projected on the walls of a former steelworks at the Phoenix des Lumieres exhibition in Dortmund, Germany, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a gold statue, bronze curved ceilings, and scaffolding]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of the Baroque sculpted bronze canopy by Gian Lorenzo Bernini, positioned over the high altar of St. Peter's Basilica, seen as it undergoes restoration at the Vatican, on October 8, 2024
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                [image: A stag with weeds tangled in its antlers roars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stag roars as the annual rutting season continues in Richmond Park, London, on October 4, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks past a board covered with many photographs of young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the first anniversary of the attack, an attendant walks past a mural featuring portraits of victims at the site of the Nova Music Festival, where hundreds of revelers were killed and abducted by Hamas and taken into Gaza, near Kibbutz Reim, southern Israel, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Ten starlings fly overhead, beneath a crescent moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starlings swarm before roosting for the night as the crescent moon looms overhead in Kansas City, Missouri, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: A small plane lands on a beach during an airshow as onlookers watch and birds take flight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small plane lands on the beach during the Pacific Airshow on October 4, 2024, in Huntington Beach, California.
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                [image: People ride in a small gondola that travels along cables strung between rocky cliffs, above crashing sea waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride in a human-powered gondola to cross a 120-meter channel to Karang Watu Panjang Island, a popular tourist attraction, at Timang Beach, Gunung Kidul, Yogyakarta, Indonesia, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A fox runs across a red carpet, past a military honor guard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fox passes by the military honor guard prior to the welcoming ceremony for Mauritanian President Mohamed Ould Cheikh El Ghazouani, at Bellevue Palace, in Berlin, Germany, on October 8, 2024.
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                [image: The field of a football stadium is filled with fans who stormed it after a game; the goalposts seem to have been knocked over.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans of the Arkansas Razorbacks storm the field after a game against the Tennessee Volunteers at Donald W. Reynolds Razorback Stadium in Fayetteville, Arkansas, on October 5, 2024. The Razorbacks defeated the Volunteers 19-14.
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                [image: Dozens of young men in military uniforms clamor around North Korean leader Kim Jong Un.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North Korean leader Kim Jong Un is mobbed as he visits the National Defense University in Pyongyang, North Korea, on October 7, 2024, in this photo released by North Korea's Korean Central News Agency.
                #
            

            
                
                
                KCNA / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of people gather during a celebration.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People from the Oromo community gather at Meskel square to celebrate "Irreecha" in Addis Ababa on October 5, 2024. Irreecha is the annual Thanksgiving festival celebrated by the Oromo people, Ethiopia's largest ethnic group, as a way to express gratitude to Waaqa (God) for the blessings and mercies they have received throughout the year.
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                [image: Two children sit in and beside an auto rickshaw at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for their parent in an auto rickshaw during the Ram Leela fair in Varanasi, India, on October 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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