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        Are You a Platonist or an Aristotelian?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Growing up, my older brother was a good student, interested in science. We shared a bedroom, so I benefited from his knowledge at night as we lay in our beds and he regaled me with facts of all kinds, with specializations on such topics as the behavior of dinosaurs and the age of volcanoes. One scientific idea he talked about particularly stimulated my imagination--and has stayed with me to this d...

      

      
        America's Strangest Tourist Destination
        Ross Andersen

        At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war....

      

      
        'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'
        John Hendrickson

        Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last n...

      

      
        Trump and the January 6 Memory Hole
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe way Donald Trump talks about January 6 has evolved over time. Directly after the insurrection, he condemned the rioters, although he added that they were "very special." For the next few years, he played around with different themes, implying that the protests were peaceful or that the people jailed for their actions that day were "political prisoners."But these descriptions are mild compared with the outrageous ways ...

      

      
        The Swing States Are in Good Hands
        Paul Rosenzweig

        In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised b...

      

      
        Ratpocalypse Now
        Annie Lowrey

        Has any man in history talked about "how much he hates rats" more than New York City Mayor Eric Adams? Adams himself posed that question at the city's inaugural National Urban Rat Summit last month. "Let's figure out how we unify against public enemy number one: Mickey and his crew."Mickey is, canonically, a mouse. But Adams's campaign against the city's endemic brown-rat population might be the most effective and highest-profile initiative of his scandal-ridden mayoralty. This summer, new munici...

      

      
        Michel Houellebecq Has Some Fresh Predictions. Be Afraid.
        Judith Shulevitz

        Michel Houellebecq's skills as a stylist don't get the respect they deserve. Yes, he has been called France's most important novelist, but praise is generally lavished on his ideas, not their expression. Maybe that's because he's a ranter whose prose can feel dashed-off and portentous. He's the opposite of an aesthete, putting his fiction to work savaging ideologies he despises. There's a long list of those: feminism, self-actualization, globalization, neoliberalism, commercialism. In short, the ...

      

      
        This Election Is No <em>West Wing</em> Reunion
        Mark Leibovich

        The fictional president Josiah Bartlet dropped into a Democratic canvassing headquarters in a Madison, Wisconsin, strip mall last Sunday morning. He was there on behalf of Kamala Harris, addressing a room full of jittery volunteers stranded in a real-life political campaign.Bartlet--or rather, Martin Sheen, the actor who played him on the beloved TV show The West Wing--was an emissary from a bygone era of better political angels that may or may not have ever existed off-screen. The show aired from ...

      

      
        Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election
        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.Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and...

      

      
        Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World
        Zoe Schlanger

        Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest d...

      

      
        Why Are We Humoring Them?
        Megan Garber

        In September, Secret Service agents apprehended a man carrying an AK-47-style gun near Donald Trump's Palm Beach golf course--in an apparent attempt, the FBI concluded, to assassinate the former president. To some, the thwarted violence was a bleak testament to the times: one more reminder that politics, when approached as an endless war, will come with collateral damage. To Elon Musk, however, it was an opportunity. The billionaire, treating his control of X as a means of owning the libs, gave th...

      

      
        Why People Itch and How to Stop It
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The twinge begins in the afternoon: toes. At my desk, toes, itching. Toes, toes, toes. I don't normally think about my toes. But as I commute home in a crowded subway car, my feet are burning, and I cannot reach them. Even if I could, what would I do with my sneakers? My ankles are itchy too. But I'm wearing jeans, which are difficult to scratch through, unless you have a fork or something similarly rigid and...

      

      
        The Positions That the Democrats Won't Defend
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Under normal circumstances, you would not expect a crowd of regular Americans--even those engaged enough to go to a political rally--to recognize an assistant secretary of health and human services. But the crowd at Donald Trump's appearance earlier this month at the Santander Arena, in Reading, Pennsylvania, started booing as soon as Rachel Levine's image appeared on the Jumbotron.That's because Levine is the highest-profi...

      

      
        Hating the Regime, Waiting for War
        Arash Azizi

        There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only ...

      

      
        Why Randy Newman Is Least Loved For His Best Work
        David Hajdu

        The singer, songwriter, and composer Randy Newman had a fascination with the legend of Faust that approached obsession. Beginning around 1981, he worked for some 15 years on an original retelling of the much-retold story of spiritual brokerage. In his version, which he conceived as a musical dark comedy, the Lord and the devil make a bet for eternal custody of the soul of an impressionable student at the University of Notre Dame. Productions were mounted at the La Jolla Playhouse in San Diego and...

      

      
        The Atlantic Did Not Publish an Article With the Headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler"
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler."An image with this fabricated headline 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 22, 2024, with the headline "Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had.'"Anyone encountering these images can quickl...

      

      
        Six Political Memoirs Worth Reading
        Franklin Foer

        In the months leading up to a presidential election, bookstores fill with campaign memoirs. These titles are, for the most part, ghostwritten. They are devoid of psychological insights and bereft of telling moments, instead typically giving their readers the most stilted of self-portraits, produced in hackish haste. They are, really, a pretext for an aspirant's book tour and perhaps an appearance on The View--in essence, a campaign advertisement squeezed between two covers.But these self-serving v...

      

      
        The Chronically Online Have Stolen Halloween
        Kate Lindsay

        Many of this year's most popular Halloween costumes make sense. One trend tracker's list includes characters from Beetlejuice and Inside Out, thanks to the respective sequels that recently hit theaters. But at No. 2 sits a costume that's not like the others: Raygun, the Australian dancer who went viral for her erratic moves during the Olympics earlier this year. Her costume--a green-and-yellow tracksuit--beat out pop-culture stalwarts such as Sabrina Carpenter, Minions, and Wolverine. Raygun is not...

      

      
        ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes. A little hip, a little nerdy, a little tattooed; unmistakably English majors. The scene had the trappings of a campus-movie set piece: blue skies, green greens, kids both working and not working,...

      

      
        Is Civility Enough?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | iHeart Media | YouTube | Pocket CastsFor nearly a year, we've been participating in a DIY experiment in civility. We've gotten to know our new neighbors, who happen to be supporters of January 6 insurrectionists. One of those neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed at the Capitol on January 6. We've learned a lot about their family lives, their heartaches, and their two new kittens. We've also listened to them--while in b...

      

      
        The Three Factors That Will Decide the Election
        George Packer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Charleroi is a small mill town south of Pittsburgh whose dozen blocks, running along the tracks of the Norfolk Southern Railway, are nestled in a valley between the Monongahela River and the worn-down foothills of western Appalachia. Going back more than a century, Charleroi (nicknamed "Magic City") has made glassware, with a peak population of more than 11,000, a unionized workforce, and a dominant Democratic Party. By t...

      

      
        Why Harris Is Joining Forces With the Never Trumpers
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.I hesitate to speak for other Never Trumpers, but we've gotten used to losing, haven't we? In three consecutive presidential elections, our doughty gang of dissidents has failed spectacularly in its attempts to shake Donald Trump's grip on the GOP. At this year's Republican National Convention--that grea...

      

      
        Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had'
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.In April 2020, Vanessa Guillen, a 20-year-old Army private, was bludgeoned to death by a fellow soldier at Fort Hood, in Texas. The killer, aided by his girlfriend, burned Guillen's body. Guillen's remains were discovered two months later, buried in a riverbank near the base, after a massive search.Guillen, the daughter of Mexican immigrants, grew up in Houston, and her murder sparked outrage across Texas and beyond. Fort Hoo...

      

      
        No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get
        Yasmin Tayag

        There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. B...

      

      
        The Worst Insult I Ever Heard as an Opera Singer
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles a reader's existential worry. He wants to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox. Dear James,In my younger days, I was an opera singer. Like most trained singers, I found the lack of significant success extraordinarily painful, but that's the reality in the field. I wasn't the gr...
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Are You a Platonist or an Aristotelian?

Your answer may determine how happy you can be.

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.

Growing up, my older brother was a good student, interested in science. We shared a bedroom, so I benefited from his knowledge at night as we lay in our beds and he regaled me with facts of all kinds, with specializations on such topics as the behavior of dinosaurs and the age of volcanoes. One scientific idea he talked about particularly stimulated my imagination--and has stayed with me to this day.

Throughout our bodies, our cells die and regenerate over and over again. Altogether, he told me, the cells in our bodies get turned over at least once every seven years. It turns out that this isn't precisely right: Different cells regenerate at very different rates, and a small number of cells in the heart and in the brain will be the same when I die as when I was born. But for the most part, the seven-year rule is true, which leads to the strange conclusion that I am literally a different physical person from the one I was just a few years ago.

I still ponder that philosophical question today. I feel like the same person, year after year. Is this a reality that transcends my physical self or an illusion? This is not an original query, of course, nor a solely biological one. It is a philosophical debate that has raged for millennia.

Christians, for example, believe that each of us has an unchanging, permanent essence called the soul. Buddhists, however, believe that a core self is an illusion, and they focus instead on the anatman, or "not-self." Even within the same philosophical tradition, such as that of the ancient Greeks, disputation on this issue went back and forth: Does the true essence of a person or thing reside in its unchanging nature, being, or in the fact that it is in flux, becoming. Plato argued the former; his student Aristotle, the latter.

So which is your view, and how does that guide the way you live? Whatever belief you hold, I will not tell you that you're wrong. But I will say that where you come out on this question--whether you believe that you are primarily being or becoming--says a great deal about how you see the world. And this might also predict how happy you are about your life and future.

From the April 2017 issue: Making Athens great again

Plato believed that behind the visible, material world, which is always subject to change, lies a more fundamental, invisible universe of absolutes--"that which is Existent always and has no Becoming," in his words. Natural science was the study of the mutable physical environment, but philosophy, which combined intelligence and reason in the "luminous realms," studied the changeless eternal. To give an example: Veterinary science studies individual dogs, which are growing, changing, and dying, but philosophy alone can ponder the unalterable essence of perfect dogginess. (Indeed, philosophers ask the eternal question of whether Dog exists.)

Plato's pupil Aristotle agreed that science provides an account of what we see but diverged from his teacher's argument that an unchanging ideal was the true essence of things. On the contrary, given that the material universe was in a constant state of change--in substance, quality, quantity, and place--the change itself was part of the true nature of things. As such, becoming was Aristotle's focus, rather than some perfect, invisible being. To understand the dog at its core was precisely to witness its growth, change, and death, not to ponder an unseen, transcendent dogginess.

From Aristotle's belief in becoming, we can understand how he derived his belief in our essential nature. Our essence is an evolving one, as we change as people, he thought. You are who you are becoming. Your virtue as a human individual is not related to any static, unchanging identity; it is about the person you are turning into--who you are today, as opposed to who you were yesterday, or could be tomorrow.

This becoming, he amplified, is largely in your hands, not determined by nature. "None of the moral virtues arises in us by nature," Aristotle wrote. "For nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature." You truly are, in Aristotelian terms, the life story you are writing through your actions and habits; as the historian and philosopher Will Durant summarized Aristotle's view, "We are what we repeatedly do."

In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle gives this example of how the process works: "By abstaining from pleasures we become temperate, and it is when we have become so that we are most able to abstain from them." In other words, through your habits of moderation, you create yourself as a temperate person--and that becomes your essence.

Read: Philosophy could have been a lot more fun

Now that we've defined how a Platonist sees the world and how an Aristotelian does, which are you in the way you live? The answer will depend on whether you see yourself chiefly in terms of an unchanging identity or a changing story. Arguably, given the dominance of identitarian thinking in contemporary culture, more and more people are in the former camp, because they define themselves primarily according to categories of race, religion, class, gender, or ideology. In contrast, though their way is less in vogue, Aristotelians see themselves as moving through growth and change, encountering and developing virtue, knowledge, enlightenment, even love.

None of this is to say that the choice between Platonism and Aristotelianism is a binary absolute. Neither being nor becoming is exclusively true or exists to the exclusion of the other. We all have some unchanging characteristics, and we also change in many ways. The philosophical camp that you fall into will depend on how you principally define yourself, and what you choose to pay attention to in others as you move through the world.

For example, if you are a Catholic, you might define that affiliation as involving unquestioned and unchanging beliefs, or rather as striving to grow in their Catholic faith. Both ways can be true--you can be a Catholic and think about becoming a better one--but one is more important to how you see yourself. Similarly, you can choose to see yourself as poor or as someone striving to improve their lot in life.

For Platonists, I am this and you are that, which fosters bonding social capital, in which people create social bonds over a shared identity. But this inevitably leads to in-groups and out-groups and conflict. Aristotelians are more likely to develop bridging social capital, in which social ties connect people in different walks of life as part of the same dynamic story of improvement and progress.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, these two philosophical approaches have different effects on happiness. Scholars have shown this in creative ways. In 2016, sociologists asked participants in an experiment to label themselves through moral identities, such as the degree to which they were "fair" or "honest," and then they were rated by other participants according to these categories. Put another way, the first group was invited to see themselves in Platonic terms, as being essentially fair or honest, or unfair or dishonest.

The researchers found that the more strongly participants defined themselves this way, the unhappier they were when others involved in the experiment assessed their degree of these qualities differently. The people who didn't set so much store by their identities were happier. This is consistent with the prickliness we see about getting identifiers right: If your sense of self is deeply tied to being a Harvard graduate, say, you will be very unhappy if someone mistakenly says you went to Ohio State.

On the Aristotelian side, research has consistently shown that when people see themselves as engaged in change and capable of progress, they are happier. One 2012 study of psychotherapy patients showed that when patients considered themselves subjects in a narrative of development, they had a sense of agency and their mental health improved.

Arthur C. Brooks: Aristotle's 10 rules for a good life

Without prejudice toward either philosopher, what we can say with confidence is that you will have a better chance of realizing happiness if you can see yourself as a dynamic agent of your own progress. If you'd like to become more Aristotelian in your self-understanding, here are three steps to get you started.

1. Find the person you want to be.
 To shake yourself out of a static identity, try devising a concrete goal that will require progress and change. A good way to do this is through analyzing what you admire about a real person or people you look up to. Aristotle himself recommends this when he writes, "Men become builders by building and lyreplayers by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing just acts." The goal is not to grab a new fixed identity but to improve in virtue by following a concrete model of what success looks like.

2. Break down your model's traits into component parts.
 The person you want to emulate doubtless has a bundle of characteristics you like, and perhaps some you don't. Write them all down. Let's say that you would like to emulate her honesty, work ethic, and creativity but not her occasional haughtiness. The first three are approach goals; the last is an avoidance goal.

3. Make a plan.
 To be a good Aristotelian, you need a plan to transform yourself in each dimension of your desired improvement. One handy way to do this was popularized by Benjamin Franklin, who sought to transform himself by setting out a calendar grid: Each week, he would seek to intensively practice one of the 13 virtues he wanted to cultivate. So, week one: temperance. Week two: frugality. Week three: sincerity. And so on.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to cope with election agony

Our culture today is likely to push you to be a Platonist--to define yourself as being a particular sort of person, with a fixed, permanent character. This is certainly convenient for businesses and political parties: It makes you a repeat customer, a reliable voter, a faithful donor. Having such an immutable identity can be appealing if it also gives you a sense of belonging as "one of us," not "one of them."

But it can also leave you stuck in circumstances that you might not like, and that will make you less happy than you could be. Instead, become more of an Aristotelian, and that can set you free.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/aristotle-plato-philosophy-happiness/680339/?utm_source=feed
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America's Strangest Tourist Destination

Taking selfies in the cradle of the atom bomb

by Ross Andersen




At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war. This year's visitors did not come to pray, at least not outwardly. They were mostly tourists, many of them inspired by last year's Oscar-winning biopic of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the director of the Manhattan Project. Thousands of them had massed at the base for an unholy pilgrimage.

They'd started lining up before 6 a.m., in lifted Ford F-150s and Cybertrucks, but also forest-green Subaru Outbacks and Hyundai EVs. When the line came to a standstill, people stepped out to stretch their legs. Between sips of coffee, they made small talk with one another. A few ventured off-road into the sage and creosote scrub. They photographed the sun as it rose over the mountains, casting a golden light upon America's largest missile range.

Men in fatigues waved the first cars through a little after 8 a.m., sending a wave of excitement from the front of the line to the back. We were not allowed to go joyriding through all 3,200 square miles of White Sands. We had to follow a prescribed route past concrete structures that explosives had reduced to rubble and tangled rebar. We saw a progression of signs that formed a dark poem when read in sequence: Warning: Entering active missile range / Beware of eagles eating on the road. / Caution: Radioactive materials. The lettering on one had faded entirely, leaving only a crisply drawn rattlesnake. A few valleys over, local Paleo-Indians had once etched similar figures into brown basalt rock. After half an hour we crested a small hill, and in the distance I saw a pair of watchtowers with tinted windows standing guard over the Trinity Site, where the atomic age had dawned. It is still in full swing nearly 80 years later. Nuclear-armed nations are engaged in two major wars overseas, and a new three-way arms race has begun. I wanted to know what had become of the site and what it had to say to the world of today.

I parked in a makeshift dirt lot and made my way to the entrance, where two men stood next to a smoking barbecue selling breakfast burritos and danishes. At a concession stand nearby, cheaply made beanies and shot glasses were also for sale. Rain had fallen overnight, just as it had right before the Trinity test. The storm broke in the early hours, but a low bank of clouds had remained and settled directly over the site. Along the northern horizon, the Oscura mountain range reclined like a brown walrus in the sunlight. Similar ranges could be seen in almost every direction. In 1945, the Army hoped that these would serve as barriers, to hide the bomb's enormous flash and keep its radiation in one place.

As the locals will tell you, that plan was not entirely successful. The National Cancer Institute estimates that some people downwind absorbed more than half a lifetime's worth of natural radiation in the days after the test. Outside the base, about 15 members of the Tularosa Downwinders Consortium held signs reminding passersby of the cancers that have afflicted generations of their families. I'd stopped to hear their stories, and asked them if they'd ever been inside the site. One of the protesters, Doris Walters, told me that she'd come in once, but her visit lasted only five minutes before she was overcome by horror and had to leave. Tina Cordova, who co-founded the consortium, said that she had no interest. She said it was a shame the way the site had been turned into a carnival.

Read: Christopher Nolan on the promise and peril of technology

The fenced path into the Trinity Site led directly to its centerpiece: a dark lava-rock obelisk, a kind of sinister twin to the Washington Monument. It was placed exactly where the hundred-foot steel tower that held the bomb once stood. All that's left of the tower are a few wrist-thick bits of steel that once made up part of its lower legs. The rest was vaporized or otherwise destroyed by the blast. Families posed in front of the obelisk, smiling, as though it were a pair of wings on a brick wall in Nashville, or some other mural backdrop for selfies. At one point, a content creator began recording himself while his friend held up a script on a clipboard. He needed six takes to nail the opening sentence. ("On July 16 ... the world changed forever.") Later, two men positioned themselves on either side of the obelisk and unfurled a Buffalo Bills banner.

People had come to the site for different reasons. In the line to approach the obelisk, I spoke with a Texan named Gary Neighbors. He sported blue jeans, work boots, and a snow-white handlebar mustache, and by his side, he had a gentle Australian shepherd mix named Festus. Neighbors told me that during the final months of World War II, his father had been stationed at the Army Air Corps base in Carlsbad, California, and that he'd later claimed to have seen a flash in the sky on the morning of the Trinity test. Whether light from the explosion had been visible that far away or not, Neighbors couldn't say for sure, but either way, he wanted to come and honor his dad's memory.

Read: The growing incentive to go nuclear

The Trinity Site seemed to excite lots of feelings between fathers and sons. A man named Andy told me that he'd left Mississippi in his car two days before, then stopped in Missouri to pick up his dad on the way. They shared a long-standing interest in the nuclear sublime. Andy said that he'd come "this close" to joining the Nuclear Navy. He and his dad shared an appreciation for the engineering details of the Manhattan Project. They liked that it harnessed the whole range of human ingenuity, from the rarefied, cerebral realm of theoretical physics to the taped-together nature of the bomb itself. It had been assembled by hand, after all, not in a white-walled lab in Los Alamos, but in a small, vacant ranch house just a few miles away.

I spent the rest of my visit roaming the eerie, fenced-in area around the obelisk. It is still haunted by a ghostlike radioactivity. While I was there, three millirems of it likely passed through my skin into my blood vessels, my muscle tissue, and even my brain. That's about a mammogram's worth of radiation, not enough to endanger a visitor, but enough to contribute to the general aura. As a historical site, Trinity has no obvious analogues, but being there did remind me of a disquieting hike that I took earlier this year, amid the black trunks of a redwood forest that had burned in a fire a few years ago.

I wondered what it was like to be there on that early morning in July 1945. Oppenheimer's director, Christopher Nolan, told me that when he went to depict the Trinity test on film, he wanted it to be massively threatening and hypnotically beautiful. The second part is important for historical accuracy. Those who saw the blast firsthand, still weeks before the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, were awestruck by the pure spectacle. Joan Hinton, one of the only women who worked as a nuclear scientist on the Manhattan Project, wasn't on the official list that morning, but she snuck in to see the test anyway. She said that she felt like she was standing on the seafloor, looking up into an ocean of white light that then turned purple and blue.

Sand from the desert below was swept up into the mushroom cloud. In midair, the grains melted and fused together with plutonium and metals from the bomb. Pebbles of a glassy, jade-colored material--later named Trinitite--formed, and then poured back down, like hail, into the fresh crater below. Most was removed back in 1953, when the Army leveled the site with bulldozers, but tunnel-digging ants occasionally push pieces of it up to the surface. Trinitite's rarity has made it a collector's item: It may not exist anywhere else in this galaxy. Removing it from the site is illegal, but lots of people were looking for it anyway. I saw a man showing a chunk from his private collection to an assembled crowd. When he held a Geiger counter to it, the machine's steady clicks blurred into a thrum.

Perhaps the Army should have left the crater intact, so that more explicit evidence of the Trinity test, and its terrible power, would linger in the ground, just in case. The success of the Manhattan Project made a truly hellish set of futures possible for our species, up to and including our extinction. A crater full of Trinitite could have been left to live out its half-life as a reminder of what happened here, and of what could still happen if we ever have a major nuclear exchange. If our civilization suffers some kind of severe discontinuity, future archaeologists may need to dig this place up to get a hint as to how things went so wrong.
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'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'

What will happen if Donald Trump loses the election?

by John Hendrickson




Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."

Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last night at the Gwinnett County event, sponsored by Charlie Kirk's Turning Point Action, I asked Trump's supporters to consider the inverse: What do you think will happen if Trump loses? 

The more Trump rallies I attended, the more this question had been gnawing at me. He has framed this presidential contest as a "final battle," and he may well win. But if he doesn't, I wanted to know if he and his supporters would really go quietly. I heard a range of answers last night, from promises to accept the outcome to predictions of a new Civil War.

I approached the former Trump-administration official Peter Navarro, who was signing copies of his book The New MAGA Deal: The Unofficial Deplorables Guide to Donald Trump's 2024 Policy Platform. Earlier this year, Navarro spent four months in prison. Like another Trump ally, Steve Bannon, Navarro had been found in contempt of Congress after failing to comply with subpoenas from the House Select Committee on January 6. If Trump loses the election, Navarro told me that "the country will disintegrate," and he warned of "very hard times." I asked him if he thought something akin to another January 6 might occur. "By asking that question you're trying to stir up shit, man," he said. He told me that my query would be better suited for President Joe Biden and the Democrats. "Those assholes put me in prison," he said. "Do you hear me?"

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

Another former Trump-administration official, Ben Carson, took a more conciliatory approach to my question. "I think we'll have to regroup and try to figure out how we can save our country," Carson said. He told me he doubted that another event like the storming of the Capitol would take place. "I think regardless of who wins or loses, we've got to tone down the dissension and the hatred that's going on in our country, or it's going to be destroyed," Carson said.

Rank-and-file Trump supporters had varying opinions on the matter. I chatted with one attendee, Joshua Barnes, while he waited in line to buy strawberry smoothies for himself and his wife at a food truck outside the arena. The couple had driven four hours that morning from their home in Alabama to hear Trump speak live for the first time. "If she does become president, as much as I would hate it, you kind of do have to accept it," Barnes said, referring to Vice President Kamala Harris. He told me he did not want another insurrection to occur, but he acknowledged the possibility of something worse: a period of postelection unrest, or even civil war. (He pointed me to a Rasmussen survey from the spring that had shown a distressingly high percentage of respondents saying the same thing.)

A man from Gwinnett County named Rich who works in construction told me that this was his fourth Trump rally. "I'm a pretty good judge of character, and when people are trying to shovel me a load of garbage, it's like, No, it stinks, okay?" he said of Harris and the Democrats. He predicted protests no matter who loses, but did not anticipate another January 6, which he referred to as a "situation" and not an insurrection. As for something closer to a civil war? "I think anything's possible; I don't think it's out of the question, and I really can't elaborate on that," he said, adding only that he was hoping it wouldn't happen.

In the parking lot, I met a man named Mark Williams, who told me he ran the biggest political printing business in Georgia. I took a seat in a folding chair behind his table of yard signs and other wares, and he offered me a red-white-and-blue can of Conservative Dad's Ultra Right 100% Woke-Free American Beer. ("Eat steak, lift weights, be uncensorable, drink a little beer," read the slogan.) Though Williams supports Trump, he was levelheaded about both the current election and the previous one. He did not believe Trump's claim that he'd really won in 2020. "I think we're more accepting than the media gives us credit for," Williams said of he and his fellow Republicans. "The actions of a few get painted with that big brush," he said, pointing to January 6. "So, yeah, there's going to be some crazy people that do some crazy shit; that just happens. But the actions of most of us, I mean, we'll bitch about it and scream at each other and all that kind of stuff, but we're not going to break into the Capitol and stuff. I'm as big a Trump supporter as anybody, but I didn't feel compelled to go breaking into the Capitol. And those people that did that did wrong. And I don't know that all of them did wrong, but the ones that did, they needed to be punished."

Williams told me he had never considered a new civil war seriously until he attended Kid Rock's Rock the Country festival in Rome, Georgia, earlier this year. He described some of the chatter he heard at the festival, such as When we have to go out on the field and fight these people, y'all going to be there with us? "It did surprise me a little bit, the tone that some of these guys were taking; I think there's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war," he said. "I think that if there was an overwhelming view of a crooked election or something like that--yeah, I could see it happening."

Many of the Trump supporters I interviewed sounded worried about future political violence. Some identified as pacifists. Others believed that unrest was almost a given. A 23-year-old named Ben told me he had skipped his classes at the University of Georgia to attend yesterday's rally. I asked him if he thought January 6 could happen again in the event of a Trump defeat. "Yes," he said. "I think it'll be real this time." He told me that he wasn't sure what he, personally, would do if Trump lost. "I wouldn't want to act on instinct, but I would be angry," he said. He volunteered that he believed that Church and state needed to be remarried. "If Trump was dictator, I would support him," he said. He insisted that he wasn't trolling me.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

When Trump addressed the crowd, he made no secret of his authoritarian aspirations. He raised the possibility of suing 60 Minutes over its editing of an interview with Harris, and made the baffling claim that gang members were taking over Times Square with weapons that the U.S. military doesn't have. ("But we have guys that want to confront them, and they're gonna be allowed to confront them, and we're gonna get 'em the hell out of here.") Once again, he promised to carry out the largest deportation operation in history. He also said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, which would grant him authority to detain, relocate, or deport foreigners deemed an enemy, and called for the death penalty for any migrant who kills an American citizen.

That last point is a particularly charged issue in Georgia. A 63-year-old attendee I met named Linda told me her daughters had been in the same sorority as Laken Riley, the 22-year-old student who was murdered earlier this year while jogging. Riley's alleged assailant is a man from Venezuela who entered the U.S. illegally, and her death has become a conservative rallying cry, especially for Trump, as it was again last night. ("I feel like we'll be more like Venezuela if the Democrats get in there," Linda told me.)

After losing Georgia in 2020, Trump tried to overturn the state's election results. In the four years since, he's only grown more unstable, and he's predicated his 2024 campaign on retribution. This time around, Trump has been encouraging his supporters to vote early, and he's pushing a new catchphrase: "Too big to rig." He's not thinking about what happens if he loses; he wants a landslide victory.
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Trump and the January 6 Memory Hole

When is it better to forget? A conversation with Congressman Jamie Raskin.

by Hanna Rosin




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

The way Donald Trump talks about January 6 has evolved over time. Directly after the insurrection, he condemned the rioters, although he added that they were "very special." For the next few years, he played around with different themes, implying that the protests were peaceful or that the people jailed for their actions that day were "political prisoners."

But these descriptions are mild compared with the outrageous ways he's been talking about January 6 in these weeks leading up to the election. Recently, he described the day as "love and peace" and upped the metaphor from political prisoners to Japanese Americans in internment camps during World War II. Why is he leaning so hard into the political revisionism? And what exactly should we be afraid of?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland, who has a unique view of that day. Raskin explains what January 6, 2025, might look like and what is historically unique about Trump's claims. And I ask Raskin the question I've been pondering: When might it be appropriate to let January 6 go?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Over the last many months, I've been thinking a lot about January 6 and about how memory can become a weapon in an election. Just the other day at an economic forum in Chicago, candidate Donald Trump described that day as "love and peace." Love and peace! Can you imagine? You wanna hear some sounds of "love and peace" from that day?

[Noises from January 6]
 Rioter: Start making a list. Put all those names down. And we start hunting them down one by one.
 Person on bullhorn inside Congress: We had a disbursement of tear gas in the Rotunda. Please be advised there are masks under your seats. Please grab a mask.


Rosin: In the last couple of weeks of the campaign, Trump has been really digging into this bizarre sentiment. He compared the jailed rioters to Japanese Americans who were held in internment camps during World War II. He reposted a meme, saying January 6 would go down in history as the day the government staged a riot to cover up a fraudulent election. He said, "There were no guns down there. We didn't have guns."

Now, if you follow the work of Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum, who was on this show just last week, you know what it means when a leader starts to rewrite history in such a shameless way. It's a thing that wannabe dictators do and have always done.

But January 6 has also been on my mind because, for the past year, I've been spending a lot of time with people who are hard at work doing what Trump has been doing--distorting our memories of that day.

It started like this: Last fall, my partner and I were walking our dogs, and we passed a car in our neighborhood that had a bunch of militia stickers in the back window and a huge j4j6, which means "Justice for January 6ers." And at first, we had a nasty altercation with the person in the car. And then we decided to get to know her and her friends.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. If you want to know how that attempt to get to know our neighbors worked out, you'll have to listen to the podcast series we made about it. It's called We Live Here Now.

This episode is about the bigger picture. We, in the U.S., have not had a lot of experience with this kind of real-time memory distortion. And there's only one person I want to talk to about how that might play out in this upcoming election: Maryland Congressman Jamie Raskin, who was a member of Congress's January 6 committee, and his memories of that day are more potent than most people's. Raskin's son, Tommy, had died by suicide about a week before, and in the months of sleepless nights that followed Raskin wrote a book called Unthinkable: Trauma, Truth, and the Trials of American Democracy, which interweaves his son's suffering with the nation's suffering, which he believes drove thousands of people to the Capitol that day.

I started by asking Raskin what was foremost on my mind, which is what we should expect this coming January 6, 2025, which is when Congress will certify the next election. Here's our conversation.

Jamie Raskin: I mean, I've been to Arizona, Texas, Nevada, New Mexico, California, Colorado--and everybody is asking about January 6 and whether we will see a repeat.

But we will not see an exact repeat of January 6, 2021. For one thing, Donald Trump's not president. Joe Biden's president, which means, if you had a similar scenario unfolding, the National Guard would be there. Joe Biden would not be eating hamburgers and french fries and watching it on TV like an all-pro-wrestling match.

Rosin: And saying, So what?

Raskin: And saying, So what? And in general, we are physically fortified in a way we weren't. We will have nonscalable fencing, and we'll be ready for violence like that. But fundamentally, what was January 6, 2021? It was a certification crisis. It was an attempt to block the receipt of Electoral College votes in the so-called certificates of ascertainment sent in by the governors.

And we will see multiple certification challenges by Donald Trump, because they've already begun, in essence. They're already suing. But it won't happen at the end of the process, which is what January 6 is. They will happen at the beginning. They will be at the precinct level, at the county level, at the state level. They will try to dispute the authenticity and the veracity of the vote, and there will be challenges to, you know, any popular-vote majorities. And I'm assuming and hoping there will be many of them across the country for the Harris-Walz ticket.

Rosin: Okay. You started by saying people ask you, so clearly people are worried. And then you answered by saying it's not going to be the same. So is your general answer to them, No need to worry? Like, Don't worry. There won't be violence? Is that how, like--do you feel secure? It will be okay?

Raskin: It will not be an instant replay of what happened on January 6, 2021. It will look very different. In some sense, the new crisis has already begun, with lies that are being told by Donald Trump about the hurricanes and about FEMA. This is equivalent to the lies he was telling about COVID-19 last time to try to condition his followers to accept his Big Lie about the election. And he's already trying to undermine people's faith and confidence in the electoral process in the electoral system.

So that part of it has already begun. When I'm out campaigning around the country, I say we have two urgent tasks: One is to win the election, and two is to defend the election. Because as we saw from the last time around, Donald Trump doesn't remotely consider it over once the ballots have been tallied if he loses the election. And that, of course, is a hallmark characteristic of an authoritarian, and an authoritarian mindset. Authoritarian political parties don't accept the results of democratic elections that don't go their way.

Donald Trump, as far as I can tell, is not running what I would recognize as a real election campaign, which is about canvassing, door knocking, organizing people. I don't see that happening. I see it happening on the Democratic side everywhere I go. I don't see it on the Republican side almost anywhere I go. They're running a campaign of raising a lot of money. A lot of it disappears into different mystery boxes, but basically, they're running a campaign on TV and then getting ready to attack the election process.

Rosin: Yes. He says, Cheat like hell, in almost every state. If we lose these states, if we lose this state--Wisconsin, Michigan, whatever state--it's because they cheat like hell.

So I'm trying to give listeners an accurate picture. There's one picture: Oh, we're just going to have violence the way we had before. There's another picture, which is: It's going to be fine. So I'm just trying to prepare readers, listeners for what is realistically the thing that you should be vigilant and watch out for and what might actually happen.

Raskin: Well, I think it's going to be a fight to certify the actual election vote. And remember, this is something that, for most of our lifetimes, we've taken for granted: simply that people will vote and that the votes will be counted fairly--they will be tallied fairly--and then the majority will be translated through an electoral system that has integrity to it.

You know, the Trump methodology here is to attack the electoral system, to disrupt the electoral system, and then try to blame everything on his opponents. I mean, this is an absolute historical anomaly. And so we need to have clarity about what's going on.

And we have to, as citizens in a completely nonpartisan way--we have to be defending the integrity of the electoral process against this kind of attack.

Rosin: He has said many times that he would pardon the J6ers. He could pardon the J6ers, right? There's nothing, if he wins, that would prevent him from doing that.

Raskin: Certainly not under the Supreme Court's decision. I mean, the pardon power would be a paradigm example of a core function of the presidency that the president could exercise without any fear of criminal prosecution. I mean, when Trump figures that out, he'll probably end up selling pardons.

They came close to doing it last time, but there's no reason he wouldn't go on eBay and just start selling them under that rancid opinion issued by his justices.

Rosin: I didn't realize you could do that. You probably just gave him an idea.

Raskin: Yeah. (Laughs.) But look--let me say something about that. They call the January 6 insurrectionists convicted of assaulting federal officers or destroying federal property or seditious conspiracy, which means conspiracy to overthrow the government, "political prisoners." So they liken them to, you know, [Alexei] Navalny. They liken them to [Aleksandr] Solzhenitsyn or to Nelson Mandela. These were people who were fighting for freedom and democracy against authoritarian regimes. These people were fighting for an authoritarian coup against a constitutional democracy, and they've had every aspect of due process, and they've been convicted for their crimes against us.

A lot of the Trumpian revisionist assault on January 6 is internally contradictory. It's just illogical. Half of the time, they're saying that the people who attacked the police and who attacked the Capitol were not MAGA--they were antifa dressed as MAGA. Then the other half of the time, they're down in the D.C. jail demanding the release of these alleged antifa fighters. Why are they demanding the release of the antifa fighters? It makes no sense. So there's just incoherence replete throughout the propaganda assault on January 6. The point for them is to confuse people and to destroy the moral clarity of what happened, but it was perfectly clear what happened on that day.

There were people of both political parties and all political persuasions standing by the rule of law and acting under the Constitution, and then people trying to destroy the Constitution in order to overthrow an election and put Donald Trump back in power unlawfully.

Rosin: I mean, yeah. If you're a student of autocracy, like The Atlantic is, the point is to say something, in some ways, as an autocratic leader that's patently untrue and dare you to believe it as a loyalty test. I mean, that's one, as Anne Applebaum--she's been doing a series about that. It has really enlightened me on what the lies are about. They're a test, you know? And so the more absurd they are--like, they're about Haitians eating pets or whatever--like, the more ridiculous they are and the more you are willing to believe them, the more that seals the lock between the leader and the follower.

So that's why I sometimes get a little despairing around, like, Well, we're just going to keep telling the truth, because that's not the game they're playing, you know? So what does fact-checking and journalism and, like, recording things really help? Sometimes, you know, I feel that way about it.

Raskin: I mean, Trump's lies are not about illumination or even contests over the facts. Trump's lies are about coercion and obedience and submission of his followers.

Rosin: But that's difficult. That's difficult to counter. Like, how do you get in between it? The truth doesn't really get in between it. The truth makes you an enemy.

Raskin: Well, when you look at the way that cult leaders operate, they tell lies all the time. Nobody really feels like it's necessary to contradict their lies, because they're so self-evidently ridiculous. And we can see the way that their lives are just meant to regulate and control their followers. And so it's just a question of naming what's actually happening.

Rosin: And continuing to do that, with some faith that the majority of people will eventually sort of drift over to the side of truth.

Raskin: Yeah, and also to make sure that a majority of the people are going to stand up for the facts, the truth, and for democratic institutions.

Rosin: Jack Smith's case. Any thoughts about that?

Raskin: Well, Jack Smith is now paddling upstream because of the Supreme Court's outrageous ruling that the president has immunity from prosecution for crimes he commits under the rubric of his office.

You would think those would be the worst kinds of crimes, but no. Those are presumptively immune from prosecution, and if they're within his core functions of office, then they're absolutely immune.

Donald Trump was never acting in his official capacity as president when he tried to overturn an election, simply because that's not part of the president's job. It's not part of the president's job to have anything to do with the presidential election. When he's trying to set up counterfeit elector slates, he's not involved with the Electoral College. That's done at the state level, and the state legislatures do it. And then the results are sent in to the House and the Senate and the archivist. They're not sent to the president.

When he called Brad Raffensperger, the secretary of state of Georgia, and said, Just find me 11,780 votes, or called other election officials to harangue them--that's not part of the president's job. He was calling as a candidate, not as a president. And as a candidate, he was acting as an outlaw candidate and really as a tyrant, somebody trying to topple the whole constitutional order.

You know, a tyrant, in the Greek sense of the word, is someone who rises up from outside of the constitutional order to try to attack the constitutional order. And that's a pretty accurate description and definition of what Donald Trump has done.

[Music]

Rosin: There's a last thing I want to talk to Raskin about, and it pushed against everything he had just told me: When is it time to start moving on from January 6? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In the year I spent reporting my podcast about January 6, I came across a very interesting idea for how to approach the memory of that day differently. It was in an essay by journalist Linda Kinstler called "Jan. 6, America's Rupture and the Strange, Forgotten Power of Oblivion." Kinstler's argument--or at least one part of it--is that we are a culture saturated in memories.

We have videos and body cams and security cameras. Almost every inch of January 6 is recorded, which is a good thing for, say, a trial. But also, it makes it harder for us to forgive and forget. Back in the day, American political leaders called it "oblivion." It was used in certain moments in American history, like after the Civil War, when obsessively remembering might just bring on more and more cycles of recrimination and vengeance.

So I ran this question by Raskin. He's a constitutional lawyer and also a philosophical thinker. Might there ever be a time when oblivion might be the appropriate strategy for January 6?

[Break]

Rosin: All right--last thing: Whether he wins or loses, we have a culture to deal with, a culture of Americans, 30 percent of whom still think that the election wasn't fair, was stolen in some way. So that's with us. That's the state of our nation right now, whoever wins and loses.

I've been reading about a--it's a philosophical, legal, political theory of oblivion. Like, is there a time when cycles of recrimination or justice have to yield to something else? Is there ever a moment when you're remembering too much? Does that make any sense to you?

Raskin: Mm-hmm. Well, it will be important for us always to remember these events and the facts of what took place. But I suppose, you know, human beings are made up of a mixture of thoughts and passions and emotions. And just like the passions and emotions have diminished somewhat from the Civil War, perhaps the passions and emotions around January 6 will begin to subside.

But at this point, with the republic still so much under attack, and with so many lies and so much propaganda and disinformation and revisionism out there, I believe that the passions and the emotion surrounding January 6 are still very much there, and they should be there until we can actually dispel this threat of authoritarianism in our country.

Rosin: So a potentially useful idea for healing, but just not yet. Is that where we land? Because I'm very taken--I find this theory interesting, that there's a history post-Civil War of oblivion. You know, that it's talked about by politicians: It's time for oblivion. And right now, you know, we have video memories. Everything's taped, recorded. So it's very hard, actually, to do something like that.

Raskin: Well, thank God it's all taped, and thank God there are videos, because you can see the way they're lying about it, even in the face of the videos and the absolute factual documentation.

Look--I would say that historical memory is essential to establishing our values and principles for the future. One hopes that in the case of a society or a nation, that we're not disabled by a memory the way that individuals can be disabled by a memory through post-traumatic stress syndrome or something like that. I'm hoping we're able to integrate this into the true American story.

But as long as people are out there lying about January 6 and claiming it was really antifa or it was really the FBI or something, it's going to be important for us to insist upon the facts and bring passion to the project of making people see the truth and remember.

[Break]

Rosin: That was my interview with Congressman Jamie Raskin. My thanks to him for taking the time to chat with me. Now, before we end, I want to share a bit from the other podcast I made recently, We Live Here Now.

I can't say that we managed to convince our neighbors of our version of the truth. I hope you'll listen to the entire series to hear what happened. It starts with the ridiculous way we met them, and it moves through a lot of characters in their alternate universe, including some J6ers who'd been just released from prison.

But here, I'm going to share with you something from the final episode of the series because it's kind of in the spirit of oblivion. Even though we didn't change their minds, something softened.

The two people you are about to hear are Lauren Ober--she's my partner, who co-hosted the series--and Micki Witthoeft--she's the mother of Ashli Babbitt, the only person shot and killed on that day. Micki is our neighbor. This is from Lauren's final interview with Micki.

Lauren Ober: Is there anything that I don't get? Is there anything that you need to clarify? Is there any critique or anything that you need to say before, you know, we're done with our interviews?
 Micki Witthoeft: I think the only thing I can say that I haven't said to death, because this has been an ongoing--it's been quite something. I don't know--you might know more about me than--
 But no. I think that people like you and people like me that admittedly come from completely different places in our upbringing, geography, experience, and way of looking at things--I think that if we can sit down and have a civil conversation and just see that you can meet in the middle, at least somewhere, you know, people don't have to stand on opposite sides of the fence and throw stones. I didn't mean to cry when I said that. Let's do--(Claps.) take two!
 Ober: I mean, why are you trying to pretend like you're a hard-ass? (Laughs.)
 Witthoeft: No, but it's just--people don't want to hear that shit all the time. Eww. (Mock cries.) Nobody likes that.
 Ober: Well, I beg to differ. (Laughs.)
 Witthoeft: It is what it is.
 Ober: I beg to differ. I know I agree with you.


Rosin: You can listen to We Live Here Now anywhere you get your podcasts.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Michelle Ciarrocca. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Swing States Are in Good Hands

The places most crucial to the election have leaders who are committed to a fair process.

by Paul Rosenzweig




In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised by Donald Trump supporters, partisan election administration by Republican state officials, and unjustifiably receptive consideration of election lawsuits by Republican-nominated judges.

The good news is that in the states most likely to be decisive, that group of people is not in control. The mechanisms of election administration are, generally speaking, in the hands of responsible public officials rather than partisan warriors--mostly Democrats, but a few clearheaded Republicans as well.

Consider Georgia, where the most senior officials are all elected Republicans who have, in one way or another, expressed their support for former President Trump. Yet both the governor, Brian Kemp, and the secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, have a notable and honorable history of commitment to free, fair, and well-managed elections. For example, both recently opposed the transparently partisan efforts of the state election board to change election rules. If the past is prologue, we can reasonably expect that the contest in Georgia will be close, but we can also expect that the process by which the votes are counted will be fair and open.

Read: Republicans' new dangerous attempt to break the election

The same is true of all the other battleground states. Those states--Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Arizona, and Nevada--are, of course, led by elected politicians who have partisan views, but none is a leader whose nature suggests a desire to manipulate election administration for partisan advantage. Most of the states (Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Arizona) are led by Democratic governors who can be counted on to deliver the results fairly.

That leaves Nevada, which, besides Georgia, is the only Republican-led swing state. Nevada's governor, Joe Lombardo, has expressed moderate views on the election process: In an April 2022 interview with The Nevada Independent, Lombardo said he did not believe that any fraud occurred in the 2020 presidential election and saw no reason to believe that President Joe Biden had not been "duly elected." Of equal note, the secretary of state for Nevada, who has more direct responsibility for election administration, is an elected Democratic official who has committed to a fair election process.

All told, none of the elected officials in any of the battleground states who have direct responsibility for election integrity is an election denier or someone who appears keen on having a partisan dispute over the results. One could not, for example, imagine any of these governors using their state's National Guard for improper reasons.

Likewise, the court systems in the crucial battleground states are generally well structured to avoid partisanship. Republicans have already filed suits in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Wisconsin, Nevada, Georgia, and Arizona, and doubtless many more will be filed. But as the former Trump White House lawyer Ty Cobb has said: "The one thing they need in court is evidence ... They didn't have any last time, and they're unlikely to have any this time."

Once again, Georgia provides an instructive example of how Trump's efforts to legally game the system are likely to play out. Last week, a Fulton County Superior Court judge stopped a new election rule that would have required officials to count all Georgia ballots by hand. In a separate ruling, the court also said that certification of the election results was a mandatory duty--eliminating the possibility, which some Trump allies had been considering, of withholding certification and preventing Kamala Harris from receiving the state's electoral votes should she win. Separately, a different judge barred even more of the election board's efforts to change the rules at the last minute. At least one Republican appeal has already been unsuccessful.

Read: The danger is greater than in 2020. Be prepared.

The likeliest ultimate arbiter of election disputes will, in most instances, be the supreme courts of the battleground states. Partisan tenor is somewhat less salient in the courts, but even taking it into account here, structural protections are mostly quite strong. Democratic jurists hold majorities on the supreme courts in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Nonpartisan appointments are made in Nevada.

And though the courts in Georgia and Arizona are controlled by Republican-appointed jurists, neither court has exhibited excessive partisan tendencies. Indeed, the all-Republican supreme court in Arizona recently unanimously upheld a ballot-access rule against an effort by the Republican Maricopa County recorder to limit the number of voters. Only the Republican supreme court in North Carolina has acted in a worryingly partisan manner, approving a Republican gerrymander that a Democratic court had previously rejected. This is thankfully an outlier; the overall correlation of factors suggests, again, that reasonable jurists will be in charge of adjudicating disputes about election outcomes.

Finally, at the national level, fair, good-faith efforts are being made to protect the processes by which the election will be certified. Unlike on January 6, 2021, when Trump put Congress at risk by delaying the deployment of the D.C. National Guard, this time the federal government is well prepared to forestall disruption in the nation's capital. The Department of Homeland Security has already designated the electoral count as a National Special Security Event, for which ample protection is deployed. And, of course, the D.C. National Guard is now under the orders of Biden, who can be relied on to maintain election integrity.

Is all this cause for unbridled happiness? Of course not. The U.S. Supreme Court, for example, remains an uncertain actor. And that we even need these reassurances is a distressing sign of how dysfunctional our current politics are. But a smooth--or, at least, mostly smooth--election is still possible, and the key ingredients are in place to make it happen. This itself matters. As the former federal judge Thomas Griffith recently wrote: "Tearing down faith in an election administration system when the facts show that it is reliable and trustworthy is not conservative." It is also deeply dangerous. Let's do our best to keep the faith.
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Ratpocalypse Now

Those rat-proof bins? Not rat-proof after all.

by Annie Lowrey




Has any man in history talked about "how much he hates rats" more than New York City Mayor Eric Adams? Adams himself posed that question at the city's inaugural National Urban Rat Summit last month. "Let's figure out how we unify against public enemy number one: Mickey and his crew."

Mickey is, canonically, a mouse. But Adams's campaign against the city's endemic brown-rat population might be the most effective and highest-profile initiative of his scandal-ridden mayoralty. This summer, new municipal rules spurred restaurateurs to pull down thousands of pandemic-era dining sheds, taking away thousands of cozy homes for rodents. The city has ramped up its mitigation and extermination efforts in parks and public housing, and created a "rat czar" interagency position. Most important, New York is "containerizing" its trash--joining just about every other wealthy, dense metropolis on Earth in deciding to put its garbage in bins, instead of plastic bags rats can chomp through in one bite.

Xochitl Gonzalez: Mayor Adams, we need a rat czar

I could not quite believe the situation when I moved to New York last year. Residents of Barcelona put their trash down pneumatic tubes. Berliners sort theirs into common dumpsters or bins. People across the United States put their trash in trash cans. In New York, businesses and households pile plastic bags directly on the sidewalk. The bags sit overnight, oozing and stinking and quivering with rodent activity before being collected the next morning. As a result, litter litters the streets, and rats dine at an "all-you-can-eat buffet," as Adams put it.

The city's appalling garbage-collection methods are a central reason it has so many rats: 3 million of them, according to one estimate. Containerization should reduce the rat population, ecologists told me. "Cities that have excellent containerization have fewer rats," Jason Munshi-South of Drexel University, who studies human-animal interactions, told me.

Last year, the city required food-related businesses, including restaurants, bodegas, and grocery stores, to use tight-lidded containers for their garbage. In March, all businesses were compelled to do the same. Three weeks from now, homes and residential buildings with fewer than ten units will have to join in; next year, larger apartment buildings will too. By mid-November, 70 percent of the city's garbage will be containerized, according to the Department of Sanitation, up from 5 percent two years ago.

Adams is already claiming victory: "We're seeing a decrease in rat sightings," he crowed. My question was how the war was going from the rats' perspective.

New Yorkers hate rats with cause. The rodents have bitten babies, pets, the elderly, and blue-collar workers. They destroy property, including critical electrical systems and family keepsakes. They are vectors for disease, including leptospirosis, which sickened five city sanitation workers last year. They make messes, dispersing greasy chicken bones and greasy droppings. They are also--how to put this--super creepy. At the rat summit, the mayor mentioned how "traumatizing" it is for New Yorkers to kick up their toilet seat in the morning and see a sodden, brown rat emerge the wrong way up the pipe, as happens from time to time. "You'll never feel comfortable again in that bathroom."

Decades of prior battles, deploying different strategies and different weaponry, have resulted in a gory stalemate. The city puts out tens of thousands of pounds of rodenticide a year, and exterminates the rats in countless basements and burrows. When Adams was Brooklyn borough president, he championed an "amazing rat-trap device": a solution-filled drowning bucket. Such lethal methods might work for a single building. But rats are too fertile for extermination campaigns to work at scale. You could kill 99 percent of the rats in the city, and the survivors would repopulate it in months.

The city is experimenting with giving the rats birth-control medication, though the technique has not been proved to work outside the laboratory. Proper containerization does work, though, by limiting the sum of calories available to the rats. I assumed that Mickey--or, I suppose, Remy--and his friends were starving and fleeing in search of food.

Not exactly. Rats do not migrate; most never move farther than a few hundred feet from where they were born. They are live-fast, die-young types. They reach sexual maturity at three or four months, have scores of babies, and perish within a few years. If you take away a colony's garbage pile, experts told me, its does and dams will start having fewer litters with fewer pups. The rat population will decline not because more rats are dying but because fewer are being born.

Read: New York's rats have already won

Famine will affect New York's rats in other ways too. Rats are generally chatty, communitarian animals that enjoy sharing food, snuggling, and mutual grooming. Munshi-South described watching rats dine together at a dumpster. "Nobody bothers one another," he said. "They just eat peacefully."

Yet rat communities are also territorial and hierarchical. Subordinate rats, usually young males, will "feel the effects of the burrow having less food first," the biologist Matthew Combs told me. These lesser rats will go hungry. They will be forced to search for new food sources, and to forage during the day when the dominant rats are sleeping. The dominant rats will exile them.

Michael Parsons, an urban ecologist, told me that food stress will foment more erratic rat behavior and more rat-on-rat violence. More young male rats will end up on the streets, on other rats' blocks, in other rats' territory, with more "nips on the tail, wounds on the body." Rats secrete a waxy, ruddy substance called porphyrin; distressed rats secrete more of it and are less stringent about grooming. The rodents will look like they are crying red tears.

Earlier this fall, I took the subway up to Hamilton Heights, a jewel box of a neighborhood in Harlem and the site of the city's most comprehensive containerization pilot. Last year, the Department of Sanitation installed small plastic dumpsters and increased trash pickup to six days a week. Some neighborhood residents groused about the loss of parking spaces. Still, when I visited, the blocks were remarkably clean. Only a few trash bags were piled on the sidewalks, wafting their scent into ground-floor windows.

I also met up with Chi Osse, the city-council member representing Bedford-Stuyvesant and northern Crown Heights. We took a stroll through the part of his district that has been designated as a rat-mitigation zone by the Adams administration, bombarding it with inspections and exterminations. "I got everywhere cleaned up before this walk-through!" Osse deadpanned. "We're doing this route! Call in the cats!"

Read: Rats have not changed. We have.

Rats remained a problem in Bed-Stuy because of "bad-faith landlords" and inconsiderate litterers, Osse told me. But "I have noticed a difference," he said, thanks to social change, not just policy change. Blocks where people were actively learning about rodent mitigation and locking away their garbage were seeing progress. He lamented that the area did not yet have the Hamilton Heights-type dumpsters and increased collection. "It's not rocket science," he said. "It's parking or it's rats."

In Hamilton Heights, rodent sightings are down a remarkable 55 percent since the containerization pilot began, the Department of Sanitation told me. In the rat-mitigation zones, they are down 14 percent. And city-wide, sightings have been down in 12 of the past 13 months. The politicians believe the war on rats is being won.

The ecologists I spoke with were not so sure. Some theorized that you would see more rats before you saw fewer if containerization were working, because the animals would spend more time searching for food and would break from their normal nocturnal rhythms. The bigger issue was that the ecologists didn't see how anyone would know one way or another. "No one is collecting the data," Munshi-South told me.

The city is using 311 complaints about rats as a proxy for rat sightings, and rat sightings as a proxy for the rat population. This is a strategy that has "well-documented" issues, Munshi-South said. People might call 311 when they see a rat in a place where they're disturbed to see a rat, or where a rat seems like a problem for the city to deal with. But many people don't call 311, ever. People who are used to seeing rats might be less likely to call 311 when they see one. Moreover, it is not clear that rising or falling 311 complaints correspond to an increase or decrease in problematic human-rat interactions, or an increase or decrease in the rat population.

To be fair to the city, quantifying rats is a challenge for scientists too. Ecologists' preferred strategy for estimating animal populations is something called mark-recapture. Researchers trap a sample of moose, for instance; paint, tag, chip, or collar them; and release them. The scientists wait, trap another round of moose, and extrapolate the species' population size from the fraction of animals that were captured twice.

The technique works for animals as varied as grizzlies and ticks (which get dotted with nail polish). It is extraordinarily difficult with rats. The animals are "cryptic," Parsons explained. They live underground, hiding, making them near-impossible to observe. There are lots of them, meaning that you have to capture many to have a chance at recapturing one. Even the marking and releasing part is hard.

Parsons knows because he's one of the few people who has done it with rodent New Yorkers. He and his colleagues set traps at a waste-management facility and baited rats with "beer and anchovies."

"Why beer and anchovies?"

"If you want to bait a rat, you give it something it's already used to--in Brooklyn, pizza; in Chinatown, dim sum."

The scientists anesthetized the captured rats. "You wait until it calms down and hopefully falls asleep," he told me. "At that point, some brave soul is going to use Kevlar gloves, lift the animal out, do the measurements, implant a microchip, look for body lice and anything else they might be harboring." They let the rodents wake up and recover before releasing them. "If you wait too long and they're still groggy, the other rats will kill them. If you don't wait long enough, they're feisty and angry."

He clarified: "I have been attacked."

Given how hard it is to study urban rats, we know remarkably little about them; we know more about moose in the Yukon than we do about my murid neighbors in New York. Among the things academics are unsure of: which neighborhoods have the most rats, where city rats are most likely to build their burrows, how big their colonies are, what causes of death are most common, and how the rat population has waxed and waned over the years. The estimate that New York has 3 million rats? Unreliable. It is an extrapolation from a decade-old number derived from that questionable 311 data.

Still, there is a way that City Hall could get solid-enough information on how the war on rats is going, Munshi-South told me. It could deploy trained inspectors to survey designated areas repeatedly, looking for burrows and rodent activity. The mayor's office did not respond to my questions about whether it is doing so. This is the fog of rat war; victory will be what the humans decide it is.

The humans who know best how the battle is going are not working in City Hall, I figured, but in the city's crawl spaces and condemned buildings. I contacted several exterminators. Each said the same thing: Proper containerization should shrink the rodent population, yet they had not seen a change in rat-related calls.

There's a difference between putting trash in bins and taking rats' food sources away, Kevin Carrillo of M&M Pest Control told me. And he agreed to show me the difference on a walk around his Brooklyn neighborhood. On houses, apartment buildings, businesses, sheds, and tree boxes, Carrillo pointed out tunnels, unctuous smudges, claw marks, and bite marks; on trash cans and recycling bins, he showed me holes the rats had created. I felt like Dorothy, except instead of seeing the world in color having landed in Oz, I was seeing the omnipresence of rat activity having landed in Bushwick.

New York City is a perfect home for the "shy" creatures, Carrillo told me. Calories are plentiful, and the housing stock is ideal. Rats burrow under sidewalks and into building foundations, creating labyrinths with multiple exit-and-entry points. The animals chew through wood, plastic, mortar, drywall, concrete, and even aluminum sheeting. "They only need a spot the size of a quarter to get in."

Read: New York City has genetically distinct 'uptown' and 'downtown' rats

We stopped at the building where Carrillo lives. "I had noticed that the rats were going under the siding," he told me. His landlord had screwed construction mesh into the side of the building and cemented in the gaps to keep the animals out. Carrillo pointed at a tiny hole. "They're figuring out how to get into it," he said. "You see the discoloration from the rats rubbing there." As he was pointing at the spot, a rat capered along the inside of the metal mesh. "He's going right into the next building," Carrillo sighed.

On top of being skilled, rats are smart, Carrillo stressed. "You think you've solved a problem and blocked them out of a space, but they just need a day or two to figure out the next way in," he said. "That trope of rats working their way through a maze--they are problem solvers."

Rats got into his building. They got into every trash can on his street. They're going to get into the new trash cans that New York is making everyone use too, Carrillo prophesied. Indeed, Mayor Adams is touting the city's official wheelie bins as "rat-proof" and making residents buy 3.4 million of them, all from one contractor. But the bins are not rat-proof. They are made of hard plastic. Rats can and do and will gnaw their way through them, particularly if motivated by hunger. (When I asked about the "rat-proof" claim, a Department of Sanitation spokesperson referred to the bins as "rat-resistant.") "Maintenance and replacement is going to be important," Combs told me. But who's going to replace an expensive wheelie bin as soon as it has a quarter-size hole in it?

Already, many of the city's containers pose no obstacle to rats. New York is dotted with mesh trash cans with open tops, which Combs referred to as "rat ladders." And plenty of rubbish never makes it to a container, whether takeout boxes dumped on the street or grocery bags deposited next to overflowing municipal cans. Containerization would be worth it to reclaim the sidewalk space and keep the city smelling fresher, I thought, and will work insofar as it takes the rats' calories away. But with sanitary practices like these, in a city like this, there will always be rats, even if nobody knows how many, even if the mayor hangs a Mission Accomplished banner based on 311 calls.

Having learned that the rats I saw on my block were truly my neighbors, I wanted to be, well, neighborly. One recent morning, I took a thermos of iced coffee and a pair of binoculars and idled by a dumpster near my apartment. A few minutes later, a mischief of rats climbed up and chowed down.
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Michel Houellebecq Has Some Fresh Predictions. Be Afraid.

In a new novel, France's famously abrasive author progresses from barbed satire to a spiritual-conversion narrative.

by Judith Shulevitz


Michel Houellebecq's latest novel, "Annihilation," is mystical satire of French politics. (Joel Saget / AFP / Getty)



Michel Houellebecq's skills as a stylist don't get the respect they deserve. Yes, he has been called France's most important novelist, but praise is generally lavished on his ideas, not their expression. Maybe that's because he's a ranter whose prose can feel dashed-off and portentous. He's the opposite of an aesthete, putting his fiction to work savaging ideologies he despises. There's a long list of those: feminism, self-actualization, globalization, neoliberalism, commercialism. In short, the man writes like a crank.

What Houellebecq does get credit for is prescience. To give only two examples: In his 2015 novel, Submission, a seemingly moderate Islamist party exploits a parliamentary crisis to take over the French government, then imposes Sharia law. Submission came out the same day that two Algerian Muslims stormed the office of the satirical Parisian weekly Charlie Hebdo and killed 17 people; the magazine had published profane cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad. Houellebecq's next novel, Serotonin, published in 2019, depicted French farmers blocking roads to protest agribusiness and the European Union, whose policies were putting them out of work. A few months before the book reached the public, but well after it was written, workers in yellow vests, later known as the gilet jaunes, took to the highways, initially to protest taxes on fuel but eventually also French President Emmanuel Macron's tax cuts for the wealthy and other vicissitudes of his neoliberal agenda.

But Houellebecq doesn't just forecast current events; he satirizes them, dryly, with perfect pitch. His mimicry of the inflated language of marketing, bureaucratic euphemism, and hypertechnical mumbo jumbo finds the exact midpoint between amusing and appalling. The France of his recent novels has been a devastating parody of itself. The countryside, emptied of farmers and colonized by second-home owners, is a dying theme park; the cities are often as deserted as a shopping mall in the age of e-commerce; and people aren't having enough sex to repopulate the void. This is "what the world would look like ... after the explosion of an intergalactic neutron bomb," Houellebecq wrote of a French village in The Map and the Territory. In his latest novel, Annihilation, his protagonists wander through that barren world, disoriented, looking vainly for an exit.

Houellebecq's men--he doesn't do female leads--are misanthropic and sexually dysfunctional and have more success with consumer products than they do with women, or most anyone else. They dilate lovingly upon the makes and models of cars and appliances, and the subsidiary brands of hospitality and conglomerates. You can almost hear the author swirling around in his mouth the fake compounds dreamed up by naming consultants--Canon Libris (a laptop printer), Ibis Styles (a hotel chain)--savoring the evocative gobbledygook. One of the great scenes in The Map and the Territory involves a close reading of the instruction manual for the Samsung ZRT-AV2 camera, which features absurd settings such as FUNERAL, OLDMAN1, and OLDMAN2, as well as BABY1 and BABY2, which will reproduce the freshness of babies' complexions as long as you remember to program in each baby's birthdate.

Satirists are famously also moralists, and Houellebecq is no exception. Indeed, he's a religious writer, even though his scabrous novels usually scoff at established religion. His notoriously pornographic breakthrough novel, The Elementary Particles, trafficked in masturbation, flashing, orgies, and child rape but really amounted to a diatribe against a godless materialism. Submission was received in some parts of France as a warning that the nation would succumb to Islamism if it didn't watch out. Houellebecq sometimes reinforced this interpretation, saying at one point that he was an Islamophobe. Yet he has also said he believes that religion has a social role. In a Paris Review interview, for instance, he suggested that the novel expressed a "real need for God." Which God would that be? Houellebecq doesn't know: "When, in the light of what I know, I reexamine the question whether there is a creator, a cosmic order, that kind of thing, I realize that I don't actually have an answer."

Read: The rise of anti-liberalism

Annihilation is another conversion novel, this time about a secular Frenchman's awakening to that same ineffable cosmos. Paul Raison--the surname means "reason"--is a bureaucrat who lives at a vacuum-sealed remove from ordinary human intercourse. Before he joins his siblings at their father's hospital bed after a stroke, Paul hasn't seen his sister for seven years--or is it eight?--and last saw his brother so long ago that he isn't sure he'll remember what he looks like. And although Paul shares an apartment with his prim wife, aptly named Prudence, they rarely see or speak to each other. Houellebecq recounts the phases of their marriage as a series of skirmishes between brands. One day Prudence fills their refrigerator with ready-made tofu and quinoa meals from Biozone, leaving just one shelf for Paul's St. Nectaire cheese and other beloved artisanal products. Roughly a decade later, he has been reduced to eating solitary microwaveable poultry-tagine dinners from the gourmet section of the supermarket chain Monoprix.

Paul works for France's finance minister, Bruno Juge--"judge" in French; never underestimate Houellebecq's willingness to hit readers over the head with allegory. Bruno is a classic technocrat, calm and, yes, judicious, untroubled by doubt or other emotions. He serves a president widely thought to be modeled on Macron, France's neoliberal leader. (Bruno himself may be modeled on Macron's onetime finance minister Bruno Le Maire.) Like God, who judges from on high, a finance minister has the power to determine who shall thrive and who shall struggle. Bruno's main accomplishment is turning the ailing French automobile industry into a force capable of making luxury cars that are competitive with Germany's. Bruno refinanced French industry by means of a whopping tax cut designed to stimulate investment. There's no point in trying to revive the mid-range auto market, because it is disappearing along with France's middle class--which Bruno doesn't consider it his job to shore up. He deals with industry. Social problems don't fall into "his field of expertise."

Houellebecq ambles through Paul's and Bruno's bell-jar lives and political maneuverings at a languorous pace, but enlivens the narrative with irrupting counternarratives: hallucinatory communiques from--well, where exactly they come from is the theological conundrum of the novel. These missives are of two kinds: dreams and videos. Houellebecq recounts Paul's dreams in inordinate detail; they are, alas, as hard to sit still for as the ones you might hear around the breakfast table. The second counternarrative involves progressively more terrifying videos going viral worldwide. One of them shows men in hooded robes cutting off Bruno's head in a guillotine. The videos provide a running commentary on the main plot. "The choice of decapitation, with its revolutionary connotations, only underlined his image as a distant technocrat, as remote from the people as the aristocrats of the Ancien Regime," Paul thinks.

The scary thing about the videos is that they are eerily realistic. As a leading special-effects expert says about one depicting a vast meadow, "no two blades of grass are identical in nature; they all have irregularities, little flaws, a specific genetic signature. We've enlarged a thousand of them, choosing them at random within the image: they're all different ... it's extraordinary, it's a crazy piece of work." Who'd be capable of making these, and why? The mystery thrusts the novel into Black Mirror territory--which, given Houellebecq's real-world record of predictions, is actually kind of alarming.

But then the mystery more or less fades from view, to be replaced by another that comes and goes in a flash but lingers like an afterimage. It's the template for a spiritual revelation that is slowly (very slowly) processed. As a teenager, Paul was obsessed with the Matrix franchise, a series of four dystopian cult-classic movies sermonizing conspiratorially on the possibility that evil AI entities have enslaved humanity by plugging us all into a simulacrum of reality. During a visit to his childhood home, Paul comes across his poster of the third movie, The Matrix Revolutions. It features Keanu Reeves in the role of the hero, Neo, who uncovers the Matrix's terrible truths. He's "blind, his face covered by a bloody bandage, wandering in an apocalyptic landscape," Houellebecq writes. Sure enough, we're about to see Paul encounter his own matrix. Confronting mortality, he will begin to suspect that what seems unreal is realer than known reality; he will wander through his own hellspace.

Read: The controversial book at the center of Charlie Hebdo's latest issue

The operative verb is wander. Annihilation ponders and meanders. Perhaps its pensiveness heralds its 68-year-old author's shift into a mellowed, late-style phase of his career. Paul's spiritual quest steers him surprisingly close to New Age creeds that the author, as a young man, would have made fun of. I found myself missing the curmudgeonly Houellebecq. But he can still perform his literary tricks. His digressive riffs convey sociopsychological truths better than the action does, as in his gloss of the mygalomorph spider, which "does not tolerate the company of any other animal, and systematically attacks any living creature introduced into its cage, including other mygales." He pauses to offer pleasingly cynical social commentary. I liked the story of how the local council pimped out the village Belleville-sur-Saone, changing the name to Belleville-en-Beaujolais because "Beaujolais" would hold more appeal for Indian and Chinese tourists.

Annihilation's best bit of shtick involves the overuse of acronyms. The government analysts get their briefing at the General Directorate for Internal Security, four words mostly replaced by the letters DGSI, which are then repeated over and over. Soon we're being shot at by a firing squad of lettrist nonsense: BEFTI, FNAEG, PEoLC, and so on. I don't think I took this typographic gibbering for cant just because my French is out of date. Houellebecq doesn't like experts--that's what Bruno comes to show--and rebarbative acronyms are the language that experts use to put the rest of us in our place.

"What do you know about PVS and MCS?" a medical pooh-bah demands coldly when Paul, in the course of a briefing on his father's condition, ventures some acronyms he picked up from the nurse. "Oh nothing, I must have read something on the Internet," Paul says sheepishly, trying to appease her by sounding stupid. The matrix is a prison of the mind, and Paul is its prisoner; Houellebecq is not wrong to accept the premise that, to a greater or lesser degree, we are all hooked up to it. But I trust his sarcasm, more than his mysticism, to free us.
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This Election Is No <em>West Wing</em> Reunion

Martin Sheen is doing his very best to pep up stressed-out Democrats.

by Mark Leibovich




The fictional president Josiah Bartlet dropped into a Democratic canvassing headquarters in a Madison, Wisconsin, strip mall last Sunday morning. He was there on behalf of Kamala Harris, addressing a room full of jittery volunteers stranded in a real-life political campaign.

Bartlet--or rather, Martin Sheen, the actor who played him on the beloved TV show The West Wing--was an emissary from a bygone era of better political angels that may or may not have ever existed off-screen. The show aired from 1999 to 2006 but has continued, on streaming platforms, to inspire fresh generations of operatives with its portrayal of a noble Democratic White House untainted by House of Cards, Veep, and the Trump-era darkness that would follow.

"While acting is what I do for a living," Sheen told the crowd, "activism is what I do to stay alive." He looked out at his audience, about 100 people set to embark on a day of canvassing and door-knocking. His voice acquired a note of paternal warmth: "I see all the faces in here." All of this work is "worth it," he assured everyone. "I see that the light is on."

Personally, I saw anxiety. Fear and exhaustion, too. I might have been projecting, but it seemed palpable in this den of last-minute activity--the strain and burden of another jump-ball election, with stakes entirely too high and margins entirely too thin and nerves entirely too frayed.

With two weeks left in this writer's-room-nightmare of a campaign, and Wisconsin still up for grabs, all the usual platitudes felt far too plausible: Everyone was talking about Democracy being at stake and the threat of fascism on the other side and America facing an existential moment and all of that. None of it felt like the usual overwrought melodrama.

Who could blame volunteers for wanting a little escapism and some doughnuts on a Sunday morning? Sheen brought along three of his West Wing co-stars: Bradley Whitford (who played deputy chief of staff Josh Lyman), Richard Schiff (communications director Toby Ziegler), and Mary McCormack (deputy national security adviser Kate Harper). They were upbeat but quick with their reality checks. "This ain't no stinkin' television show," Whitford said. "The stakes are real."

Ever since The West Wing ceased production, the cast has enjoyed its own next act as a kind of progressive wish-cast ensemble. First Lady Jill Biden hosted several of the actors and creators at a White House celebration of the show's 25th anniversary last month. They have toured some of the well-trodden battlegrounds of the campaign trail. I've encountered them periodically through the years, popping up at the various headquarters, candidate events, and hotel lobbies of Iowa; New Hampshire; Washington, D.C.; and assorted other political petting zoos.

"We're not just a bunch of people from television paying lip service here," Whitford said on Sunday. "What you are doing is so important." The cast likes to think The West Wing is also so important, or at least carries with it some level of relevance today, in these very different political times.

After the canvassing headquarters, the West Wing troupe headed to a packed theater across town. "We're going to win!" Whitford declared onstage. He sounded like he really believed it. Then again, he is an actor.

Schiff echoed his co-star's message, but lacked the same volume--and conviction. "I'm going to say it softer than Brad, but we're going to win," he said. The crowd cheered. Hope can be galvanizing, even if laundered through Hollywood characters who vacated their fictional offices nearly two decades ago.

Yes, it's easy to be cynical. The West Wing was a TV show--a very good one, depicting a world very much still yearned for, even if gathering dust. You can question the utility of these celebrity drop-bys. But at the same time, why not? What's the harm of nostalgia to keep the throngs awake in these final, weary days?

I admit that I came away less skeptical than I went in. "I know I'm preaching to the choir," Whitford told the Democratic volunteers. "But I just want to make you sing!" And everyone sang: "The Star Spangled Banner" to kick off the morning and "America the Beautiful" as the cast left the stage.

Sheen, who is now 84, looks tremendously well preserved--but thankfully has no interest in serving in any role beyond the pretend president emeritus that he still plays in the eyes of his adoring public. He told me that someone will come up to him at least once a day, often more, and address him as "Mr. President." He had just boarded a plane at LAX the day before, and a fellow passenger greeted him: "Good morning, Mr. President, is Air Force One in the shop?" He happily plays along--being gracious is not hard work. Changing minds and coaxing votes and winning elections is hard work.

On Sunday, Sheen emphasized that the struggle is its own reward. He likes to tell an old Irish story about a man who dies and arrives at the gates of heaven. "Saint Peter says, 'Show me your scars,'" Sheen said. But the man has no scars to show, and Saint Peter tells him what a pity that is. "Was there nothing worth fighting for?" Saint Peter asks. At this point in the story, Sheen's voice gained several octaves, and he launched into the crescendo of his speech: "We are rightly called to find something in our lives worth fighting for. Something deeply personal and uncompromising." Nothing that has value in life, he argued, comes easy.

"You're my president!" a woman standing next to me shouted. Within seconds of his pep talk ending, Sheen was swarmed. Volunteers posed for pictures and clutched Harris-Walz signs for him to autograph.

A young woman who walked up to Sheen/Bartlett seemed quite emotional. It can be a momentous experience, meeting an actual fake president. "It was all because of your show that I got into politics," the young woman, Amanda Boss, told him. Boss said she'd started watching West Wing at the age of 5. She loved how fast everyone talked and walked and how important everything seemed to be, at all times. She told me she had never met a president before. I was compelled to remind her that Saint Bartlet was a fictional character.

"Yes," she said. "But he was real in my head."
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Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election

Many Americans know exactly who Trump is, and they like it.

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.

Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country," a fact that Goldberg had first reported in September 2020. (Team Trump, unsurprisingly, continues to deny the story.) Not long after the publication of yesterday's article, The New York Times published excerpts from interviews with Kelly in which Kelly said--on tape, no less--that Trump fits the definition of a fascist.

Like many of Trump's critics, I've repeatedly asked one question over the years: What's it going to take? When will Republican leaders and millions of Trump voters finally see the immorality of supporting such a man? Surely, with these latest revelations, we've reached the Moment, the Turning Point, the Line in the Sand, right?

Wrong. As New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu--one of the many former Trump critics now back on the Trump train--said today on CNN in response to a question about Kelly's comments: "With a guy like [Trump], it's kinda baked into the vote."

The belief that at some point Trump voters will have finally had enough is an ordinary human response to seeing people you care about--in this case fellow citizens--associate with someone you know to be awful. Much like watching a friend in an unhealthy relationship, you think that each new outrage is going to be the one that provokes the final split, and yet it never does: Your friend, instead of breaking off the relationship, makes excuses. He didn't mean it. You don't understand him like I do.

But this analogy is wrong, because it's based on the faulty assumption that one of the people in the relationship is unhappy. Maybe the better analogy is the friend you didn't know very well in high school, someone who perhaps was quiet and not very popular, who shows up at your 20th reunion on the arm of a loudmouthed boor--think a cross between Herb Tarlek and David Duke--who tells offensive stories and racist jokes. She thinks he's wonderful and laughs at everything he says.

But what she really enjoys, all these years after high school, is how uncomfortable he's making you.

And this, in brief, is the problem for Kamala Harris in this election. She and others have likely hoped that, at some point, Trump will reveal himself as such an obvious, existential threat that even many Republican voters will walk away from him. (She delivered a short statement today emphasizing Kelly's comments.) For millions of the GOP faithful, however, Trump's daily attempts to breach new frontiers of hideousness are not offensive but reassuring. They want Trump to be awful--precisely because the people they view as their political foes will be so appalled if he wins. If Trump's campaign was focused on handing out tax breaks and lowering gas prices, he'd be losing, because for his base, none of that yawn-inducing policy stuff is transgressive enough to be exciting. (Just ask Nikki Haley and Ron DeSantis, who each in their own way tried to run as a Trump alternative.)

Some Trump voters may believe his lies. But plenty more want Trump to be terrifying and stomach-turning so that reelecting him will be a fully realized act of social revenge. Harris cannot propose any policy, offer any benefit, or adopt any position that competes with that feeling.

Exactly why so many Americans feel this way is a complicated story--I wrote an entire book about it--but a toxic combination of social resentment, entitlement, and racial insecurity drives many Trump voters to believe not only that other Americans are looking down on them but that they are doing so while living an undeservedly good life. These others must be punished or at least brought down to a common level of misery to balance the scales, and Trump is the guy to do it.

This unfocused rage is an addiction fed by Trump and conservative media, and the MAGA base wants it stoked continuously. If Trump were suddenly to become a sensible person who started talking coherently about trade policy and defense budgets, they would feel betrayed, like hard drinkers in a tavern who suspect that the bartender is watering down the high-proof stuff. My friend Jonathan Last--the editor of The Bulwark--has been wondering about this same problem, and says that some Trump supporters "are not (yet) comfortable with admitting this truth to themselves."

He believes that most of them are either caught in a comforting blanket of denial or the fog of detached nihilism. I'm not so sure. I am struck by how often Trump voters--and I am speaking here of rank-and-file voters, not crass opportunists such as Sununu or wealthy wingmen such as Elon Musk--are almost incapable of articulating support for Trump without reference to what Trump will do to other people or without descending into "whataboutism" about Harris. (Yes, Trump said bad things, but what about Harris's position on gender-affirming medical care for federal prisoners, as if liberal policies are no different from, say, threats to use the military against American citizens.)

Where all of this leaves us is that Harris could lose the election, not because she didn't offer the right policies, or give enough interviews, or inspire enough people. She could lose because just enough people in four or five states flatly don't care about any of that.

Some voters, to be sure, have bought into the mindless tropes that Democrats are communists or Marxists or some other term they don't understand. But the truly loyal Trump voters are people who are burning with humiliation. They can't get over the trauma of losing in 2020, the shame of buying Trump's lie about rigged elections, and the shock of seeing each of their champions--Tucker Carlson, Rudy Giuliani, Steve Bannon, and others--turn out to be liars and charlatans who have been fired, financially imperiled, or even imprisoned.

Rather than reckoning with the greatest mistake they've ever made at the ballot box, they have decided that their only recourse is to put Trump back in the Oval Office. For them, restoring Trump would be both vindication and vengeance. It would prove that 2016 was not a fluke, and horrify people both they and Trump hate.

I am not hopeful that Democrats will rally in large enough numbers to prevent this outcome. Harris's campaign has wisely avoided a slew of traps and pitfalls, but too many Democrats are reverting to form, complaining about wonky intraparty policy differences while Trump fulminates against democracy itself. (Some of the nation's media outlets have contributed to this sense of complacency by "sanewashing" Trump's most unhinged moments.) I am also not sure that swing voters will really swing against Trump, but one ray of hope is that revelations from people like Kelly do seem to matter: A new analysis indicates that voters trust criticism from Trump's former colleagues and allies more than standard political zingers from the opposition.

I genuinely want to be wrong about all this. I hope that many of the people now supporting Trump will have an attack of conscience on their way to their polling station. But as Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, once wrote for The Atlantic, Trump is "cultural heroin," and the hard choice of civic virtue will never match the rush of racism, hatred, and revenge that Trump offers in its place.
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ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

By Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes ...
 I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads.


Read the full article.
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Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World

"This is unstoppable."

by Zoe Schlanger




Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest dreams that solar by the middle of the 2020s would already be supplying all of the growth of global electricity demand," he said. Yet here we are.

In the United States, solar accounted for more than half of all new power last year. But the most dramatic growth is happening overseas. The latest global report from the International Energy Agency (IEA) notes that solar is on track to overtake all other forms of energy by 2033. The world's use of fossil fuels is already plateauing (the U.S., for its part, hit its peak demand for fossil-fuel energy way back in 2007). Energy demand is still rising, but renewables are stepping in to make up the difference. "The really interesting debate now," Bond said, "is actually: When do we push fossil fuels off the plateau? And from our numbers, if solar keeps on growing this way, it's going to be off the plateau by the end of this decade."

The advantages of solar speak for themselves. Solar can be built faster and with fewer permits than other forms of energy infrastructure, mostly because the panels are flat and modular (unlike, say, a towering wind turbine or a hulking gas-fired power plant). It's also adaptable at any scale, from an individual erecting a single panel to a utility company assembling a solar farm. And now, thanks to remarkable drops in prices for solar panels, mainly from China, simple market forces seem to be driving an all-out solar boom. "This is unstoppable," Heymi Bahar, a senior energy analyst at the IEA, told me.

Globally, some 40 percent of solar's growth is in the form of people powering their own homes and businesses, Bahar said. Perhaps nowhere is this better illustrated than in Africa, where Joel Nana, a project manager at Sustainable Energy Africa in Cape Town, has been leading an effort to help countries regulate and integrate the explosion of small-scale solar. When Nana and his team started quantifying just how much new solar was around, "we were actually shocked," he told me. In South Africa, for example, the total amount of energy produced from solar systems in 2019 was thought to be about 500 megawatts, Nana said. But in the first quarter of 2023, when researchers used satellite imagery to count all of the solar installations in the country, they estimated that solar was producing a combined 5,700 megawatts of energy--only 55 percent of which had been declared to the government. That story of rapid, invisible growth is being repeated across the continent. Kenya now has about 200 megawatts of rooftop solar installed, representing 9 percent of the country's total energy use, Nana said. Namibia has about 96 megawatts of rooftop solar capacity in its system, he said--a whopping 15 percent of its energy mix. "It's been happening for three or four years, maybe five years, completely off the radar," Nana said.

From the March 2020 issue: Thy neighbor's solar panels

Solar seems to have passed a tipping point: In many countries, the low cost of the technology is propelling its own growth, despite little government help. In South Africa, businesses such as shopping malls and factories have historically run diesel generators to deal with frequent power outages. Many still do, but now others are saving money by installing solar panels. Electricity from a diesel generator costs about 10 rand per kilowatt-hour, Nana said; with solar panels, it plummets to about two rand. "It's literally a no-brainer for a business owner," he said. Businesses make up 80 percent of small-scale solar capacity in the country, according to his research. Soon, Nana hopes, arrays and batteries will become cheap enough that more homeowners across the continent will be able to afford switching to solar. And, as the journalist Bill McKibben has reported, some homeowners in African countries who have never been connected to the grid are getting electricity for the very first time via solar-panel kits, skipping over a fossil-fuel phase entirely.

Across the global South, solar is capturing unprecedented portions of the energy market. Pakistan, for example, imported the equivalent of a quarter of its total energy capacity in Chinese solar panels in just the first six months of this year. Many countries in the global South lack significant fossil-fuel resources, and importing them is expensive. "By far the easiest way to obtain economic growth in a country with a lot of sunshine and no fossil fuels is by exploiting your own domestic resources," Bond said. Already, in countries including Brazil, Morocco, Mexico, and Uruguay, solar and wind make up a bigger share of electricity generation than it does in global-North countries. By 2030, RMI predicts, the global South will have quadrupled its solar and wind capacity.

That estimate doesn't account for China, which is experiencing an unparalleled solar boom. In addition to supplying the rest of the world with panels, China installed more than half of the planet's new solar capacity within its own borders in 2023, and the Ember report says it's on track to add a similar amount this year. In 2023, the country more than doubled its own solar capacity year over year. "Nobody was expecting that it would be so high," Bahar said.

Read: Why America doesn't really make solar panels anymore

Last year, at the United Nations Climate Change Conference, or COP28, in Dubai, 132 countries and the European Union pledged to triple the world's renewable-energy capacity by 2030. According to Bahar, it's the only promise of the many made in Dubai that's likely to even be close to fulfilled: The world is on track to add 2.7 times its renewable capacity by then, and 80 percent of that increase will come from solar. To make use of all this growth, the world will have to add much more storage and transmission capacity, neither of which are keeping up with solar's pace. The IEA, where Bahar works, will advocate for new pledges on those two fronts at COP29 next month. A world that mostly runs on solar power will also need something else--such as hydropower, nuclear, or geothermal--to generate energy when the sun isn't shining in the evenings and winters. Jessika Trancik, an MIT professor who models clean-energy development, told me that governments need to steer investments toward storage and alternate forms of energy to compensate for that inherent downtime. That way, the world can have a reliable energy mix when 50 or 60 percent of electricity generation comes from solar and wind. That may seem far off, she said--solar made up about 5.5 percent of global energy in 2023--but with the exponential growth of cheap solar, "before you know it, it's upon you."

For Africa's quiet solar boom to meet its full potential, governments will need to regulate and subsidize the technology, Nana said. Federal departments in Namibia, Kenya, and Eswatini have largely ignored the ascendance of solar technology within their borders, Nana said. Yet in South Africa, he's seeing bright spots. Last year, the government began providing subsidies for solar for the first time. This year, its updated energy plan acknowledged that small-scale solar will be the biggest player in the country in the next decade. If South Africa is any indication, a solar revolution will arrive in more countries in the coming years. It may even sneak up on them.
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Why Are We Humoring Them?

When Donald Trump and Elon Musk can turn death threats into punch lines, the joke is on the rest of us--and that's the point.

by Megan Garber




In September, Secret Service agents apprehended a man carrying an AK-47-style gun near Donald Trump's Palm Beach golf course--in an apparent attempt, the FBI concluded, to assassinate the former president. To some, the thwarted violence was a bleak testament to the times: one more reminder that politics, when approached as an endless war, will come with collateral damage. To Elon Musk, however, it was an opportunity. The billionaire, treating his control of X as a means of owning the libs, gave the Palm Beach news a MAGA-friendly twist. "And no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," Musk wrote on the platform, punctuating the line with a thinking-face emoji.

Musk was wrong--authorities have arrested several people for death threats made against the president and vice president--and he eventually deleted the post. But he did not apologize for the mistake. Instead, earlier this month, Musk used an appearance on Tucker Carlson's X-based show as a chance to workshop the line. "Nobody's even bothering to try to kill Kamala," Musk told Carlson, "because it's pointless. What do you achieve?"

At this, both men guffawed. Musk, having found an appreciative audience, kept going, finding new ways to suggest that the vice president was not worth the trouble of assassinating. Carlson's reply: "That's hilarious."

First as tragedy, then as farce, the adage goes. If only the old order still applied. Not that long ago, public figures such as Carlson and Musk might have been embarrassed to be seen using political violence as a punch line. But embarrassment, these days, is a partisan affliction. It can ail only the soft, the sincere--the people willing to be caught caring in public. The brand of politics that Musk and Carlson practice is swaggering and provocative and, as a result, entirely devoid of shame. And so the two men, wielding their mockery, make a show of each chortle and smirk. They may consider their delight to be defiant--a rebuke to the humorless masses who see the violence and not the lol--but it is not defiant. It is dull. This is the way of things now. The tragedy and the farce, the menace that winks, the joke that threatens, the emoji that cries with joy and the one that simply cries: They bleed together, all of them. Irony storms the Capitol. Cynicism reigns.

Read: Political violence feeds on itself

Trump, that louche comedian, is partially to blame. His humor--some of it crude, some of it cruel, most of it treating politics and the people who engage in them as the butt of an endless joke--is more than a performance. It is also permission. Musk and Carlson laughed at the thought of Harris's death both because they wanted to and because they knew they could. Trump and his crowbar will come for every Overton window. Now no claim is too much. No joke is too soon. Deportations, assassinations, the casual suggestion that America is due for its own version of Kristallnacht: Invoked as ideas and implications, they might be threats. They might be omens. For Trump and the many who humor him, though, they're simply material--fodder for jokes in a set that never ends.

"Not The Onion," people might warn one another on social media, as they share the video of Trump's nearly 40-minute attempt to turn a town hall into a one-man dance party. "Beyond parody," they might moan, as J. D. Vance spreads racist lies about immigrants snatching and eating their neighbors' pets. The disclaimers are hardly necessary. Americans, whatever their political convictions, have become accustomed to politics that read as dark comedy--and to politicians who commit fully to the bit. These leaders don't merely lie or misspeak or make light of life and death. To them, leadership itself is a joke. They're trolling one another. They're trolling us. They've made mischief a mandate.

Call it the trolligarchy--and have no doubt that its regime is inescapable. Trump says that if reelected he'll be a dictator on "day one" and then insists that he's only joking. Under Musk, X's email for press inquiries auto-responds to reporters' questions with a poop emoji. Marjorie Taylor Greene, who won a congressional seat in Georgia by turning trolling into a campaign strategy, has been using the House bill-amendment process as an opportunity for cheap acts of score-settling. In a proposed amendment to a bill meant to allocate funding to aid Ukraine as it defends itself against Russia's invasion, she stipulated, among other things, that any colleague who voted for it would be conscripted into Ukraine's military.

"Messaging bills" may be fairly common among politicians seeking new ways to rack up political points. And Greene's amendment was roundly defeated. Her stunt, though, wrote tragedy and farce into the congressional record. Roll Call, reporting on it, quoted social-media posts from Matt Glassman, an analyst at Georgetown University's Government Affairs Institute. There have "always been chucklehead Members of the House," Glassman wrote of Greene's antics. "But the prominence of many of the chuckleheads in the GOP and the ever-increasing general level of chucklehead behavior worries me."

Life under the trolligarchy requires constant acts of micro-translation: Did she mean it? Was he joking? Were they lying? The lulz, as a result, can be exhausting. The scholar Dannagal Goldthwaite Young, analyzing fMRI studies that illustrate how the brain processes jokes, argues that humor can impose a cognitive tax. Jokes, for all their delights, ask more of their audiences than other forms of discourse do: They require more split-second parsing, more energy, more work. And a troll is a joke unhinged--which makes it extra taxing. Its terms are particularly murky. Its claims are especially suspect. Under its influence, the old categories fail. Nihilism takes over. Fatigue sets in. Sincerity and irony, like stars whose centers cannot hold, collapse into each other.

Humor is an age-old political tradition--Common Sense, the pamphlet that persuaded many Americans to become revolutionaries, was powerful in part because it was often quite funny--but trolling, as a mode of political engagement, is not comedy. It is its antithesis. Nazis of both the past and present have tried to hide in plain sight by characterizing their racism as merely ironic. As The New Yorker's Emily Nussbaum wrote in a 2017 essay, jokes deployed as rhetoric played a crucial role in helping Trump win the presidency.

Read: Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini

Since then, the trolling has only intensified. But it has also become--in a twist that can read as a cosmic kind of troll--ever more banal. In 2008, The New York Times published "The Trolls Among Us," a lengthy introduction to a subculture that was then emerging from the dark recesses of the internet. The article is remarkably prescient. It treats trolling as a novelty but frames it as a new moral problem. It parses the cruelty that has become a standard feature of online engagement. But it was also written when trolls' power was relatively contained. Trolling, today, having slipped the surly bonds of 4chan, is no longer subculture. It is culture.

Many trolls of the early internet hid behind pseudonyms and anonymity; they largely performed for one another rather than for a mass audience. But trolling, as a political style, demands credit for the chaos it sows. Trump, the "troll in chief," channels that status as brand identity. He will happily lie, his followers know; maybe he'll lie on their behalf. He will trick his opponents. He will set traps. He will reveal his rivals' foolishness. He will humiliate them. That old Times article captured one of the abiding ironies of this brave new mode of digital engagement. Trolling may manifest as pranks. But many practitioners insist that their hijinks have ethical ends. Trolls claim to be puncturing pieties, saving the sanctimonious from themselves. They're righting social wrongs as they subject "elites" to a barrage of corrective humiliations meant to reveal empathy and equality and other such values as nothing more than smug little lies.

Trolling, in that way, can be self-rationalizing, and therefore particularly powerful when its logic comes for our politics. Trump once gave a speech in the rain and then bragged about the sun shining down on his performance. His bravado was propaganda in its most basic and recognizable form--overt, insistent, blunt. It did what propaganda typically will, imposing its preferred reality onto the one that actually exists. But the lie was also so casual, so basic, so fundamentally absurd--even the heavens, Trump says, will do his bidding--that it barely registered as propaganda at all.

Read: The slop candidate

Trump came of age as a public figure in the 1980s, long before irony was alleged to have died--a time, on the contrary, when cynicism had become cultural currency. It was a period when earnestness, or at least the appearance of it, was curdling into a liability. Trump has taken the irony-infused assumptions of those years and used them as tools of power. His lies invade and destroy, trampling the truths that stand in their way with casual, cunning brutality. But Trump's jokes can be similarly, if more subtly, ruinous. A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding--even about matters of life and death.

That attitude, once it takes hold of the body politic, spreads rapidly. People talk about "irony poisoning" because irony, in the end, has so few antidotes. Greene's attempt to troll her colleagues as they determined aid to Ukraine led to several more proposed amendments--this time from Jared Moskowitz, a Democratic representative from Florida. One proposed to appoint Greene as "Vladimir Putin's Special Envoy to the United States Congress." Another suggested renaming Greene's office for Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister who is widely denigrated for his appeasement of Hitler.

Recommending that a congressional office be called the Neville Chamberlain Room may not be a great joke; it's even worse, though, as a mode of government. Democracy is an earnest enterprise: It requires us--challenges us--to care. It assumes that people will disagree, about the small things and the big ones. It further assumes that they will settle differences through acts of debate. But cynicism makes argument impossible. "How do you fight an enemy who's just kidding?" Nussbaum asked in her 2017 essay, and the question still has no good answer. The old insult comic remains onstage, serving up the same routine to a crowd that cackles and roars. He'll roast anyone in his path. He'll soak up the applause. He'll trust that, in all the levity, people will miss the obvious: When the comedy keeps punching down, anyone can become the butt of the joke.
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Why People Itch and How to Stop It

Scientists are discovering lots of little itch switches.

by Annie Lowrey




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


The twinge begins in the afternoon: toes. At my desk, toes, itching. Toes, toes, toes. 

I don't normally think about my toes. But as I commute home in a crowded subway car, my feet are burning, and I cannot reach them. Even if I could, what would I do with my sneakers? My ankles are itchy too. But I'm wearing jeans, which are difficult to scratch through, unless you have a fork or something similarly rigid and sharp. I contemplate getting off at the next stop, finding a spot on a bench, removing my shoes, and scratching for a while. But I need to get home. Growing desperate, I scrape at my scalp, which is not itchy. This somehow quiets things down.

I am full of these kinds of tricks. A lot of folks, if you tell them you're itchy, will recommend a specific brand of lotion. I hate these people. My husband made me a T-shirt that reads yes, I have tried lotions. They do not work. No, not that one either. Zen types will tell you to accept the itch, to meditate on it, as you might do if you were in pain. These people have no idea what they are talking about. Watching someone scratch makes you itchy; worrying about something pruritogenic, like a tick crawling on you, makes you itchy; focusing on how itchy you are when you are itchy makes you itchier. The trick, if you are itchy, is to not think about it, using those ancient psychological tricks disfavored in today's therapeutic environments: avoidance, deflection, compartmentalization, denial.

Cruelest of all are the people who tell you not to scratch. They have a point, I admit. Scratching spurs cells in your immune system to secrete the hormone histamine, which makes you itchy; in this way, scratching leads to itching just as itching leads to scratching. But if you itch like I itch, like a lot of people itch, there's no not scratching. It would be like telling someone to stop sneezing or not to pee. "I never tell people not to scratch," Gil Yosipovitch, a dermatologist at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine known as "the godfather of itch," told me, something I found enormously validating.

Read: Another reason to hate ticks

No, the techniques that work are the techniques that work. During the day, I pace. Overnight, when the itching intensifies, I balance frozen bags of corn on my legs or dunk myself in a cold bath. I apply menthol, whose cold-tingle overrides the hot-tingle for a while. I jerk my hair or pinch myself with the edges of my nails or dig a diabetic lancet into my stomach. And I scratch.

My body bears the evidence. Right now I am not itchy--well, I am mildly itchy, because writing about being itchy makes me itchy--yet my feet and legs are covered in patches of thick, lichenified skin. This spring, I dug a bloody hole into the inside of my cheek with my teeth. I've taken out patches of my scalp, shredded the edge of my belly button, and more than once, desperate to get to an itch inside of me, abraded the walls of my vagina.

During my first pregnancy, when the itching began, it was so unrelenting and extreme that I begged for a surgeon to amputate my limbs; during the second, my doctor induced labor early to stop it. Still, I ended up hallucinating because I was so sleep-deprived. Now I have long spells when I feel normal. Until something happens; I wish I knew what. I get brain-fogged, blowing deadlines, struggling to remember to-dos, failing to understand how anyone eats dinner at 8 p.m., sleeping only to wake up tired. And I get itchy. Maybe it will last forever, I think. It stops. And then it starts again.

One in five people will experience chronic itch in their lifetime, often caused by cancer, a skin condition, liver or kidney disease, or a medication such as an opiate. (Mine is caused by a rare disease called primary biliary cholangitis, or PBC.) The itching is the corporeal equivalent of a car alarm, a constant, obnoxious, and shrill reminder that you are in a body: I'm here, I'm here, I'm here. It is associated with elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depression; causes sleep deprivation; and intensifies suicidal ideation. In one study, the average patient with chronic itch said they would give up 13 percent of their lifespan to stop it.

Yet itching is taken less seriously than its cousin in misery, pain. Physicians often dismiss it or ignore it entirely. Not that they could treat it effectively if they wanted to, in many cases. There are scores of FDA-approved medications for chronic pain, from ibuprofen to fentanyl. There are no medications approved for chronic itch. "Pain has so much more research, in terms of our understanding of the pathophysiology and drug development. There's so much more compassion from doctors and family members," Shawn Kwatra of the University of Maryland School of Medicine told me. Itch, he added, "is just not respected."

Perhaps doctors do not respect it because, until recently, they did not really understand it. Only in the late aughts did scientists establish that itch is a sensation distinct from pain and begin figuring out the physiology of chronic itch. And only in the past decade did researchers find drugs that resolve it. "We're having all these breakthroughs," Kwatra said, ticking off a list of medications, pathways, proteins, and techniques. "We're in a golden age."

Once left to suffer through their commutes and to ice their shins with frozen vegetables, millions of Americans are finding relief in their medicine cabinet. For them, science is finally scratching that itch. Still, so far, none of those treatments works on me.

Itching is one of those tautological sensations, like hunger or thirst, characterized by the action that resolves it. The classic definition, the one still used in medical textbooks, comes from a 17th-century German physician: "an unpleasant sensation that provokes the desire to scratch." Physicians today classify it in a few ways. Itching can be acute, or it can be chronic, lasting for more than six weeks. It can be exogenous, caused by a bug bite or a drug, or endogenous, generated from within. It can be a problem of the skin, the brain and nervous system, the liver, the kidneys.

Most itching is acute and exogenous. This kind of itch, scientists understand pretty well. In simplified terms, poison ivy or laundry detergent irritates the skin and spurs the body's immune system to react; immune cells secrete histamine, which activates the nervous system; the brain hallucinates itch into being; the person starts to scratch. The episode ends when the offending irritant is gone and the body heals. Usually medicine can vanquish the itch by quieting a person's immune response (as steroids do) or blocking histamine from arousing the nervous system (as antihistamines do).

Yet some people itch for no clear reason, for months or even years. And many itching spells do not respond to steroids or antihistamines. This kind of itch, until recently, posed some "fundamental, basic science questions," Diana Bautista, a neuroscientist at UC Berkeley, told me. Scientists had little idea what was happening.

In the 1800s, physicians were studying the nervous system, trying to figure out how the body is capable of feeling such an astonishing panoply of sensations. Researchers found that tiny patches of skin respond to specific stimuli: You might feel a needle prick at one spot, but feel nothing a hair's breadth away. This indicated that the body has different nerve circuits for different sensations: hot, warm, cold, cool, crushing, stabbing. (Migratory birds have receptors in their eyes that detect the world's magnetic field.) The brain synthesizes signals from nerve endings and broadcasts what it senses with obscene specificity: the kiss of a raindrop, the crack of an electric shock.

In the 1920s, a German physiologist noted that when researchers poked a pain point on the skin, itch often followed ouch. This led scientists to believe that the sensations shared the same nervous-system circuits, with the brain interpreting weak messages of pain as itch. This became known as the "intensity theory"--itch is pain, below some threshold--and it became the "canonical view," Brian Kim, a dermatologist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me.

It never made much sense. If you catch your finger in a door, the stinging sensation does not dissipate into itch as the swelling goes down. That the body might have different circuitries for itch and pain seemed plausible for other reasons, too. "If you take 10 patients experiencing pain and give them morphine, probably all of them will feel better. If you take 10 patients with chronic itch and you give them morphine, none of them would," Kim said. "That tells you right there." Moreover, pain alleviates itch. It interrupts it. That is, in part, why you scratch: The pain creates the pleasure of relief. "The behavioral output is very different," Bautista told me. "If you encounter poison ivy or get a bug bite, you don't try to avoid the injury. You attack it. But with pain, you withdraw; you have these protective reflexes."

Many scientists preferred an alternative theory: that itch had its own dedicated "labeled line" within the body. It took until 2007 for neuroscientists to uncover an itch-specific circuitry that many had long suspected was there. Mice genetically engineered to lack a specific receptor, scientists found, felt "thermal, mechanical, inflammatory, and neuropathic pain," but not itch.

Since then, neuroscientists have refined and complicated their understanding of how things work--in particular, extending their understanding of what amplifies or overrides itch and the relationship between the pain and itch circuitries. And doctors have come to understand itch as a disease in and of itself.

And a curious disease, at that. In any given year, one epidemiological survey found, chronic itch afflicts 16 percent of the general adult population, making it half as common as chronic pain. Yet there are scores of American medical centers dedicated to treating pain and none for itch. On Facebook, I found hundreds of peer-support groups for people with chronic pain. For chronic itch, I found just one, dedicated to sufferers of the miserable dermatological condition prurigo nodularis.

Millions of us are scratching alone, a social reality with deep physiological roots. Itching is isolating. The touch of another person can be unbearable. When I get really itchy at night, I build a pillow wall between myself and my cuddle-enthusiast husband, so he does not accidentally wake me up, kickstart the itch-scratch cycle, and mechanically increase our chance of divorce. Studies also show that itch is both contagious and repellent. In the 1990s, scientists in Germany rigged up cameras in a lecture hall and filmed members of the public who came to watch a talk on pruritus. Inevitably, people in the crowd began scratching themselves. Yet people reflexively move away from others who are itching, and toward those in pain.

At best, scratching yourself is like chewing with your mouth open, embarrassing and undignified. At worst, it broadcasts uncleanliness, infestation, derangement, and disease, raising the specter of bedbugs, scabies, chicken pox, roseola, gonorrhea, insanity, and who knows what else. In ancient times, people believed that lice were a form of godly punishment: They generated spontaneously in a person's flesh, tunneled their way out, and consumed their host, thus transfiguring them into bugs. Plato is one of many historical figures accused by his haters of being so lousy, literally, that it killed him. And maybe it did. An extreme lice infestation can cause a person to die from a blood infection or anemia.

Read: The wellness industry is manifesting a quantum world

At least the ancients grasped how miserable being itchy can be. In 1365, a scabies-ridden Petrarch complained to Boccaccio that his hands could not hold a pen, as "they serve only to scratch and scrape." In Dante's Inferno, itching is meted out as a punishment to alchemists in the eighth ring of hell. Murderers in the seventh ring, including Attila the Hun, get a mere eternal dunk in a boiling river of blood.

In my experience, people do not meet an itchy person and grasp that they might be beyond the boiling river. (The physician and journalist Atul Gawande wrote about a patient who scratched all the way through her skull into her brain.) The stigma and the dismissal compound the body horror. When I explain that I itch, and at some point might start itching and never stop, many people respond with a nervous giggle or incredulousness. One of my dumb lines on it involves being a distant relative of a participant--to be clear, an accuser--in the Salem witch trials. Who knew that curses work so well!

Itch is a curse, an eldritch one. At night, I sometimes feel crumbs or sand on my sheets, go to brush the grit off, and find the bed clean. One day, I was rummaging around in a basement and felt a spider drop onto my shoulder from the ceiling. I felt that same, vivid sensation a hundred times more over the next few days. The inside of my body itches, like I have bug bites on my intestines and my lungs. I swear that I can feel the floss-thin electric fibers under my skin, pinging their signals back and forth.

The worst is when I need the itch to stop and I cannot get it to stop, not by dunking myself in ice water or abrading myself with a fork or stabbing myself with a needle or taking so much Benadryl that I brown out. It generates the fight-or-flight response; it feels like being trapped. I don't know; maybe it is akin to drowning.

My chronic itch might be a disease unto itself, but it is also a symptom. At some point in my early 30s, my immune system erred and started to destroy the cells lining the small bile ducts in my liver. This inflamed them, obstructing the flow of sticky green bile into my digestive system. The ducts are now developing lattices of scar tissue, which will spread through my liver, perhaps resulting in cirrhosis, perhaps resulting in death.

Primary biliary cholangitis is degenerative and incurable, and was until recently considered fatal. The prognosis was radically improved by the discovery that a hundred-year-old drug used to dissolve gallstones slows its progression, reducing inflammation and making bile secretion easier. But a minority of people do not respond to the medication. I am one of them.

PBC is generally slow moving. Science keeps advancing; my doctors have me on an off-label drug that seems to be working. Still, I am sick, and I always will be. I feel fine much of the time. The dissonance is weird, as is the disease. What am I supposed to do with the knowledge of my illness? Am I at the end of the healthy part of my life, at the beginning of the dying part?

I am stuck with questions I cannot answer, trying to ignore them, all the while reminded of them over and over again, itchy.

Some answers, however, are coming. Having found nerve circuits dedicated to itch, scientists also began finding receptors triggered by substances other than histamine, thus unlocking the secrets of chronic itch. "We know more about the neural circuits that allow you to experience this sensation, regardless of cause," Bautista told me. "We know more about inflammatory mediators and how they activate the circuits. We know more about triggers and priming the immune system and priming the nervous system."

I asked a number of experts to help me understand chronic itch in the same way I understood acute itch--to show me an itch map. "It's complicated," Kwatra told me. "Complicated," Kim agreed. "Complex," said Xinzhong Dong of Johns Hopkins. The issue is that there's not really a map for chronic itch. There are multiple itch maps, many body circuits going haywire in many ways.

Still, Dong gave me one example. The drug chloroquine "works really well to kill malaria," he explained. But chloroquine can cause extreme itchiness in people with dark skin tones. "The phenomenon is not an allergic reaction," Dong told me; and antihistamines do not ease it. In 2009, his lab figured it out: In highly simplified terms, melanin holds chloroquine in the skin, and chloroquine lights up an itch receptor.

Because there is no single map for chronic itch, there is no "big itch switch that you can turn off reliably with a drug," Kim told me. "I'm not so convinced that it is even doable." (Dong thought that it probably is. It just might cause debilitating side effects or even kill the itchy person in the process.) Still, there are lots of smaller itch switches, and researchers are figuring out how to flip them, one by one.

These include a pair of cytokines called interleukin 4 and interleukin 13. When a person encounters an allergen, the body secretes these chemical messengers to rev up the immune system. Yet the messengers also spur the body to produce itch-related cytokines and make the nervous system more sensitive to them. In 2017, the FDA approved a drug called Dupixent, which blocks the pair of cytokines, to treat atopic dermatitis, a form of eczema; the agency later approved it for asthma, laryngitis, and other inflammatory conditions (at a retail cost of $59,000 a year).

Michael McDaniel found a single open blister on his bicep when he was traveling in Europe in 2013. Within a few days, he told me, a crackling, bleeding rash had engulfed his upper extremities, oozing a honey-colored liquid. His knuckles were so swollen that his hands stiffened.

Back in the United States one miserable week after his trip, he saw a dermatologist, who diagnosed him with atopic dermatitis. Nothing McDaniel tried--steroids, bathing in diluted bleach, avoiding cigarette smoke and dryer sheets, praying to any god who would listen--ended his misery. He bled through socks and shirts. He hid his hands in photographs. "I was able to get my symptoms to a manageable baseline," he told me. "It wasn't really manageable, though. I just got used to it."

McDaniel muddled through this circle of hell for seven years, until his dermatologist gave him an infusion of Dupixent. Twenty-four hours later, "my skin was the calmest it had been since my symptoms appeared," McDaniel told me. The drug was a "miracle."

Numerous drugs similar to Dupixent have been found over the past seven years to work on chronic itch, and physicians are refining techniques such as nerve blocks and ketamine infusions. But finding treatments for itching that is not related to an immune response has proved harder. Progress is throttled by the relatively small number of researchers working on itch, and the limited sums Big Pharma is willing to pump into drug development and trials. Plus, treatment options do not readily translate into treatment; a lot of folks are still being told to try Benadryl, even if all it does is make them groggy.

When I saw my hepatologist in August, that's exactly what he suggested. The drug would help to quell the itching caused by my scratching, at a minimum, and help me sleep.

"I hate Benadryl," I snapped. (Maybe I need a new T-shirt.) He suggested Zyrtec or Claritin.

As I continued to press for more options, he reviewed my bloodwork. My liver enzymes were still high. He suggested more tests, a biopsy. And he said we could start trialing drugs to manage my symptoms better. SSRIs, used to treat depression, sometimes ease itch in patients with PBC. Opioid antagonists, used to treat heroin overdoses, sometimes do the same. Cholestyramine, which soaks up bile acid (a known pruritogen), could work. Maybe UVB phototherapy. Maybe a cream charged with fatty acids that activate the endocannabinoid system. Maybe rifampin, an antibiotic.

These ragtag off-label treatment options reflect the fact that physicians have not yet figured out PBC's itch map. Some patients just itch and itch and itch and it never ends. I once asked my old hepatologist what she would do if that happened to me. "Transplant your liver," she told me, not even looking up from her computer.

This was not a comforting answer. Organ transplantation is a lifesaving miracle, but a saved life is not an easy one. Recovery from a liver transplant takes at least a year. Grafts die, not infrequently. Many patients never heal fully. The five-year survival rate is 14 percentage points lower for PBC patients with liver transplants than it is for PBC patients who respond to the standard treatment and do not need one.

When I shared this prognosis with my mother, she responded, "You better start being nice to your siblings!" (I would rather die.) When I broke it to my husband, he paused a beat before saying he might go call his therapist.

Would I rather just live with the itch? How would I do it? I could not find a support group for the chronically itchy. But I did find two people with PBC who were willing to share their experiences with me. Carol Davis is a retired kindergarten teacher. More than a decade ago, she started itching "like crazy," she told me. "It would wake me up in the night." A doctor diagnosed her with PBC; like me, she itches on and off, and doctors have never found a set of drugs to quell her itch without causing miserable side effects.

Read: A food-allergy fix hiding in plain sight

I asked her how she has dealt with it, not in terms of doctors and drugs and lotions but in a more cosmic sense. "When you're at the end of your lifespan, you just have the mindset: These things are going to happen," Davis told me. "If I had been younger, like you, it might have been more scary." Then she ticked off a list of things she looks forward to: games of Farkle, Bible study, going to the gym, seeing her friends from her sorority, spending time with her husband of 54 years. She got out of her head, she meant. And when she found herself back there, itching or afraid or in pain, she told me, "I don't dwell on myself. I don't ask the Lord to make me well. I dwell on Him!"

Gail Fisher is 84 "and a half," she told me, and a harpist, gardener, and motor-home enthusiast. She lives alone in rural Effingham County, Illinois. Her PBC has developed into cirrhosis, and she also has arthritis and thyroid disease. The itching drives her nuts sometimes too, she told me. But she does not dwell on it either. "Gosh, don't worry about it," she said. "You don't know what tomorrow is going to bring anyway!"

When the itch is at its worst--not a bodily sensation but an existential blight, not a force begging for resignation but one driving a person to madness--that's easier said than done. Still, I knew that following Davis's and Fisher's advice would do me more good than lotion or Benadryl ever has.

I'm here, my body tells me. I'm here. I'm alive. I'm dying. I'm here. 

I know, I respond. Enough. I know.
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The Positions That the Democrats Won't Defend

In trans-rights controversies, conservatives see proof that the left is promoting its own values by fiat.

by Helen Lewis




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


Under normal circumstances, you would not expect a crowd of regular Americans--even those engaged enough to go to a political rally--to recognize an assistant secretary of health and human services. But the crowd at Donald Trump's appearance earlier this month at the Santander Arena, in Reading, Pennsylvania, started booing as soon as Rachel Levine's image appeared on the Jumbotron.

That's because Levine is the highest-profile transgender official in the Biden administration, and she has become a public face of the American left's support for medical gender transition by minors. Having heard the Reading crowd's ugly, full-throated reaction to Levine's mere image, I understand why the prospect of a second Trump term might alarm transgender Americans--or the parents of gender-nonconforming children. I also more clearly understand Trump's strategy: to rile up voters over positions that he thinks the Democrats won't dare defend.

Back in 2016, the Republican presidential nominee portrayed himself as a moderate on trans rights, saying that Caitlyn Jenner was welcome to use whatever bathroom she wanted to at Trump Tower. But Trump's rhetoric has become steadily more inflammatory, and his positions have hardened. Many commentators have nevertheless been surprised by the ferocity of Republican attacks on this issue. In 2022, the party's efforts to exploit trans-rights controversies for electoral gain repelled more voters than they attracted, and recent polling in three swing states shows that more than half of respondents agreed that "society should accept transgender people as having the gender they identify with."

Read: The slop candidate

Yet polls have also detected considerable public skepticism on three specific points: gender-related medical interventions for minors, the incarceration of trans women in women's jails, and trans women's participation in female sports. In Pennsylvania, one attack ad is on repeat throughout prime-time television. It ends: "Kamala's for they/them; President Trump is for you." The Republicans have spent $17 million on ads like this, according to NPR. "Republicans see an issue that can break through, especially with Trump voters who've been supporting Democratic candidates for Senate," Semafor's Dave Weigel wrote recently.

Trump has always used his audiences as an editor, refining his talking points based on the raw feedback of boos and cheers. At the rally in Reading, the image of Levine--pictured in the admiral's uniform she wears as head of the U.S. Public Health Service Commissioned Corps--was part of a montage dedicated to condemning what Trump called the "woke military." This video juxtaposed clips from Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket--meant to represent good old-fashioned military discipline--with more recent footage of drag queens lip-synching to Kylie Minogue's "Padam Padam." Never mind that Full Metal Jacket is an anti-war film showing how sustained brutalization corrodes the soul.

This video is part of Republicans' larger argument that their opponents are big-city elitists who have attempted to change the culture by imposing radical policies from above and then refused to defend them when challenged--and instead called anyone who disagreed a bigot. Many on the left see transgender acceptance as the next frontier of the civil-rights movement and favor far-reaching efforts to uproot discrimination. Yet activists and their supporters have waved away genuinely complex questions: Some claim, despite the available evidence from most sports, that biological males have no athletic advantage over females--perhaps because this is an easier argument to make than saying that the inclusion of trans women should outweigh any question of fairness to their competitors.

Others default to the idea that underage medical transition is "lifesaving" and therefore cannot be questioned--even though systematic evidence reviews by several European countries found a dearth of good research to support that assertion. According to emails unsealed earlier this year in an Alabama court case, Levine successfully urged the influential World Professional Association for Transgender Health to eliminate minimum-age guidelines for gender-transition hormones and surgeries.

The Republicans are using trans issues as a symbol of "wokeness" more generally--what conservatives paint as a rejection of common sense, and as a top-down imposition of alienating values by fiat. In right-wing online echo chambers, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz is known as "Tampon Tim" for signing a state law calling for menstrual products to be placed in both girls' and boys' bathrooms. Throughout the speeches in Trump's Reading event, talk of "men playing in women's sports" and an exhortation to "keep men out of women's sports" reliably drew the biggest cheers of the night. (Dave McCormick, the Republican candidate for Senate, brought up the issue, as did Trump himself.) The former president's 90-minute speech had an extended riff on underage transition--and how schools might avoid telling parents about their child's shifting gender. "How about this--pushing transgender ideology onto minor children?" Trump said, in an abrupt segue from a bit about fracking. "How about that one? Your child goes to school, and they take your child. It was a he, comes back as a she. And they do it, often without parental consent."

Lines like this would not succeed without containing at least a kernel of truth. Under the policies of many districts, students can change their pronouns at school and use the bathroom of their chosen gender without their parents' knowledge. A recent California law prohibits districts from requiring that parents be informed. In the presidential debate, many commentators laughed at the bizarre phrasing of Trump's claim that Kamala Harris "wants to do transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." But the charge was basically true: While running for the 2020 Democratic nomination, Harris replied "Yes" to an ACLU questionnaire that asked her if she would use "executive authority to ensure that transgender and non-binary people who rely on the state for medical care--including those in prison and immigration detention--will have access to comprehensive treatment associated with gender transition, including all necessary surgical care."

This year, Harris has mostly avoided such issues. She has tacitly moved her position from the left toward the center without explaining the shift or answering whether she believes she was previously wrong--a microcosm of her campaign in general.

As with abortion, a compromise position on gender exists that would satisfy a plurality of voters. Essentially: Let people live however makes them happy, but be cautious about medicalizing children and insist on fair competition in female sports. But Harris has been unwilling or unable to articulate it, and candidates in downballot races have followed her lead. You can see why: Even as polls suggest that many voters are more hesitant than the median Democratic activist, any backsliding by candidates from the progressive line alienates influential LGBTQ groups. In Texas, the Democrat candidate for Senate, Colin Allred, has faced such a barrage of ads about female sports from the Ted Cruz campaign that he cut his own spot in response. "Let me be clear; I don't want boys playing girls' sports," Allred says in the clip. The LGBTQ publication The Advocate wrote this up as him having "embraced far-right language around gender identity."

Read: The improbable coalition that is Harris's best hope

Like Allred, the Harris campaign has realized, belatedly, that silence is hurting the candidate's cause. When the vice president was interviewed by Bret Baier on Fox News last week, she made sure to raise a New York Times story about how the Trump administration had also offered taxpayer-funded gender medicine in prisons. "I will follow the law," Harris said. "And it's a law that Donald Trump actually followed."

Is that enough to neutralize the attacks? Seems unlikely: The Republican ads have not disappeared from the airwaves, because they bolster the party's broader theme that Harris is more radical than she pretends to be. Which is the real Kamala Harris--the tough prosecutor of the 2010s or the ultraprogressive candidate of 2019 and 2020?

Presumably her campaign believes that every day spent talking about gender medicine for teens is one not spent discussing Trump's mental fitness or disdain for democratic norms. In the absence of her articulating a compromise position, however, the Republicans are defining the contours of the debate in ways that could prove fateful--for Harris, for trans people, and for the country as a whole.
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Hating the Regime, Waiting for War

Iranian dissidents fear that Israeli attacks will strengthen the Islamic Republic.

by Arash Azizi




There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only a few. Nothing like this has happened at scale in Tehran--when Iranians really protest en masse, they tend to do so against their own regime and its obsession with Israel.

Alas, wars are waged by governments, not peoples. And because the regime ruling Iran has long made hostility toward Israel central to its identity, Iran now faces a direct confrontation with the Jewish state, regardless of whether most Iranians want such a war. For the country's opposition, the prospect has occasioned a divide--between those who fear that the next round of fighting will be a costly setback to their efforts and those who cautiously hope that it will shake something loose.

In the first camp are many Iranian dissidents, both inside and outside the country, who loudly protested Iran's missile attacks on Israel in April and October. Now they are also opposed to an Israeli counterattack on Iran: All-out war between the two countries, these activists say, would be a disaster in both humanitarian and political terms, making life worse for ordinary Iranians without weakening the Islamic Republic.

Narges Mohammadi, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and human-rights advocate imprisoned in Tehran, and Atena Daemi, an activist who recently fled Iran after years in prison, have issued statements decrying a potential war. Mohammad Habibi, the spokesperson for Iran's teachers' union, wrote on X that he opposed "any war"; he added that he considered Hezbollah and Hamas terrorists, and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu a war criminal. Sadegh Zibakalam, an outspoken political-science professor at the University of Tehran, has repeatedly criticized the Iranian regime's declared goal of destroying Israel.

The position of this part of the Iranian opposition is friendly neither to Iranian aggression against Israel nor to Israeli strikes on Iran, on the grounds that such hostilities are most likely to preserve the power of the current regime. An Israeli attack on the Iranian oil industry would just collapse the country's infrastructure and immiserate its people, Hossein Yazdi, a social-democratic activist and former political prisoner in Tehran, told me, and attacking the country's nuclear sites could bring about a humanitarian disaster. Politically, Yazdi said, an Iran-Israel war would have terrible consequences. "Iranians are the least Islamist people in this region," Yazdi says. "They are mostly secular and friendly to the West. But a war can make fanatics out of people and give a new lease on life to the Islamic Republic."

Read: Iran is not ready for war with Israel

Many of the regime's most vociferous opponents in exile think along similar lines. Hamed Esmaeilion, a 47-year-old novelist based in Toronto, has emerged as a major voice for Iran's secular democratic opposition in recent years. His wife and 9-year-old daughter were among the passengers on PS752, the Ukrainian airliner downed by the Iranian regime under suspicious circumstances in January 2020. Esmaeilion became renowned for his advocacy on behalf of those victims' families. He published a statement on October 5, a few days after Iran's latest missile attacks on Israel, calling for opposition both to the Iranian regime and to the "fundamentalist government of Israel, which ignores international treaties and kills many civilians."

By spelling this out, Esmaeilion was speaking to another group of Iranians who oppose their government: those who favor a war with Israel, or at least regard it as a potentially useful lever for toppling the regime. I encountered such sentiments among many Iranians I talked with--and sometimes in surprising quarters. A mid-level manager at a government ministry told me, "We are in limbo now. If Israel attacks, things can be done with the regime once and for all." I spoke with some Iranians who said they just hoped that an Israeli attack would hurt the regime leaders and not ordinary people, and some who fantasized that a military confrontation with Israel would lead to a mass uprising that would finally end the regime.

Some in this camp, though not all, support the leadership aspirations of Reza Pahlavi, who was Iran's crown prince before his father was overthrown in the 1979 revolution. Pahlavi and his supporters have drawn close to Donald Trump and other elements of the international right. In April 2023, the Iranian royal visited Israel and met with Netanyahu. Some of Pahlavi's supporters work for hawkish Washington, D.C., outfits, such as the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, and Pahlavi spoke at the National Conservatism conference, held in July in Washington. Last month, he was a keynote speaker at the Israeli American Council's annual summit in D.C., alongside Trump.

Pahlavi has long vocally opposed military attacks on Iran. But in the days after Iran's October 1 missile barrage against Israel, when an Israeli retaliation seemed imminent, Pahlavi published a video message that some took to be an implicit invitation. He called on the people of the region not to fear chaos if Iran's regime should collapse. "We will not allow a power vacuum," he promised, pledging that "patriotic Iranians" would replace the regime.

In the days that followed, Pahlavi clarified that he still opposed war. "We have seen diplomacy fail, and war is not a solution," he told Fox News on October 16. The West must "invest in the Iranian people," Pahlavi added, meaning that it should "abandon the policy of appeasement" and exert "maximum pressure on the regime" while also giving "maximum support" to the Iranian people to organize themselves.

Cameron Khansarinia is a well-known Pahlavi supporter and the vice president of a Washington-based Iranian American organization that backs the Iranian royal. I asked Khansarinia whether he supported an Israeli attack on Iran. He said that he disagreed with the "framing of the question." He told me that he hoped "no innocent Iranians are injured in Israel's inevitable retaliation," and that he supported Pahlavi's policy of "maximum pressure" alongside "maximum support" for Iranians. Khansarinia pointed to Israel's killing of Hamas and Hezbollah leaders in recent weeks as an effective means of putting pressure on the Iranian regime while supporting the people.

Read: War is coming. Will our next president be ready?

I even spoke with an Iranian socialist activist in Washington who has come to support both Pahlavi and Israel's war (a very unusual stance within his corner of the opposition): Farhad Moradi, who arrived in the United States as a refugee a few years ago, told me that Israel should avoid attacking Iran's nuclear sites or port infrastructure, because doing so wouldn't help ordinary Iranians or weaken the regime politically. But he did support Israel hitting military sites or assassinating regime figures.

Esmaeilion, the novelist and spokesperson for the passengers killed on the Ukraine-bound flight, worries that those who embrace the possibility of war with Israel do so based on delusions about what both war and regime change really entail. Iranians need a "revolution" to bring down their regime, he said in his statement--not a foreign conflict. And doing battle with Israel could be terribly costly. "The current Israeli government has shown that it's not really committed to international law," he told me. "Many innocent people have died. If a broad war breaks out between Iran and Israel, many more innocents will die. The regime will also use people as human shields and cannon fodder."

Esmaeilion is of the generation that can vividly remember the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88. Many of his novels are set during that conflict, which killed as many as half a million people. The talk of potential Israeli attacks on Iranian infrastructure recalls very specific traumas. "My father worked at the Kermanshah refinery when it was bombed on July 24, 1986," he said. "He lost six of his colleagues there. Three days later, my uncle was killed when Iraq bombed the aluminum works in Arak. Many of my relatives died at the front in that war. What remained was pain and suffering for many years to follow. War can be terrible."

Esmaeilion agrees with Hossein Yazdi, the activist in Tehran, that a war with Israel risks strengthening the regime. The opposition is fractious, and the Islamic Republic could use war as a pretext to clamp down on fragile networks that need shoring up: "We must organize our forces, bring about strikes and uprisings and finish this nightmare of a regime once and for all," he told me. "A war will hurt this process."

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

The divisions within the Iranian opposition are deep and often rancorous. Yazdi told me that he found Pahlavi's intervention ominous. "It's very scary for the prime minister of Israel to meet with a fugitive Iranian prince," he told me. Many Iranians will even back the current regime if the alternative is an Israeli-backed restoration of the fallen monarchy, he said. Last year, Esmaeilion joined an anti-regime coalition that included Pahlavi and others, including the U.S.-based women's-rights activist Masih Alinejad--but the effort collapsed in less than a month over disagreements about Iran's future.

In the end, debates among Iranian dissidents over the desirability of an Israeli attack matter only so much. The Iranian opposition does not get to decide what Israel will do. It is watching events, not shaping them--and until and unless it gets organized, that will be true within Iran as well.
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Why Randy Newman Is Least Loved For His Best Work

The musician's greatest songs are dramatic, psychologically complex, and often very bleak.

by David Hajdu




The singer, songwriter, and composer Randy Newman had a fascination with the legend of Faust that approached obsession. Beginning around 1981, he worked for some 15 years on an original retelling of the much-retold story of spiritual brokerage. In his version, which he conceived as a musical dark comedy, the Lord and the devil make a bet for eternal custody of the soul of an impressionable student at the University of Notre Dame. Productions were mounted at the La Jolla Playhouse in San Diego and the Goodman Theatre in Chicago. Critics found much to admire in the songs, while theatergoers sniffed and turned away; the customary dream of a Broadway opening went unfulfilled.

When I was working for Entertainment Weekly in the '90s, we regularly surveyed readers on the likability of our content. The week we covered Randy Newman's Faust, that article was ranked "least appealing." The editors puzzled over this and decided not to blame Faust. Could there be something about Randy Newman that people just didn't like? Listening closely to the music he has made over many decades in all its varied forms, I've since come to accept that Randy Newman's greatest work is indeed awfully hard to like. But I think its very unlikability is what makes it great.

For more than 60 years now, Newman has been composing and performing highly distinctive and meticulously wrought work: songs for pop (or poplike) albums that, at their best, have been intellectually sophisticated, unorthodox, and unsettling--as well as spit-take funny and profoundly emotive. In his new book, A Few Words in Defense of Our Country: The Biography of Randy Newman, Robert Hilburn, a former pop-music critic for the Los Angeles Times, set out to come to terms with Newman's life and work. His book is straightforward, helpful in clarifying the intentions underlying Newman's most challenging songs. This is an authorized telling, written with the participation of its subject, who contributes comments with restrained candor and wry, arch wit. Hilburn, whose previous books include solid, comprehensive biographies of three other major songwriters of the rock era--Johnny Cash, Paul Simon, and Bruce Springsteen--knows his territory. It's a realm in which Newman clearly fits, being gifted, white, and male, but where he is also an outlier, a pop composer steeped in classical music and Tin Pan Alley (New York's turn-of-the-20th-century popular-music publishing scene), and a late-blooming performer who--unlike Hilburn's previous subjects--has never been much of a rock star.

Read: The least-known rock god

Newman has had several overlapping careers: In his earlier years, he found success writing songs for others to sing--a successor to tunesmithing specialists such as Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, and Dorothy Fields. Then, as singer-songwriters came into vogue in the late 1960s, he took up performing and went on to make more than a dozen solo albums. Along the way, he found himself moving into the de facto family business, composing instrumental scores for feature films, as his uncles and cousins did for hundreds of Hollywood movies. (Randy's uncle Alfred Newman alone wrote more than 200 scores and got 45 Oscar nominations.) Through the scale of their exposure, rather than the depth of their insights, the songs Randy Newman wrote for hit kid-friendly movies--"You've Got a Friend in Me," from Toy Story; "I Love to See You Smile," from Parenthood--are surely what he is best known for today. "I Love to See You Smile" was even licensed for a Colgate commercial. There's an aural smile in the tune, though I can't say I love to hear it play.

Although a great many other songwriters are equally adept at composing toothpaste jingles, sing-along ditties for kids' movies, and orchestral scores for films, few songwriters of any period compare with Newman for the psychological complexity and the dramatic force of his greatest songs, many of which are also his most harrowing. As a backroom writer, he had already demonstrated an extraordinary ability to conjure landscapes of despair, as in "I Think It's Going to Rain Today," sung by Judy Collins and Dusty Springfield: Tin can at my feet / think I'll kick it down the street / that's the way to treat a friend. Newman began to deal with bleaker themes in his first solo album, released in 1968, which he closed with "Davy the Fat Boy," a story told by a man entrusted with the care of his childhood friend, whom he turns into a carnival freak attraction.

In his third album, Sail Away, he conjured a wide range of emotional and social nightmares by employing multilayered irony and unreliable narrators: "Political Science," a flag-waver about the fun in dropping the bomb--Boom goes London, boom Par-ee! More room for you and more room for me; "You Can Leave Your Hat On," a burlesque entreaty to kink; "God's Song (That's Why I Love Mankind)," sung by a sadistic Lord who revels in contempt for his worshippers; and nine more, including the title song, a mordant--and infectious--rallying cry for the slave trade. In the height of the singer-songwriter era, when earnest autobiographical confessions were prized as tokens of authenticity, Newman's use of sarcasm and unlikable protagonists was an act of literary radicalism in pop music. At the same time, the sheer unpleasantness and grimness of his story songs made them elementally darker than the stagy goth cosplay of Alice Cooper and the scowling, black-cloaked metal bands that rock critics drooled over. The darkness of Newman's work was internal and subtextual: a horror from within, not painted on for show.

Newman's most audacious songs are, by intent, hard to stomach. They're deceptively amoral morality tales that Hilburn casts as social commentary: critiques of racism, avarice, political violence, and the hollow pettiness of American life. As Newman once said about "Roll With the Punches," a song sung in the voice of a cruelly racist, xenophobic jerk, "I disagree completely with everything the guy says in the song." If listeners don't like what they hear, that means the songs succeeded. They're not here to be liked. They're here to be confronted.

Read: Bob Dylan reveals himself through 66 songs

Newman, who is now 80, has continued to make solo recordings probing the discomforting lower reaches of the human psyche. (His most recent album, Dark Matter, was released in 2017, and includes an attack on Vladimir Putin.) Though his albums stand as testaments to his work as art, the airy songs he has written for Monsters, Inc., A Bug's Life, Cats Don't Dance, the Cars series, the Toy Story franchise, and other movies stand for his art as work. They're good for business, and he knows it. In a vivid scene in his book, Hilburn describes the moment when John Lasseter, the director of Toy Story, first shows Newman finished scenes from the film. Newman pulled his wallet from his jacket, laid it on a table, patted it, and said in a stage whisper, "This movie is going to be very nice to you."

There are moments of great warmth and beauty in Newman's songs for family films. I think immediately of "When She Loved Me," from Toy Story 2, the ballad of lost love sung by a doll about the girl who outgrew her. The first time I heard it, at a multiplex with my kids, I broke out crying in the theater, and remembering it now chokes me up a bit. Not all of Newman's movie songs are simplistic or corny, though some certainly are. I don't believe he should write nothing but songs about America's violence and racism. But, looking over the course of his career, I can't help but see it as the Faust story in reverse: the hero selling his soul to the God of goodness and light.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Did Not Publish an Article With the Headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler"






The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler."

An image with this fabricated headline 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 22, 2024, with the headline "Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had.'"

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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Six Political Memoirs Worth Reading

Hackish campaign memoirs shouldn't indict the entire genre--there are truly excellent books written about power from the inside.

by Franklin Foer




In the months leading up to a presidential election, bookstores fill with campaign memoirs. These titles are, for the most part, ghostwritten. They are devoid of psychological insights and bereft of telling moments, instead typically giving their readers the most stilted of self-portraits, produced in hackish haste. They are, really, a pretext for an aspirant's book tour and perhaps an appearance on The View--in essence, a campaign advertisement squeezed between two covers.

But these self-serving vehicles shouldn't indict the larger genre of political autobiography. Truly excellent books have been written about statecraft and power from the inside. And few professions brim with more humanity, in all of its flawed majesty: Politicians must confront both the irresistible temptations of high office and the inevitable shattering of high ideals, which means that they supply some very good stories. After all, some of the world's most important writers began as failed leaders and frustrated government officials--think Niccolo Machiavelli, Nikolai Gogol, and Alexis de Tocqueville.

The books on this list were published years ago, but their distance from the present moment makes them so much more interesting than the quickies that have been churned out for the current election season. Several of them are set abroad, yet the essential moral questions about power that they document are universal. Each is a glimpse into the mind and character of those attracted to the most noble and the most crazed of professions, and offers a bracing reminder of the virtues and dangers of political life.








Fire and Ashes, by Michael Ignatieff 

Intellectuals can't help themselves. They look at the buffoons and dimwits who speechify on the stump and think, I can do better. Take Michael Ignatieff, who briefly ditched his life as a Harvard professor and journalist to become the head of Canada's Liberal Party. In 2011, at the age of 64, he ran for prime minister--and led his party to its worst defeat since its founding in 1867. In Fire and Ashes, his memoir of his brief political career, he writes about the humiliations of the campaign trail, and his own disastrous performance on it, in the spirit of self-abasement. (The best section of the book is about the confusing indignities--visits to the dry cleaner, driving his own car--of returning to everyday life after leaving politics.) In the course of losing, Ignatieff acquired a profound new respect for the gritty business of politics and all the nose counting, horse trading, and baby kissing it requires. His crashing defeat is the stuff of redemption, having forced him to appreciate the rituals of the political vocation that he once dismissed as banal.

Michael Ignatieff: Why would anyone become a politician?






Witness, by Whittaker Chambers 

This 1952 memoir is still thrust in the hands of budding young conservatives, as a means of inculcating them into the movement. Published during an annus mirabilis for conservative treatises, just as the American right was beginning to emerge in its modern incarnation, Witness is draped in apocalyptic rhetoric about the battle for the future of mankind--a style that helped establish the Manichaean mentality of postwar conservatism. But the book is more than an example of an outlook: It tells a series of epic stories. Chambers narrates his time as an underground Communist activist in the '30s, a fascinating tale of subterfuge. An even larger stretch of the book is devoted to one of the great spectacles in modern American politics, the Alger Hiss affair. In 1948, after defecting from his sect, Chambers delivered devastating testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee accusing Hiss, a former State Department official and a paragon of the liberal establishment, of being a Soviet spy. History vindicates Chambers's version of events, and his propulsive storytelling withstands the test of time.






Life So Far, by Betty Friedan 

Humans have a deep longing to canonize political heroes as saints. But many successful activists are unpleasant human beings--frequently, in fact, royal pains in the ass. Nobody did more than Friedan to popularly advance the cause of feminism in the 1960s, but her method consisted of stubborn obstreperousness and an unstinting faith in her own righteousness. Her memoir is both a disturbing account of her marriage to an abusive man and the inside story of the founding of the National Organization for Women. Friedan's charmingly self-aware prose provides a window into how feminist ideas were translated into an agenda--and a peek into the mind of one of America's most effective, if occasionally self-defeating, reformers.

Read: Melania really doesn't care






Palimpsest, by Gore Vidal 

Vidal wrote some of the greatest American novels about politics--Burr, Lincoln, 1876. In this magnificently malicious memoir, he trains that political acumen on himself. He could write so vividly about the salons, cloakrooms, and dark corridors of Washington because he extracted texture, color, and understanding from his own life. His grandfather was T. P. Gore, a senator from Oklahoma. Jacqueline Onassis was his relative by marriage, and he writes about growing up alongside her on the banks of the Potomac. And for years, he baldly admits, he harbored the illusion that he might become a great politician himself, unsuccessfully running for Congress in 1960, and then for Senate in 1982. Vidal didn't have a politician's temperament, to say the least: He lived to feud. Robert F. Kennedy became Vidal's nemesis after kicking him out of the White House for an embarrassing display of drunkenness; William F. Buckley, whom Vidal debated live in prime time during the political conventions of 1968, was another hated rival. The critic John Lahr once said that "no one quite pisses from the height that Vidal does," which is pretty much the perfect blurb for this journey into a mind bursting with schadenfreude, hauteur, and an abiding affection for politics.






This Child Will Be Great, by Ellen Johnson Sirleaf

In defeat, Ignatieff came to appreciate the nobility of politics. The life of Liberia's Sirleaf, Africa's first elected female president--or, to borrow a cliche, "Africa's Iron Lady"--is closer to the embodiment of that ideal. She led Liberia after suffering under the terrifying reigns of Samuel Doe and Charles Taylor, who corruptly governed their country; Taylor notoriously built an army of child soldiers and used rape as a weapon. As a leader of the opposition to these despots, Sirleaf survived imprisonment, exile, and an abusive husband. She narrowly avoided execution at the hands of a firing squad. Her literary style is modest, sometimes wonky--she's a trained economist--but her memoir contains the complicated, tragic story of a nation, which she describes as "a conundrum wrapped in complexity and stuffed inside a paradox." (That story is, in fact, a damning indictment of U.S. foreign policy.) Her biography is electrifying, an urgently useful example of persistence in the face of despair.

Read: A dissident is built different






Cold Cream, by Ferdinand Mount

Only a fraction of this hilarious, gorgeous memoir is about politics, but it's so delightful that it merits a place on this list. Like Vidal and Igantieff, Mount is an intellectual who tried his hand at electoral politics. But when he ran for the British Parliament as a Tory, he had shortcomings: He spoke with "a languid gabble that communicated all too vividly my inner nervous state ... I found myself overcome with boredom by the sound of my own voice. This sudden sensation of tedium verging on disgust did not go away with practice." A few years later, he turned up as a speechwriter for Margaret Thatcher, as well as her chief policy adviser. As he chronicles life at 10 Downing Street, his ironic sensibility is the chief source of pleasure. His descriptions of Thatcher, especially her inability to read social cues, mingle with his admiration for her leadership and ideological zeal. There are shelves of gossipy books by aides; Mount's wry retelling of his stint in the inner sanctum is my favorite.
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The Chronically Online Have Stolen Halloween

Obscure meme costumes are sucking the joy from the holiday.

by Kate Lindsay




Many of this year's most popular Halloween costumes make sense. One trend tracker's list includes characters from Beetlejuice and Inside Out, thanks to the respective sequels that recently hit theaters. But at No. 2 sits a costume that's not like the others: Raygun, the Australian dancer who went viral for her erratic moves during the Olympics earlier this year. Her costume--a green-and-yellow tracksuit--beat out pop-culture stalwarts such as Sabrina Carpenter, Minions, and Wolverine. Raygun is not a monster, or a book character, or any other traditional entertainment figure. She is, for all intents and purposes, a meme.

Halloween has been steadily succumbing to the chronically online for years now. As early as 2013, publications were noting memes' slow creep into the Halloween-costume canon. A few years later, the undecided voter Ken Bone, who went viral during the October 2016 presidential debate for his distinctive name and midwestern demeanor, somehow went even more viral when the lingerie company Yandy made a "Sexy Undecided Voter" costume. Surely, it couldn't get any weirder than that. Instead, meme costumes not only persist; they have become even more online. Today, participating in Halloween can feel like being in a competition you did not enter--one that prioritizes social-media attention over genuine, person-to-person interactions.

Costumes beyond classics such as witches or skeletons have long reflected pop culture; that the rise of meme culture would show up at Halloween, too, is understandable. But unlike traditional culture, which follows, say, the steady release of movies and TV shows, internet culture spirals in on itself. When we say meme in 2024, we're not talking about a straightforward text graphic or even a person from a viral YouTube video. To understand a meme now, you must know the layers of context that came before it and the mechanisms of the platform it sprang from, the details of which not everyone is familiar with.

Meme enthusiasts, our modern-day hipsters, must dig through the bowels of the internet for their references to position themselves as savvy. It's not enough to be Charli XCX anymore; you have to somehow embody "brat summer" instead. The meme costume is a reference to a reference to a reference--a singer in a Canadian funk band called My Son the Hurricane, for instance, but specifically from the viral video where she was teased (and then heralded) for her emphatic dancing; or the "me as a baby" puppet, a TikTok joke that spawned from people filming themselves to convince children that a video of a puppet named Tiburcio was them as a baby. When seen in person, the costume-wearer will most likely need to offer a lengthy explanation for their pick. If, by the end, you do understand their costume, the effort probably wasn't worth it, and if you still don't, it's somehow your fault that "Nicolas Cage and Pedro Pascal in the scene from The Unbearable Weight of Massive Talent soundtracked by Cass Elliot's 'Make Your Own Kind of Music,' but specifically in its context as a TikTok trend template" didn't ring any bells in its real-life form (two guys standing in front of you at a party).

Read: Adult Halloween is stupid, embarrassing, and very important

This is, perhaps unsurprisingly, terrible for in-person Halloween gatherings. As a rare monocultural touchstone, Halloween should be treasured for its offline traditions. Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa share custody of most of December; Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July have become, for some, political lightning rods. But a holiday for nothing other than dressing up and having fun (and eating candy) is October 31, every year, for everyone. In an era of declining socialization, the holiday gives Americans the opportunity for a shared physical place to be in and people to connect with, whether on doorsteps or at costume parties. For many, this can mean celebrating through children, whose simple and easily recognizable costumes embody the holiday in its purest playful iteration. Do it right, and adults, too, can have the pleasure of riding public transportation next to a grown man dressed as a bumblebee.

The meme invasion threatens the spirit of Halloween. In my experience, an interaction with these meme hipsters--a moment that should be one of immediate recognition and joy--becomes a lengthy, borderline-inscrutable conversation I had no idea I would be saddled with when I tried to make small talk. Instead of connecting, I feel alienated, and not just because I don't understand. Within seconds of embarking on these conversations, it becomes clear the costumes aren't intended for my--or any other partygoer's--consumption. They're for our phones.

That's where the costume will be appreciated, and where people can reenact the video required for it to make sense. That's where the wearer can debut the outfit to an online community that needs no explanation for "JoJo Siwa's 'Karma' dance" or "the concept of 'demure.'" I, a fellow partygoer, become relegated to the backdrop of a social-media post.

But living life phone-first is what got Americans in this lonely, third-placeless crisis to begin with. If our costumes aren't for the other people in this room, then what are we all doing here? In what way are we bonding? We're not just hanging out less but also allowing the pursuit of internet points to ruin the rare times we do.

And yet I, in my pumpkin costume or celebrity getup, am made out to be the problem. Those who dress up as more traditional, recognizable characters get categorized online as somehow cringe, while those whose costumes require descriptions that would kill a Victorian child claim dominance. There is, of course, always the option to just not care what the internet thinks, but that's starting to feel as delusionally obstinate as refusing to give up a landline phone or pointedly saying "Merry Christmas" in response to "Happy Holidays."

To give in and play Halloween by the internet's rules results in an inevitably stressful few weeks of fall. I have to come up with a costume that's the exact right combination of referential and recent, something that happened online in the past few months but not something that everyone else is going to be. My costume has to signal something about me, whatever inside joke I'm part of, without being a reflection of my actual interests--boring! Even if I get this right, it'll all be to spend time at a party that's more "Instagram set piece" than it is "Halloween get-together." If I opt out, I risk facing a Millennial's scariest costume of all: irrelevance.

Exorcising the internet from Halloween, though, could resurrect the holiday's true spirit: a cultural potluck at which all, whether Marvel or monster, are welcome. This isn't to say that you can't go as a meme--who am I to deny the Rayguns of the world?--but it is to say that we can drop the one-upmanship that results in a Sisyphean race for online notoriety. Like the ghosts and ghouls that adorn front lawns, Halloween can be brought back to life.
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ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

The power of a robust honor code--and abundant institutional resources

by Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes. A little hip, a little nerdy, a little tattooed; unmistakably English majors. The scene had the trappings of a campus-movie set piece: blue skies, green greens, kids both working and not working, at once anxious and carefree.

I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads. "I'm an English major," one told me. "I want to write." Another added: "Chat doesn't write well anyway. It sucks." A third chimed in, "What's the point of being an English major if you don't want to write?" They all murmured in agreement.

What's the point, indeed? The conventional wisdom is that the American public has lost faith in the humanities--and lost both competence and interest in reading and writing, possibly heralding a post-literacy age. And since the emergence of ChatGPT, which can produce long-form responses to short prompts, universities have tried, rather unsuccessfully, to stamp out the use of what has become the ultimate piece of cheating technology, resulting in a mix of panic and resignation about the influence AI will have on education. But at Haverford, the story seemed different. Walking onto campus was like stepping into a time machine, and not only because I had graduated from the school a decade earlier. The tiny, historically Quaker college on Philadelphia's Main Line still maintains its old honor code, and students still seem to follow it instead of letting a large language model do their thinking for them. For the most part, the students and professors I talked with seemed totally unfazed by this supposedly threatening new technology.

Read: The best way to prevent cheating in college

The two days I spent at Haverford and nearby Bryn Mawr College, in addition to interviews with people at other colleges with honor codes, left me convinced that the main question about AI in higher education has little to do with what kind of academic assignments the technology is or is not capable of replacing. The challenge posed by ChatGPT for American colleges and universities is not primarily technological but cultural and economic.

It is cultural because stemming the use of Chat--as nearly every student I interviewed referred to ChatGPT--requires an atmosphere in which a credible case is made, on a daily basis, that writing and reading have a value that transcends the vagaries of this or that particular assignment or resume line item or career milestone. And it is economic because this cultural infrastructure isn't free: Academic honor and intellectual curiosity do not spring from some inner well of rectitude we call "character," or at least they do not spring only from that. Honor and curiosity can be nurtured, or crushed, by circumstance.

Rich private colleges with honor codes do not have a monopoly on academic integrity--millions of students and faculty at cash-strapped public universities around the country are also doing their part to keep the humanities alive in the face of generative AI. But at the wealthy schools that have managed to keep AI at bay, institutional resources play a central role in their success. The structures that make Haverford's honor code function--readily available writing support, small classes, and comparatively unharried faculty--are likely not scalable in a higher-education landscape characterized by yawning inequalities, collapsing tenure-track employment, and the razing of public education at both the primary and secondary levels.

When OpenAI's ChatGPT launched on November 30, 2022, colleges and universities were returning from Thanksgiving break. Professors were caught flat-footed as students quickly began using the generative-AI wonder app to cut corners on assignments, or to write them outright. Within a few weeks of the program's release, ChatGPT was heralded as bringing about "the end of high-school English" and the death of the college essay. These early predictions were hyperbolic, but only just. As The Atlantic's Ian Bogost recently argued, there has been effectively zero progress in stymying AI cheating in the years since. One professor summarized the views of many in a recent mega-viral X post: "I am no longer a teacher. I'm just a human plagiarism detector. I used to spend my grading time giving comments for improving writing skills. Now most of that time is just checking to see if a student wrote their own paper."

While some institutions and faculty have bristled at the encroachment of AI, others have simply thrown in the towel, insisting that we need to treat large language models like "tools" to be "integrated" into the classroom.

I've felt uneasy about the tacit assumption that ChatGPT plagiarism is inevitable, that it is human nature to seek technological shortcuts. In my experience as a student at Haverford and then a professor at a small liberal-arts college in Maine, most students genuinely do want to learn and generally aren't eager to outsource their thinking and writing to a machine. Although I had my own worries about AI, I was also not sold on the idea that it's impossible to foster a community in which students resist ChatGPT in favor of actually doing the work. I returned to Haverford last month to see whether my fragile optimism was warranted.

When I stopped a professor walking toward the college's nature trail to ask if ChatGPT was an issue at Haverford, she appeared surprised by the question: "I'm probably not the right person to ask. That's a question for students, isn't it?" Several other faculty members I spoke with said they didn't think much about ChatGPT and cheating, and repeated variations of the phrase I'm not the police.

Haverford's academic climate is in part a product of its cultural and religious history. During my four years at the school, invocations of "Quaker values" were constant, emphasizing on personal responsibility, humility, and trust in other members of the community. Discussing grades was taboo because it invited competition and distracted from the intrinsic value of learning.

The honor code is the most concrete expression of Haverford's Quaker ethos. Students are trusted to take tests without proctors and even to bring exams back to their dorm rooms. Matthew Feliz, a fellow Haverford alum who is now a visiting art-history professor at Bryn Mawr--a school also governed by an honor code--put it this way: "The honor code is a kind of contract. And that contract gives students the benefit of the doubt. That's the place we always start from: giving students the benefit of the doubt."

Read: The first year of AI college ends in ruin 

Darin Hayton, a historian of science at the college, seemed to embody this untroubled attitude. Reclining in his office chair, surrounded by warm wood and, for 270 degrees, well-loved books, he said of ChatGPT, "I just don't give a shit about it." He explained that his teaching philosophy is predicated on modeling the merits of a life of deep thinking, reading, and writing. "I try to show students the value of what historians do. I hope they're interested, but if they're not, that's okay too." He relies on creating an atmosphere in which students want to do their work, and at Haverford, he said, they mostly do. Hayton was friendly, animated, and radiated a kind of effortless intelligence. I found myself, quite literally, leaning forward when he spoke. It was not hard to believe that his students did the same.

"It seems to me that this anxiety in our profession over ChatGPT isn't ultimately about cheating." Kim Benston, a literary historian at Haverford and a former president of the college, told me. "It's an existential anxiety that reflects a deeper concern about the future of the humanities," he continued. Another humanities professor echoed these remarks, saying that he didn't personally worry about ChatGPT but agreed that the professorial concern about AI was, at bottom, a fear of becoming irrelevant: "We are in the sentence-making business. And it looks like they don't need us to make sentences any more."

I told Benston that I had struggled with whether to continue assigning traditional essays--and risk the possibility of students using ChatGPT--or resort to using in-class, pen-and-paper exams. I'd decided that literature classes without longer, take-home essays are not literature classes. He nodded. The impulse to surveil students, to view all course activity through a paranoid lens, and to resort to cheating-proof assignments was not only about the students or their work, he suggested. These measures were also about nervous humanities professors proving to themselves that they're still necessary.

My conversations with students convinced me that Hayton, Benston, and their colleagues' build-it-and-they-will-come sentiment, hopelessly naive though it may seem, was largely correct. Of the dozens of Haverford students I talked with, not a single one said they thought AI cheating was a substantial problem at the school. These interviews were so repetitive, they almost became boring.

The jock sporting bright bruises from some kind of contact sport? "Haverford students don't really cheat." The econ major in prepster shorts and a Jackson Hole T-shirt? "Students follow the honor code." A bubbly first-year popping out of a dorm? "So far I haven't heard of anyone using ChatGPT. At my high school it was everywhere!" More than a few students seemed off put by the very suggestion that a Haverfordian might cheat. "There is a lot of freedom here and a lot of student autonomy," a sophomore psychology major told me. "This is a place where you could get away with it if you wanted to. And because of that, I think students are very careful not to abuse that freedom." The closest I got to a dissenting voice was a contemplative senior who mused: "The honor code is definitely working for now. It may not be working two years from now as ChatGPT gets better. But for now there's still a lot of trust between students and faculty."

To be sure, despite that trust, Haverford does have occasional issues with ChatGPT. A student who serves on Haverford's honor council, which is responsible for handling academic-integrity cases, told me, "There's generally not too much cheating at Haverford, but it happens." He said that the primary challenge is that "ChatGPT makes it easy to lie," meaning the honor council struggles to definitively prove that a student who is suspected of cheating used AI. Still, both he and a fellow member of the council agreed that Haverford seems to have far fewer issues with LLM cheating than peer institutions. Only a single AI case came before the honor council over the past year.

In another sign that LLMs may be preoccupying some people at the college, one survey of the literature and language faculty found that most teachers in these fields banned AI outright, according to the librarian who distributed the query. A number of professors also mentioned that a provost had recently sent out an email survey about AI use on campus. But in keeping with the general disinterest in ChatGPT I encountered at Haverford, no one I talked with seemed to have paid much attention to the email.

Wandering over to Bryn Mawr in search of new perspectives, I found a similar story. A Classics professor I bumped into by a bus stop told me, "I try not to be suspicious of students. ChatGPT isn't something I spend time worrying about. I think if they use ChatGPT, they're robbing themselves of an opportunity." When I smiled, perhaps a little too knowingly, he added: "Of course a professor would say that, but I think our students really believe that too." Bryn Mawr students seemed to take the honor code every bit as seriously as that professor believed they would, perhaps none more passionately than a pair of transfer students I came across, posted up under one of the college's gothic stone archways.

"The adherence to it to me has been shocking," a senior who transferred from the University of Pittsburgh said of the honor code. "I can't believe how many people don't just cheat. It feels not that hard to [cheat] because there's so much faith in students." She explained her theory of why Bryn Mawr's honor code hadn't been challenged by ChatGPT: "Prior to the proliferation of AI it was already easy to cheat, and they didn't, and so I think they continue not to." Her friend, a transfer from another large state university, agreed. "I also think it's a point of pride," she observed. "People take pride in their work here, whereas students at my previous school were only there to get their degree and get out."

The testimony of these transfer students most effectively made the case that schools with strong honor codes really are different. But the contrast the students pointed to--comparatively affordable public schools where AI cheating is ubiquitous, gilded private schools where it is not--also hinted at a reality that troubles whatever moralistic spin we might want to put on the apparent success of Haverford and Bryn Mawr. Positioning honor codes as a bulwark against academic misconduct in a post-AI world is too easy: You have to also acknowledge that schools like Haverford have dismantled--through the prodigious resources of the institution and its customers--many incentives to cheat.

It is one thing to eschew ChatGPT when your professors are available for office hours, and on-campus therapists can counsel you if you're stressed out by an assignment, and tutors are ready to lend a hand if writer's block strikes or confusion sets in, and one of your parents' doctor friends is happy to write you an Adderall prescription if all else fails. It is another to eschew ChatGPT when you're a single mother trying to squeeze in homework between shifts, or a non-native English speaker who has nowhere else to turn for a grammar check. Sarah Eaton, an expert on cheating and plagiarism at Canada's University of Calgary, didn't mince words: She called ChatGPT "a poor person's tutor." Indeed, several Haverford students mentioned that, although the honor code kept students from cheating, so too did the well-staffed writing center. "The writing center is more useful than ChatGPT anyway," one said. "If I need help, I go there."

But while these kinds of institutional resources matter, they're also not the whole story. The decisive factor seems to be whether a university's honor code is deeply woven into the fabric of campus life, or is little more than a policy slapped on a website. Tricia Bertram Gallant, an expert on cheating and a co-author of a forthcoming book on academic integrity, argues that honor codes are effective when they are "regularly made salient." Two professors I spoke with at public universities that have strong honor codes emphasized this point. Thomas Crawford at Georgia Tech told me, "Honor codes are a two-way street--students are expected to be honest and produce their own work, but for the system to function, the faculty must trust those same students." John Casteen, a former president and current English professor at the University of Virginia, said, "We don't build suspicion into our educational model." He acknowledged that there will always be some cheaters in any system, but in his experience UVA's honor-code culture "keeps most students honest, most of the time."

And if money and institutional resources are part of what makes honor codes work, recent developments at other schools also show that money can't buy culture. Last spring, owing to increased cheating, Stanford's governing bodies moved to end more than a century of unproctored exams, using what some called a "nuclear option" to override a student-government vote against the decision. A campus survey at Middlebury this year found that 65 percent of the students who responded said they'd broken the honor code, leading to a report that asserted, "The Honor Code has ceased to be a meaningful element of learning and living at Middlebury for most students." An article by the school newspaper's editorial board shared this assessment: "The Honor Code as it currently stands clearly does not effectively deter students from cheating. Nor does it inspire commitment to the ideals it is meant to represent such as integrity and trust." Whether schools like Haverford can continue to resist these trends remains to be seen.

Last month, Fredric Jameson, arguably America's preeminent living literary critic, passed away. His interests spanned, as a lengthy New York Times obituary noted, architecture, German opera, and sci-fi. An alumnus of Haverford, he was perhaps the greatest reader and writer the school ever produced.

Read: The decade in which everything was great but felt terrible

If Jameson was a singular talent, he was also the product of a singular historical moment in American education. He came up at a time when funding for humanities research was robust, tenure-track employment was relatively available, and the humanities were broadly popular with students and the public. His first major work of criticism, Marxism and Form, was published in 1971, a year that marked the high point of the English major: 7.6 percent of all students graduating from four-year American colleges and universities majored in English. Half a century later, that number cratered to 2.8 percent, humanities research funding slowed, and tenure-line employment in the humanities all but imploded.

Our higher-education system may not be capable of producing or supporting Fredric Jamesons any longer, and in a sense it is hard to blame students for resorting to ChatGPT. Who is telling them that reading and writing matter? America's universities all too often treat teaching history, philosophy, and literature as part-time jobs, reducing professors to the scholarly equivalent of Uber drivers in an academic gig economy. America's politicians, who fund public education, seem to see the humanities as an economically unproductive diversion for hobbyists at best, a menace to society at worst.

Haverford is a place where old forms of life, with all their wonder, are preserved for those privileged enough to visit, persisting in the midst of a broader world from which those same forms of life are disappearing. This trend did not start with OpenAI in November 2022, but it is being accelerated by the advent of magic machines that automate--imperfectly, for now--both reading and writing.

At the end of my trip, before heading to the airport, I walked to the Wawa, a 15-minute trek familiar to any self-respecting Haverford student, in search of a convenience-store sub and a bad coffee. On my way, I passed by the duck pond. On an out-of-the-way bench overlooking the water feature, in the shadow of a tree well older than she was, a student was sitting, her brimming backpack on the grass. There was a curl of smoke issued from a cigarette, or something slightly stronger, and a thick book open on her lap, face bent so close to the page her nose was almost touching it. With her free hand a finger traced the words, line by line, as she read.
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Is Civility Enough?

<span>What happens when you really get to know someone who is your political opposite</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




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

For nearly a year, we've been participating in a DIY experiment in civility. We've gotten to know our new neighbors, who happen to be supporters of January 6 insurrectionists. One of those neighbors is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed at the Capitol on January 6. We've learned a lot about their family lives, their heartaches, and their two new kittens. We've also listened to them--while in both public and private settings--repeat things that we, as journalists, and most Americans know to be blatantly untrue. And for the most part, we've followed the rules about how to talk across an epistemological chasm: Stay calm. Don't try to change anyone's mind.

In this final episode of We Live Here Now, the outcome of our homegrown experiment comes into focus. Lauren visits Witthoeft at her San Diego home and sees a softer side of her. Hanna talks to Representative Jamie Raskin, who has something essential in common with Witthoeft. And we contemplate what might be coming for us on January 6, 2025.

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

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Lauren Ober: It's been almost a year now of reporting on our neighbors--their routines, their regrets, their mission. And even though Micki has asked me, on countless occasions, what more I could possibly want to know about them, I had one final interview request. Perhaps the most contentious presidential election of our lives was bearing down on us, and I guess I felt like we should have a little closure beforehand.

[Music]

Ober: Now I'm trained, when I bike pass or drive past, to see: Is there anybody on the porch? And there hasn't been.

Micki Witthoeft: Well, I saw you and Hanna walking your dogs about three days ago.

Ober: But you should have said hi.

Witthoeft: Well, I wasn't sure if you wanted to be addressed in public by a wackadoodle cult leader, so I thought I would keep that hello to myself.

Ober: Despite Micki guaranteeing me, in no uncertain terms, that she would not be listening to the podcast, she has--every episode. And no, for the record, I did not call her a wackadoodle cult leader. I've just said some of her ideas are wackadoodle, and she sometimes looks like a cult leader. Anyway.

Ober: We are almost--we're slightly more than a month away from a very consequential election in America. So where's your brain now, looking at, you know, how close we are?

Witthoeft: Well, I think no matter how the election goes, I think there's going to be a certain amount of chaos. You know, obviously, there's going to be one side that is not happy. But our plan is to be here through the election, and then, you know, of course we want to be here to celebrate Donald Trump's inauguration. But beyond that, Lauren, I really don't know.

[Music]

Ober: Inside my brain are two dueling ideas. For me, for the people I love, for democracy, for our nation's standing in the world, I want so much for Micki to end up disappointed when the election is all said and done. I want us to move on from the Big Lie. I want America to right its little ship and sail on to smoother seas.

But then there's this truth: I like Micki. I like Nicole. Perhaps in spite of themselves, they are very lovable. During this year of knowing them, a tiny crack has opened up in us--me and Hanna, Micki and Nicole--and let a little sun in, just a sliver of light, enough to feel that we aren't meant to live in this darkness forever.

Hanna Rosin: Something I've noticed, here at the endgame: Lauren can't talk about this project anymore without crying. I'm surprised she got through that last section without crying. She knows that our neighbors stand for a version of America that we just don't understand--one where January 6ers are victims, not traitors, where the government is out to get us all, and where Donald Trump is the one to make it all right. And yet, she can't help but feel genuine affection for them.

Ober: Right now, our country is in a holding pattern. So Micki and I can live in a suspended reality where, maybe, Americans aren't totally sunk. We aren't a lost cause. She and I can go on being friendly and teasing, and we can see each other's humanity and want the best for each other. But will that hold true the day after the election? And what about beyond? Will our delicate glimmer of connection mean anything then? God, I hope.

I'm Lauren Ober.

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

[Music]

Rosin: Recently, I biked up to Capitol Hill, just a couple miles from our neighborhood. I was going to visit with Democratic Congressman Jamie Raskin of Maryland. If you spend too much time with people who are trying to whitewash January 6, as we've been doing, Raskin is the person to see for a reality check, because Raskin's experience with January 6 is personal--under the skin, not unlike Micki's. His son, Tommy, had died of suicide about a week before. And in the months of sleepless nights that followed, Raskin wrote a book, Unthinkable: Trauma, Truth, and the Trials of American Democracy, which is about Tommy and about January 6.

Jamie Raskin: When I finished writing it, people would say to me, Well, I'm glad you did that, but what did those two things have to do with each other? And to my mind, they're absolutely inextricable. It's all intertwined.

Rosin: What do you mean?

Raskin: Well, they're both things that I lived through, but in trying to make sense of it, I suppose I've constructed a certain kind of narrative. I hope it's not a narrative that's disconnected from reality, but I see a lot of what was taking place in the context of COVID-19 and the darkness of that period and the isolation of that period and the way in which people were so atomized and depressed and isolated. And I certainly know that was the case for Tommy.

Rosin: On January 6, Raskin had planned to give a speech mentioning Tommy, and his daughter came to see it. Then she spent the afternoon hiding under House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer's desk while rioters outside yelled, "Hang Mike Pence," and her father worried about how she'd get out of there. So when anyone tries to say the day was "love and peace," as Trump did last week, or that rioters are being unfairly punished, Raskin gets intense.

Raskin: He calls them political prisoners, which is a lie. And he calls them hostages, which is a lie.

A hostage is somebody who's been illegally abducted by a criminal or a terrorist group and held for a financial or political ransom. What does it have to do with hundreds of people who've been prosecuted for assaulting officers and invading the Capitol and trying to interfere with a federal proceeding?

And most of them pled guilty. So how are they hostages? What makes them political prisoners? Suddenly they're like Alexei Navalny, who died at the hands of Vladimir Putin? They're like Nelson Mandela? I don't think so.

Rosin: In the last few weeks leading up to this next election, Raskin has been touring the country, and everywhere he goes, he says people ask him, Are we gonna see another January 6? And he tells them, Not exactly. What we will see, he believes, is something less violent but more insidious: in state after state, countless challenges of legitimate election results. Trump, he says, is already laying the groundwork.

Raskin: The new crisis has already begun, with lies that are being told by Donald Trump about the hurricanes and about FEMA, and he's already trying to undermine people's faith and confidence in the electoral process, in the electoral system.

Rosin: For Raskin, January 6 was one tragic day. But the long-haul tragedy is the patient and diligent effort to spread misinformation every day and get new people to believe it--to be an evangelist for total falsehoods, which could be a way to describe what Micki's been up to.

But if this series has taught us anything, it's that if you look hard enough, you can find the tiny thread of connection between people who are far apart. And in this case, it's right there. These are two parents who lost children just days apart, and both of their children's deaths are forever intertwined with the same day in American history. So I brought up Micki with Raskin.

Rosin: We have had such an odd experience, where I would say getting to know them has both increased the humanity and increased the sort of sense of like, Wow, they are deep in, you know. It's like both of those things at once.

Raskin: I told him about the very particular way she was moving through her grief. And he was reluctant to psychoanalyze, but he had thoughts.

Raskin: I don't think that grief is an emotion that, in its unadulterated form, has any real political content or meaning or motivation. And so I think what you're talking about is something that is post-grief, which is trying to make meaning of a loss.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay. What do you mean? 

Raskin: I mean, I assume she experienced just overwhelming grief and despondency and shock and sorrow to lose her daughter. Then after that shock is somehow metabolized, I assume she has to figure out what her daughter's death means. What is the loss?

[Music]

Rosin: Raskin's idea cracked something open for me. If we understand Micki as being in this process of figuring out what her daughter's death means, well, it's probably a long process, and it can shift.

Right now, Micki is painting one kind of picture of her daughter's death--on a really huge, national canvas--where her daughter is a martyr, and millions of people are angry and grieving along with her.

Ober: But I get the sense that could be changing. On October 10, which would have been Ashli's 39th birthday, Micki went to lay some flowers outside the U.S. Capitol. But unlike previous years, when Micki made it a public thing and announced that she'd be commemorating Ashli's birthday, and then the haters came to troll her, this year was more quiet, private--no real fanfare, at least not until the Capitol Police came out and shooed her away. This time, Ashli wasn't a symbol; she was just Micki's daughter.

That makes me wonder if, instead of forever situating Ashli's memory against the backdrop of January 6, Micki might be able to sketch a much smaller, more intimate portrait of her daughter, one that draws from Ashli's life before she came to D.C. And then maybe she could use that smaller, more familiar portrait of Ashli to ease into a new future for herself, one that draws from Ashli's life before she came to D.C.

So I went to see that life.

Wilma: Do you still wanna put your toes in the sand, sister?

Ober: I mean, let's get out. Let's--

Wilma: Yeah. Let's--okay. Hold on. I'm gonna--

Ober: A couple of months ago, I invited myself to Micki's hometown, San Diego, where she was staying with her best friend, Wilma. Micki told me she had to go back home to deal with some family issues--her father had recently died--and I asked if I could go visit her there for a few days. She unenthusiastically consented.

Wilma: I'll pull over right here. Let's see. Let's see. Well, well--what the hell.

Ober: This is so wild that you can drive right up to the beach. Okay!

Ober: You might remember Wilma from a couple of episodes ago, the Wilma who pulled Micki from her grief cave and took her on a Mother's Day road trip. After Ashli's death, Wilma and Micki spent a lot of time on a blip of land in San Diego's Mission Bay called Fiesta Island.

Wilma: There she blows. I'm going to roll the windows down, let some fresh air in here where we put our feet in the sand.

Ober: It's a man-made landmass in a man-made bay popular with cyclists and dogs and people who like to fish. In this little dot of paradise, ospreys dive for their lunch and shaggy dogs chase frisbees.

Witthoeft: And then we're turning these mics off, right?

Ober: Yeah.

Witthoeft: Are you ready now?

Ober: Not yet.

Witthoeft: Why?

Ober: Because I want to record the fish flopping out of the water there, and then I can be done.

Wilma: Oh, yeah. They do.

Witthoeft: There are some jumpers, now that you mentioned it. Do you see it right there?

Ober: Micki's just watching the striped mullets leap out of the water and listening to Wilma encourage me again to stick my toes in the sand.

Wilma: Are you taking your shoes off and trying the sand out in the water?

Ober: You want me to?

Wilma: You're going to go, Oh my gosh. This water is so warm.

Ober: All right.

Wilma: It feels great.

Ober: The Micki on this island isn't wearing an Ashli Babbitt T-shirt or talking about politics. She's tan, and she's dressed for the beach. If January 6 or the "Patriot Pod" or the vigil are on her mind, she's not saying. She seems calm, maybe even at peace. She seems like she fits here.

So now I know, this other Micki does exist. Could this version of Micki grieve her daughter's death in a different way, a way that's not mostly anger? The potential to exist in some lighter way might live here, on this coast.

[Music]

Ober: Lakeside, California, is a small cowboy town outside of San Diego. The high school mascot is a vaquero--"cowboy" in Spanish--and the town has a rodeo ring. It's where Micki and Wilma lived nearly their whole married lives and raised their kids. Wilma's still there, in a low-slung house on a loud street, with a trailer parked in the backyard that serves as Micki's home away from D.C.

Ober: All right, so what is this here? What do we have? Layton by Skyline.

Witthoeft: It's really weird that I name everything, but I haven't named this.

Ober: You haven't? Why?

Witthoeft: I don't know.

Ober: Micki loves this place. She said doesn't want anyone feeling sorry for her because she stays in a trailer home. It's cozy, and it's a source of comfort. Plus, it holds all her treasures.

Witthoeft: Check this out.

Ober: Wait. This is your Christmas book?

Witthoeft: Yeah.

Ober: She pulled out a photo album with Santa photos over the years.

Ober: Okay.

Witthoeft: There's Ashli.

Ober: Oh my God. Cute.

Witthoeft: That's Ashli, Roger, and Joey.

Ober: (Laughs.) Wait. Hold on. Oh my God. Wow. Oh my god. Good-looking kids.

Witthoeft: Yeah, they're not bad.

Ober: I continued my self-guided tour and landed in the bedroom.

Ober: Did you decorate this? Did you put all these little bits and bobs in here? Little tchotchkes?

Witthoeft: Yeah. And that's Ashli in the urn.

Ober: What? Where?

Witthoeft: The little urn.

Ober: Oh, next to the mini American flag and the MAGA--I have my sunglasses on.

Witthoeft: That was a gift.

Ober: Okay. All right. And then, wait. What's--oh, that's a mirror.

Witthoeft: Afraid so--'70s, you know.

Ober: Oh my god.

Ober: It felt weird that we just glanced at the urn and kept on chatting.

Ober: This is awesome!

Witthoeft: I like it.

Ober: This is great.

Ober: But that's how it happened.

[Music]

Ober: Are these your books? Norah Ephron.

Witthoeft: Uh-huh.

Ober: Sheryl Sandberg.

Witthoeft: [I Feel Bad] About My Neck I started to read.

Ober: Oh, great book. Yeah. [I Feel Bad] About My Neck, Nora Ephron--classic.

Ober: Anyway, I wanted to see more than just the inside of Micki's trailer and the memories it held. So on one of the days I was visiting, Micki and Wilma took me on a little driving tour of Micki's old life.

Ober: All right, I'm gonna record right now.

Witthoeft: Okay. Oh, my seat belt is right on the microphone.

Ober: I asked them if we could drive past the Witthoefts' old house, the house where Micki raised Ashli. Micki was fine with it, but she didn't want to come with us. She asked to get out of the minivan.

Witthoeft: I'm going to get out of the car at 7-Eleven, and Wilma will take you by the house. I just don't have any desire to go by the house.

Ober: Mm-hmm. And this is the house that you lived in for how long?

Witthoeft: Twenty-four years.

Ober: Ah, ah, ah, ah.

Witthoeft: I'll be right here.

Wilma: Aye-aye.

Ober: We dropped Micki off at the 7-Eleven, and Wilma and I continued driving towards the old Witthoeft homestead, which Micki lost in 2018 as the result of a family situation she didn't want to get into.

Ober: So why do you think Micki doesn't want to see the house?

Wilma: Because she really didn't want to move from there. That was, you know--she lived there forever. Whoever wants to move out of a house you've been in for 20-plus years?

Ober: Right. Right. Right. Right.

Wilma: So, you know, I get it. I'm just gonna pull over there even though it says, "No Parking." And this was Mick's house right here.

Ober: Oh, get out.

Ober: The house was a narrow rambler with a small, brick porch and a giant California fan palm out front.

Ober: Wait. It goes all the way back?

Wilma: Uh-huh. It's a fairly big piece of property.

Ober: Jesus. It's really big.

Ober: The plot of land, not the house.

Ober: Okay.

Ober: It's not a house you'd ever notice if you weren't looking for it.

Ober: All right.

Ober: We swung around the block and headed back towards the 7-Eleven to collect Micki. I hadn't turned her wireless microphone off, so I heard her say to herself as she stood in the parking lot--

Witthoeft: You just never fucking know, do you?

Ober: It's true; you don't. Because here I was, getting a driving tour of Ashli Babbitt's childhood stomping grounds from her mother and her mother's best friend.

Witthoeft: Okay. So yeah, the white house up on the hill--we lived there when Ashli was in kindergarten.

Ober: Oh wow.

Ober: We drove past the family home where Ashli kept the hog she had raised for ag class, and the high school where Ashli played water polo, and the middle school where Ashli once got made fun of for being poor. This tour of the old haunts allowed Micki to show me a different version of Ashli than the one I had in my head. I would have to try to see the Ashli that Micki saw.

There was Ashli the little kid gymnast, and Ashli the Brownie, and Ashli the flutophone player--whatever that is. And there was Ashli the tomboy, who roughhoused with the boys in their dusty cow town. Micki got a kick out of telling me how Ashli had no fear.

Witthoeft: She'll go out there and snatch up that lizard that I don't want to get, you know, and be out there playing hockey with the boys and riding motorcycles with the boys and never letting herself be second in line.

Ober: Then there's the Ashli who loved her grandpa so much, she wanted to follow in his footsteps and join the military. Micki was so proud of her daughter's bent towards service. But--

Witthoeft: I was always praying that she wouldn't, because--

Ober: Because the military is--

Witthoeft: Dangerous.

Ober: Dangerous. Right.

Witthoeft: And in particular, at that time.

Ober: Mm-hmm. You were worried because that would have been in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Witthoeft: Yeah.

Ober: Right. So you were worried that she would join the military and then get deployed.

Witthoeft: Yes. And then she joined the military and got deployed.

Ober: Right. Right. What is making you emotional right now, can I ask?

Witthoeft: (Breath shudders.) I think it's all the irony of all the time I spent worried about her safety and that it never crossed my mind that she would be killed in the way she was.

Ober: Mm-hmm. Right.

Witthoeft: To have her killed at a Trump rally at the Capitol was really just, to me--it's surreal.

Ober: So one minute, you can be putting your toes in the sand, and the next minute, you're drowning in the despair. This pendulum is punishing. It swings back and forth: San Diego Micki, D.C. Micki.

Maybe, over time, these two versions come closer together. But right now, they still feel miles apart. Today, D.C. Micki prevails. She's not quite ready to leave the "Eagle's Nest." She has an election to see through.

That's after the break.

[Break]

Ober: A few months ago, the Eagle's Nest got some new residents. The two recent arrivals are much less political than Micki and Nicole, and they don't have anything to do with the vigil--because they are cats.

Rosin: We can see the pair on the screened-in porch when we walk the dogs past the house: Two little, ginger-striped kittens scrambling up the porch furniture or peering out the screened window.

Ober: The kittens are called This One and That One, which, honestly, is better than Barron and Don, or George and Martha--the other names in the running. They came from a J6 supporter in rural Pennsylvania, and they seem to be fitting in well. Oliver, the dog, lets them climb all over him, and the Eagle's Nest's resident mouse seems to be cowed by their presence. Now, they have interrupted more than a couple of my interviews with Micki, but I'm willing to let that slide.

Witthoeft: That's the reason we share a room. It's because both of us have spent--that's going to show up on here. You're gonna hear that.

Ober: Are your kittens--do they need to come in here?

Witthoeft: They know I'm in here, and everybody else is upstairs, and their bag of food is in here, but there's food in their dish, so I don't know. They just want you, Lauren.

Ober: I doubt that. But what I don't doubt is the power of a baby animal to soften even the hardest of hearts.

Ober: I feel like maybe these cats are good for you, these kittens.

Witthoeft: I think so too.

Ober: Yeah.

Witthoeft: Even though I told myself I'm never going to get attached to anything on purpose again.

Ober: Wait. Why not get attached to something again?

Witthoeft: Just--it's messy. When Fuggles died, it was really hard for me. And I just decided that maybe I don't want to go through that anymore, ever.

Ober: Hmm. But it feels like maybe a pet's a good thing.

Witthoeft: Yeah. Well, they've been good for the house, really, other than the fact that--I don't know if you've noticed it, but--I'm a little neurotic, and I'm like, Oh, look out. Look out. Look out. Look out. And I'm the one that propped the door open, because I have this horrible--like, this door's going to swing down, and that door's heavy, and you only get to make that mistake once when they're this size.

So I think it's going to be actually even a little bit more enjoyable when they put on a little stability.

Ober: I've often asked Micki and Nicole how long they plan on staying in D.C. I never get a straight answer. They have money to stay through Election Day and possibly Inauguration Day, depending on which way the vote goes. That's largely thanks to a $50,000 donation from Patrick Byrne, the founder of Overstock.com and perpetuator of the Big Lie.

Micki and Nicole don't feel ready to leave yet--the job isn't done. But they're beginning to assess their time here in D.C. Recently, Nicole told me she's had some reservations. She suggests that there's been a futility to all this, or maybe worse than futility.

Nicole: I don't want to really get up and get out a lot anymore. I just feel like everything I've told everybody is just kind of a lie--that if you just keep fighting, that our system is going to work.

Ober: She means, specifically, that in the early days of January 6 prosecutions, when they were in fight mode, she steered families towards trials rather than plea deals. She counseled people that they should fight their cases and never give in, just like her family did.

Nicole: And so I feel like a big, fat liar. And I feel like I've persuaded people, maybe, to make wrong decisions when they could be at home, but instead they're in jail. And I feel real culpable in that. And the only thing I still know to say is that, Well, yeah. We're going to take this punch, but you still got to put your head down, and you just got to bowl forward.

Ober: This whole Eagle's Nest operation--the vigil, the rallies, the constant presence in court and on Capitol Hill--it's all the result of just bowling forward, head down, eyes clear. Nicole has told Micki she won't leave her. Even when her husband, Guy, gets out of prison, Nicole and Micki will always be ride or die.

But at some point, don't they get to live a normal life where some happiness can creep in here and there?

Ober: Do you want that?

Witthoeft: I think everybody wants that. I just don't know if I see it for myself.

Ober: Why?

Witthoeft: It's because I'm just too damaged, angry. I don't really know. Maybe one day I'll be picking flowers and smelling daisies. I don't know.

Ober: Before we parted ways, I felt like it was necessary to give Micki a chance to react to anything Hanna and I reported. Up to this point, Hanna and I had been guiding the conversations, trying to get at the information we felt was important. It seemed only right to try and even the scales a bit. 

Ober: Is there anything that I don't get? Is there anything that you need to clarify? Is there any critique or anything that you need to say before, you know, we're done with our interviews forever?

Witthoeft: Oh, I'm gonna miss 'em.

I think the only thing I can say that I haven't said to death, because this has been an ongoing--it's been quite something. I don't know--you might know more about me than--

But no. I think that people like you and people like me that admittedly come from completely different places in our upbringing, geography, experience, and way of looking at things--I think that if we can sit down and have a civil conversation and just see that you can meet in the middle, at least somewhere, you know, people don't have to stand on opposite sides of the fence and throw stones. I didn't mean to cry when I said that. Let's do--(Claps.) take two!

Ober: I mean, why are you trying to pretend like you're a hard-ass? (Laughs.)

Witthoeft: No, but it's just--people don't want to hear that shit all the time. Eww. (Mock cries.) Nobody likes that.

Ober: Well, I beg to differ. (Laughs.)

Witthoeft: It is what it is.

Ober: I beg to differ. I know I agree with you.

[Music]

Ober: When I've told people that Ashli Babbitt's mother is my neighbor, the first question is often, "What's she like?" And I can answer that in a lot of different ways. I can say that she's a conspiracy theorist who believes that the government is capable of anything. Or I can say that she's a heartbroken mother whose grief has fueled a troubling movement. Or I can say she's just like any other neighbor--she's annoyed by the construction on the corner and the ear-splitting police sirens. Me too.

Recently, I had surgery, and she texted a few times to see how I was doing. When her son got jacked up in a motorcycle crash, I texted her to see how he was doing. Basic neighbor stuff.

Rosin: When we walk past the Eagle's Nest now, we can see the kittens, who are now nearly full-grown cats, wrestling on the porch. Nicole's Chevy has a new sticker on the back window--a stars-and-stripes "hang loose" symbol. And last month, one, two, and then three Trump-Vance signs appeared on their lawn. And I'm pretty sure I saw two in the windows also.

Ober: The neighborhood chatter about it has been civil, so far. This neighborliness, this connection--it's fragile. I know that. But at least today, right now, it's holding. And that's not nothing.

[Music]

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

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

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

An extra special thanks to John Coplen and Dan Zak, without whom this series would not have been possible. And thank you for listening.
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The Three Factors That Will Decide the Election

The convergence of three powerful forces will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt.

by George Packer




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


Charleroi is a small mill town south of Pittsburgh whose dozen blocks, running along the tracks of the Norfolk Southern Railway, are nestled in a valley between the Monongahela River and the worn-down foothills of western Appalachia. Going back more than a century, Charleroi (nicknamed "Magic City") has made glassware, with a peak population of more than 11,000, a unionized workforce, and a dominant Democratic Party. By the 1970s the factories had begun to disappear, and with them many of the people. By 2020, after half a century of deindustrialization, Charleroi was a town of vacant stores and about 4,200 souls, most of them Republicans. It's the saga of the Rust Belt, writ small and ongoing.

When I asked Joe Manning, the borough manager, what moved Charleroi from blue to red, he replied: "2016. I know people who were lifelong, dyed-in-the-wool, staunch Democrats who, during that period, went out and changed their registration so that they could vote for Trump."

Following Donald Trump's victory that year, academics and journalists embarked on a search for an explanation. Progressives quickly lighted on racism as the sole answer. This conclusion was a costly mistake. Analytically, it ignored important causes that anticipated coming trends; politically, it alienated the unconverted and made discussion more difficult. Kamala Harris appears determined not to repeat the mistake as she downplays identity as a theme in her campaign. Race is only part of the reason for Trump's persistent base of support, and one that's grown less significant. The starkest division in American politics is class, as defined by education--the wide gap between voters with and without a college degree--which explains why more working-class Latino and Black citizens have begun to vote Republican. But in a more complex way, political behavior in the Trump era is determined by how class and race interact. The most convincing accounts of the 2016 presidential election found that the leading determinant of support for Trump was residence in a declining white community that had recently seen the arrival of nonwhite immigrants, which brought rapid cultural change and created a sense that the country was becoming unrecognizable.

Watch: Shifting campaign strategies

In 2020, Getro Bernabe, an American-trained officer with the Haitian Coast Guard, fled Haiti's gang violence and arrived in Charleroi looking for work. "It was like a ghost town," he told me. "It looked like a beautiful place, but now abandoned." In the past few years Charleroi has gained 2,000 immigrants, mostly Haitians drawn by empty houses and low-wage jobs, raising the town's population close to its 1970 number. "The newcomers, the new residents in Charleroi, are like a glimmer of light to the economy of this town," Bernabe said. "I like one of the core values of America--it is on the American coin." He meant E pluribus unum, which he interpreted as referring to a unified nation of people from different backgrounds and beliefs. "That's the beauty of America to me."

Kristin Hopkins-Calcek, the borough-council president, has lived her whole life in Charleroi. "I watched the town deteriorate over time, and it was very hurtful for us that stayed," she told me when we met in the council chamber. "Coming from owning a house here, watching my son fall into addiction, and seeing the fentanyl and Oxy problem that we had here, and the overdoses, the crime, and even to some extent the prostitution in town, and the ruination and the blight of our property, and the absentee landlords, and, it seems when you're older, like the instant decline of our town--when the immigrants came in, it was a breath of fresh air. There were people on the streets; there were businesses opening."

Charleroi is a fragile place: buoyed by the new grocery stores and bakeries of immigrant entrepreneurs, and new renters and taxpayers; strained by insufficient resources, traffic mishaps, and resentment. There's no prosperous professional class in Charleroi. Its half-deserted streets and sidewalks are shared by two working-class populations: aging white residents whose families have lived here for generations, and younger Black immigrants who arrived in the past few years. This is Trump country--festooned with Trump flags, Trump yard signs, and, on the deck of a trailer in the woods outside town, a Trump banner boasting: IMPEACHED. ARRESTED. CONVICTED. SHOT. STILL STANDING. In a variety shop on Fallowfield Avenue, half the items for sale are Trump paraphernalia.

Last month, two disasters befell Charleroi almost simultaneously. On September 4, the Pyrex factory on the river, which has produced glassware since the 1890s, told its more than 300 union workers that the owners will close the plant by the end of the year and move operations to Ohio. Then Trump heard about Charleroi.


A campaign sign for Republican presidential nominee and former President Donald Trump is seen as an immigrant walks along a street in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



Joe Manning was watching the presidential debate on September 10 when Trump repeated a false story about Haitians eating the cats and dogs of Springfield, Ohio. "Oh my goodness," Manning thought, "let it just be Springfield." His wish went unanswered. On September 12, at a rally in Arizona, Trump locked onto Charleroi. "What a beautiful name, but it's not so beautiful now," he said. "It has experienced a 2,000 percent increase in the population of Haitian migrants under Kamala Harris. So, Pennsylvania, remember this when you go to vote. This is a small town, and all of a sudden they got thousands of people ... The town is virtually bankrupt. This flood of illegal aliens is bringing massive crime to the town and every place near it." At a rally in Pennsylvania on September 24, he repeated the attack on Charleroi: "Has your beautiful town changed? It's composed of lawless gangs."

The "2,000 percent" figure was nonsensical. The Haitians in Charleroi came legally, in search of jobs, and found ones that Americans wouldn't take, such as food preparation on assembly lines in 40-degree temperatures. The town isn't bankrupt, there are no gangs, and crime has not gone up, according to Hopkins-Calcek, who sits on the regional police board. "The most heinous crime recently was an infanticide," Manning told me, "and the parents were both arrested, and they're both as white as us."

None of this mattered to Trump. He had found a small, tender wound in a crucial swing state and stuck a finger inside. Then he moved on to other targets, but the effect in Charleroi was overwhelming. Manning and Hopkins-Calcek received threats. A flyer addressed to "White Citizens of Charleroi" and signed by "Trinity White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan" circulated, warning: "Arm yourselves white America, protect your families. White people are the only victims to immigrant brutality." Passing drivers were emboldened to shout at Haitians, "Trump is coming!" Bernabe, who is the borough's immigrant-community liaison, heard from people who were afraid to send their children to school and thinking of leaving the state. "All of a sudden, we've been seeing a certain fear among the immigrant people, like they feel like they are not welcome, comfortable," he told me earlier this month. "You see them less and less outside." Charleroi began to look like the ghost town it had recently been.

For Hopkins-Calcek, Trump's damage brought back the nightmare of her town's descent. "It got really quiet, and it got scary again," she said, beginning to cry. "When they went back in the houses, it felt like it was bad again." With the imminent departure of Charleroi's legacy industry, along with its tax revenue, "I feel as if we're being kicked when we're down," she said.

Trump never mentioned the Pyrex factory.

One afternoon earlier this month, I sat with five members of the United Steel Workers Local 53G in a McDonald's near the Charleroi railroad tracks. They had spent most of the day negotiating the end of their livelihood with lawyers from Anchor Hocking--the glassware company, owned by a New York investment firm called Centre Lane Partners, that plans to close the Pyrex factory. Daniele Byrne, the local's vice president, and her husband, Rob, an electrician, have worked at the Charleroi plant for a total of 71 years. Before Daniele, her grandfather put in 50 years and set his wall clock by the noon whistle. As severance, the company was offering two months' health insurance, plus a day's pay for every year of employment--about $8,000 for two-thirds of Daniele's life.

She didn't hide her disgust. "Here you go, be on your way, merry Christmas, happy Kwanzaa," she said. "What's the Jewish one?"

Rob asked if I had read Glass House, a book about Lancaster, Ohio, a fading industrial town three hours west, where Anchor Hocking has a glass plant and plans to move the Charleroi factory, along with up to half its workforce. "It's about the 1 percent economy that started Trumpism," Rob said. "How they control everything, buying and selling and making all these maneuvers. The billionaires keep getting more and more while everybody else suffers."

The workers' hostility toward corporations and billionaires didn't translate automatically into support for a candidate or party. Their alienation from politics and distrust of elites was too great. The word I kept hearing, in Charleroi and around western Pennsylvania, was care--as in, "They don't care about us." It conveyed a deep sense of abandonment.

Half a dozen Haitians work at the Pyrex factory. Daniele, who's in charge of scheduling, told me they were better workers than the American ones. "I don't think the problem is the immigrants," Rob said. But he and the others had complaints about the sudden arrival of so many foreigners in their small town: overcrowded school buses and classrooms, overextended teachers, government benefits the locals didn't get, and--despite what I'd heard from town officials--higher crime. They claimed that a new immigrant-owned grocery store had put up a sign barring white shoppers. Finding this implausible, I asked Getro Bernabe about it later. He explained that the sign had advertised food from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, while omitting American food. When he rushed to the store and told the owner that local people were complaining, she was aghast: "My God, I didn't think of that."

Read: Harris's best answer to Trump's resilient appeal

"Please, put American," Bernabe urged, but to avoid problems she replaced the sign with one that said simply Queen's Market. When I visited the store, it was selling live crabs, dried fish, and other products that seemed a little unusual for western Pennsylvania. The owner, an American citizen of Sierra Leonean origin, had put a sign behind the counter that said Trump 2024. This detail, which went against the grounds for local displeasure, hadn't become a story.

False rumors can be more revealing than true ones, and there are tensions in Charleroi that shouldn't be either wished away or inflamed. "It's not hatred so much as--" Daniele began.

"Envy," Rob said. "Jealousy."

Longtime residents felt as if they didn't matter. The Pyrex closing got far less attention than Trump's commentary on Haitians. Every four years, the political and media class takes an interest in towns like Charleroi for a few autumn weeks. "If Kamala comes here, she's right now in the battle of the Haitians because she wants the immigrants here and he wants them gone," Daniele said. "They forget about us and go straight to the immigrants again." She added, "I don't pay attention to politics; I'll be honest. I think they're all crooks. I'd sooner watch Barney Miller. I can't wait 'til November's over so I can watch regular commercials about what razors to buy." The workers didn't hate all politicians--just the ones who made promises they didn't keep and exploited the problems of people like them. Pennsylvania's Senator Bob Casey is pushing the federal government to examine Anchor Hocking's acquisition of the factory in a bankruptcy sale earlier this year for a possible violation of antitrust law. This effort won credit even from the scathing Daniele Byrne.

Two nights after we met, Rob and Daniele went to see the Steelers play the Cowboys in Pittsburgh. A friend had gotten me a ticket, and early in the first quarter, people near me suddenly began turning to look behind us and cheer. Thirty feet above, a man in a black blazer and black cap was standing in a luxury box, waving a yellow Steelers towel and grinning. It was Elon Musk--fresh from hopping around onstage at Trump's return to the scene of his shooting in nearby Butler, now basking in a football crowd's adoration of wealth and celebrity.

When I told Daniele, she said: "Ah, the fucker."


A resident chats with an immigrant in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



The convergence of working-class decline, corporate greed, and nativist anger will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt. Northwest of town, Pennsylvania's Seventeenth Congressional District is represented by Congressman Chris Deluzio. He's a first-term Democrat, having narrowly won in 2022 in a competitive district of farmland, Pittsburgh suburbs, and mill towns along the Ohio River. Deluzio is a 40-year-old Navy veteran and attorney, neatly groomed, polite, and analytical in a way that doesn't scream "populist." But he's running for reelection on the bet that his pro-labor, anti-corporate positions will prevail over the hostility toward immigrants that Trump and other Republicans are stirring up. (The campaign of Deluzio's opponent, State Representative Rob Mercuri, didn't respond to my request for an interview.)

"The Wall Street guys bankrolling Trump and my opponent are the guys who devastated these communities," Deluzio told me as we drove between campaign events. "They tried to strip us for parts for decades. The mills didn't just leave; they were taken away by an ideology and a set of policies that said cheaper and weaker labor rules and cheaper and weaker environmental rules is what they're after. Your family's hard work and sacrifice didn't matter to these guys." After a Norfolk Southern freight train carrying toxic chemicals derailed last year in East Palestine, Ohio, just across the state line from Deluzio's district, he drafted legislation to tighten the regulation of rail freight, which Ohio's Senator J. D. Vance co-sponsored. The Railway Safety Act, opposed by the Koch political network, is currently stalled by Republicans in both houses of Congress. Even though few of Deluzio's constituents were directly affected by the spill, it's the kind of issue that he hopes will distinguish Democrats like him from pro-corporate, anti-regulation Republicans.

Deluzio argued that Trump villainizes new immigrants to distract local people--themselves the descendants of immigrants and legitimately anxious about rapid change in their towns--from the true causes of their pain: monopolistic corporations and the politicians they fund. He acknowledged that the national Democratic Party failed for years to make this case and pursued trade policies that undermined it. An idea took hold that college-educated voters would soon outnumber the party's old base of a moribund working class. "For every blue-collar Democrat we lose in western Pennsylvania, we will pick up two moderate Republicans in the suburbs in Philadelphia," Senator Chuck Schumer predicted in 2016, shortly before Trump won Pennsylvania, and with it the presidency.

The Biden administration has tried to earn the loyalty of working-class voters with pro-union policies and legislation to create jobs in depressed regions. But people I spoke with in western Pennsylvania seemed to have only a vague idea how the Democratic Party is trying to woo them back. The rising cost of living mattered more to them than low unemployment and new manufacturing and Harris's tax plans. When underinformed and undecided voters say that they want to hear more details about a candidate's policies, it usually means they don't believe that policies will make any difference in their lives. To overcome ingrained skepticism after decades of disinvestment, a politician has to show up, look voters in the eye, shake their hand, and then deliver help--or at least be seen to care enough to try.

Curtis and Annie Lloyd live in Darlington, a rural borough on the Ohio border a few miles from the site of last year's chemical spill. When the Lloyds saw a gray cloud rise into the sky near their house, they found it almost impossible to get solid information about the freight disaster: The county paper is a ghost of its former self, and social media predictably swarmed with conflicting and false stories. But Trump paid a visit to the area, Annie told me, while President Biden didn't for more than a year--and that made a stronger impression than Deluzio's effort, thwarted by Republicans, to pass regulatory reform. "People are living their lives, and they don't delve that easily into policy," she said. "All they know is Trump was here buying everyone McDonald's."

Fifteen miles away, in the town of Rochester, I met a woman named Erin Gabriel at the headquarters of the Beaver County Democratic Party. The office was a hive of activity, with canvassers on their way in or out and Harris/Walz signs stacked against the walls. Gabriel told me that politics was personal to her. While working full-time and chairing the county party, she cares for her three disabled children (her teenage daughter, Abby, who suffers from a devastating neurodegenerative disease, was sitting in the next room with headphones on). "Every single government policy affects my children," Gabriel said. Without the Affordable Care Act, Abby would have no health insurance for the rest of her life. During Trump's presidency, Gabriel's congressman, a Republican, promised her that he would do everything he could to protect Abby's access to health care. Then he voted for Trump's bill to overturn Obamacare.

"That's when I got really active," Gabriel said. "This is visceral to me."

For a moment, southwestern Pennsylvania has outsize power and attention. Yard signs appeared everywhere; cashiers in bakeries counted sales of their Trump and Harris cookies. National politics is tribal and hardly open to persuasion. Local politics feels different--less hateful and more flexible, with plenty of ticket splitting. Rico Elmore, a young Republican councilman in Rochester, told me, "We have to find the commonalities and say, 'We may be different on criminal-justice reform, on taxes, on immigration, but we can come together. My streets need paved; you believe they need paved. Let's get it done. Let's find those common goals and work towards that.'"

Elmore, a Black Air Force guardsman, was at the rally in Butler where Trump was shot, and rushed to render first aid to Corey Comperatore, the man who was killed; Comperatore's family then invited Elmore to speak at Trump's second Butler rally. He's a rising star in local Republican politics, and in 2022, in an unsuccessful race for state representative, he knocked on 13,000 doors. He found even Democrats willing to listen, and from both sides he heard something that almost everyone I met, even the strongest partisans, also voiced: an overwhelming desire to move past polarization. Elmore wondered whether America is headed for the fate of the Roman empire. "Are we at that point in history? What are we doing to prevent that from happening? We are becoming a nation that is being divided and will fall. We cannot stand divided."

On a crystalline October afternoon, Chris Deluzio went door-to-door in a new subdivision of Allegheny County. He was wearing a half-zip pullover that said NAVY--a way, it seemed, to let constituents know that his status as their congressman and a former scholar at the University of Pittsburgh's Institute for Cyber Law, Policy, and Security didn't mean he wasn't one of them. Both Democrats and Republicans lived on the cul-de-sac of single-family homes. At one, a young man in a USC cap named Aaron was working on a truck in his driveway. "You already got my vote," he told Deluzio. Aaron described himself as a moderate Democrat from California who couldn't stand what Republicans were doing. "I grew up with Latinos my entire life, I love 'em. I actually miss 'em, being out here, and the way they talk about 'em, it bothers me. If I were on the Republican side, I'd be on the Schwarzenegger middle of the road."

"Does that exist anymore, those guys?" Deluzio asked.

"From what I see on that side, no. I see it in the blues, but just not on that side. It's just gone too far."

Gilad Edelman: The man who's sure that Harris will win

The next house had a Trump yard sign, but Deluzio rang the doorbell anyway. A big-bodied older man with a crew cut answered. He was a police officer in Ambridge, a town on the Ohio River. I had driven through Ambridge, where steel was once fabricated for the Empire State Building: another depressed mill town, with dollar stores, vape shops, and a World War II memorial park with a Four Freedoms monument that belongs to an earlier century.

The policeman, whose name was Mike, said that he had met the congressman in Ambridge. Deluzio reminded him that he had the endorsement of the county's police union. "I keep an open mind," Mike said. "I just have a problem with the border and the crime, because I see it down in Ambridge. It's just a big immigration problem." Most of the town's immigrants came from Latin American countries like Venezuela, Mike said, and they brought "DUIs, drunkenness, domestics, a lot of fights." He would vote on crime and border security.

An elderly woman called out something from the back of the house.

"My mom, she's on Social Security," Mike said, "and these people are getting $4,000 a month, and that's more than she gets. She's upset they get more--and I'm gonna tell you, my mom voted Democratic her whole life. She switched to Republican."

I'd heard complaints in Charleroi about government handouts to immigrants. Joe Manning, the borough manager, had explained, "I don't have a line item in my budget for Haitians. They don't need my resources. They're all gainfully employed."

But Deluzio didn't question Mike's story, or argue with him about crime and immigration, or try to persuade him of anything. He had made a connection. Maybe that would be enough.
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Why Harris Is Joining Forces With the Never Trumpers

They're helping her make the case that keeping Donald Trump out of office is not about party politics.

by Charles Sykes




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


I hesitate to speak for other Never Trumpers, but we've gotten used to losing, haven't we? In three consecutive presidential elections, our doughty gang of dissidents has failed spectacularly in its attempts to shake Donald Trump's grip on the GOP. At this year's Republican National Convention--that great festival of Trumpian celebration--Never Trump Republicanism was invisible, for the second convention in a row. Never Trump writers and pundits have frequently contributed to national media outlets (including here in The Atlantic), but in the GOP itself, the group has been derided and purged.

Now some Never Trumpers are finding a place elsewhere: Last night in Wisconsin, I was invited to moderate a discussion between the Democratic nominee for president, Kamala Harris, and her new ally Liz Cheney. The two had spent the day on a campaign tour through the so-called blue-wall states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Seeing them together felt surreal: As I said at the event, Harris and Cheney make an odd couple--and their alliance is a sign of a not-at-all-normal election. It also marks a crucial shift in the focus of the Democratic case. When Harris launched her campaign this summer, she leaned heavily into a message of joy and good vibes. Her vice-presidential pick, Governor Tim Walz, rose to prominence by calling the Trumpists "weird," rather than an existential menace, as Joe Biden had argued during his campaign. But then the polls tightened, and Harris brought in Liz Cheney.

It's worth taking a moment to reflect on how unlikely this development is. Among many Democratic voters, the name Cheney is radioactive, going back to the years of her father's vice presidency; Liz Cheney herself spent years as a fierce right-wing ideological warrior and party loyalist, rising to the leadership ranks of the House GOP. Cheney was not an original Never Trumper. Unlike those of us who have been publicly expressing our concern since he came down the golden escalator in 2015, Cheney says she voted for Trump twice, and in Congress, she backed his administration more than 90 percent of the time. Then came January 6. Although her disillusionment with Trump had obviously been festering for some time, the insurrection led to Cheney's full-throated denunciation. Her willingness to sacrifice her standing with the party and her seat in Congress made her a symbol of principled GOP resistance. Her role as vice chair of the Select Committee to investigate the January 6 attack on the Capitol made her the most famous Never Trumper in the country.

And there she was Monday night with a Democrat she had once denounced as a dangerous radical. The usual alignments of right and left and Democrat and Republican simply don't apply anymore, because Donald Trump poses a unique danger to the entire American order. "We've never faced a threat like this before," Cheney said, "and I think it's so important for people to realize this republic only survives if we protect it, and that means putting partisan politics aside and standing up for the Constitution and for what's right and loving our country."

This is what Never Trumpers have been shouting into the GOP void for the past nine years. And in the last two weeks of the campaign, Harris and her team have decided to make it their closing argument. Although Harris now frequently refers to Trump as "an unserious man," she also warns that the "consequences" of his return to power are "brutally serious." Sounding that alarm also has meant reaching out to the battered remnants of the Never Trump movement. (Bulwark's publisher, Sarah Longwell--a leading figure of the Never Trump movement--moderated the Harris-Cheney event in Pennsylvania.) Why the Never Trumpers? Because they have been making the case for years that voting against Trump isn't a betrayal of party principles. They are particularly well positioned to argue that it isn't necessary to embrace Democratic policies to vote for Harris, because the stakes are so much higher than mere party politics. And that's an argument that Harris is now trying to make to swing voters. The question is, will that argument actually persuade these voters in the way Harris hopes it will?

The majority of Republican voters across the country will vote for Trump, and Cheney's involvement is unlikely to move many of them. Harris also faces challenges in persuading conservative voters to overlook her past stances on issues such as transgender health care, the Green New Deal, and immigration. Meanwhile, the largest known group of undecideds is unsure about voting at all.

But this election could come down to a sliver of a percent, and the Harris campaign has decided to make a concerted play for disillusioned and discarded Republican voters in places like Waukesha County, where we met Monday night. In April's GOP presidential primary, Nikki Haley won about 14 percent of the vote in Waukesha County. Some of those voters were in the audience Monday when Cheney made it clear to them that voting for a Democrat was okay because Trump should never be allowed in any office of public trust again. Perhaps her words will give a few Republican voters the cover they need to make a decision that might feel like a betrayal but is in fact an act of loyalty to country above all.

Related:

	Hypocrisy, spinelessness, and the triumph of Donald Trump
 	Tom Nichols: The moment of truth






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump: "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had."
 	The improbable coalition that is Harris's best hope
 	There's no coming back from Dobbs.




Today's News

	The Israeli military said that one of its air strikes in early October killed Hashem Safieddine, a top Hezbollah leader who was a potential successor to Hezbollah's recently assassinated longtime leader. Hezbollah did not immediately respond to the claim.
 	A federal judge ordered Rudy Giuliani, a former Trump lawyer and former mayor of New York City, to turn over his New York apartment and his valuable personal items to the two Georgia election workers he defamed.
 	A federal appeals court upheld the conviction of Couy Griffin, the Cowboys for Trump leader who was found guilty of a trespassing charge that was used against many other January 6 defendants.




Evening Read


Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta at home with her children in Santa Cruz, California Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic



This Influencer Says You Can't Parent Too Gently

By Olga Khazan

The kids held it together pretty well until right after gymnastics. At the end of a long day that included school, a chaotic playdate, and a mostly ignored lunch of sandwiches, the parenting coach Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta picked up her twins from the tumbling gym around 5:30. The two 8-year-olds joined their 6-year-old sister inside Chelsey's silver minivan.
 Chelsey, an energetic 41-year-old, promotes gentle parenting, a philosophy in which prioritizing a good relationship with your kid trumps getting them to obey you. I was tagging along with her family for a few days to see how her strategy--stay calm, name emotions, don't punish kids for acting out--works in practice.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": The worst insult I ever heard as an opera singer
 	The slop candidate




Culture Break


Alex Washburn / AP



Marvel. No one knows how big pumpkins can get, Yasmin Tayag writes. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

Debate. Apparently a whole-grain, seed-coated loaf of bread counts as an ultra-processed food, just like Twinkies, Coke, and sugary cereals, Nicholas Florko writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had'

The Republican nominee's preoccupation with dictators, and his disdain for the American military, is deepening.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.



In April 2020, Vanessa Guillen, a 20-year-old Army private, was bludgeoned to death by a fellow soldier at Fort Hood, in Texas. The killer, aided by his girlfriend, burned Guillen's body. Guillen's remains were discovered two months later, buried in a riverbank near the base, after a massive search.

Guillen, the daughter of Mexican immigrants, grew up in Houston, and her murder sparked outrage across Texas and beyond. Fort Hood had become known as a particularly perilous assignment for female soldiers, and members of Congress took up the cause of reform. Shortly after her remains were discovered, President Donald Trump himself invited the Guillen family to the White House. With Guillen's mother seated beside him, Trump spent 25 minutes with the family as television cameras recorded the scene.

In the meeting, Trump maintained a dignified posture and expressed sympathy to Guillen's mother. "I saw what happened to your daughter Vanessa, who was a spectacular person, and respected and loved by everybody, including in the military," Trump said. Later in the conversation, he made a promise: "If I can help you out with the funeral, I'll help--I'll help you with that," he said. "I'll help you out. Financially, I'll help you."

Natalie Khawam, the family's attorney, responded, "I think the military will be paying--taking care of it." Trump replied, "Good. They'll do a military. That's good. If you need help, I'll help you out." Later, a reporter covering the meeting asked Trump, "Have you offered to do that for other families before?" Trump responded, "I have. I have. Personally. I have to do it personally. I can't do it through government." The reporter then asked: "So you've written checks to help for other families before this?" Trump turned to the family, still present, and said, "I have, I have, because some families need help ... Maybe you don't need help, from a financial standpoint. I have no idea what--I just think it's a horrific thing that happened. And if you did need help, I'm going to--I'll be there to help you."



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




A public memorial service was held in Houston two weeks after the White House meeting. It was followed by a private funeral and burial in a local cemetery, attended by, among others, the mayor of Houston and the city's police chief. Highways were shut down, and mourners lined the streets.

Five months later, the secretary of the Army, Ryan McCarthy, announced the results of an investigation. McCarthy cited numerous "leadership failures" at Fort Hood and relieved or suspended several officers, including the base's commanding general. In a press conference, McCarthy said that the murder "shocked our conscience" and "forced us to take a critical look at our systems, our policies, and ourselves."

According to a person close to Trump at the time, the president was agitated by McCarthy's comments and raised questions about the severity of the punishments dispensed to senior officers and noncommissioned officers.

In an Oval Office meeting on December 4, 2020, officials gathered to discuss a separate national-security issue. Toward the end of the discussion, Trump asked for an update on the McCarthy investigation. Christopher Miller, the acting secretary of defense (Trump had fired his predecessor, Mark Esper, three weeks earlier, writing in a tweet, "Mark Esper has been terminated"), was in attendance, along with Miller's chief of staff, Kash Patel. At a certain point, according to two people present at the meeting, Trump asked, "Did they bill us for the funeral? What did it cost?"

According to attendees, and to contemporaneous notes of the meeting taken by a participant, an aide answered: Yes, we received a bill; the funeral cost $60,000.

Trump became angry. "It doesn't cost 60,000 bucks to bury a fucking Mexican!" He turned to his chief of staff, Mark Meadows, and issued an order: "Don't pay it!" Later that day, he was still agitated. "Can you believe it?" he said, according to a witness. "Fucking people, trying to rip me off."

Khawam, the family attorney, told me she sent the bill to the White House, but no money was ever received by the family from Trump. Some of the costs, Khawam said, were covered by the Army (which offered, she said, to allow Guillen to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery) and some were covered by donations. Ultimately, Guillen was buried in Houston.

Shortly after I emailed a series of questions to a Trump spokesperson, Alex Pfeiffer, I received an email from Khawam, who asked me to publish a statement from Mayra Guillen, Vanessa's sister. Pfeiffer then emailed me the same statement. "I am beyond grateful for all the support President Donald Trump showed our family during a trying time," the statement reads. "I witnessed firsthand how President Trump honors our nation's heroes' service. We are grateful for everything he has done and continues to do to support our troops."

Pfeiffer told me that he did not write that statement, and emailed me a series of denials. Regarding Trump's "fucking Mexican" comment, Pfeiffer wrote: "President Donald Trump never said that. This is an outrageous lie from The Atlantic two weeks before the election." He provided statements from Patel and a spokesman for Meadows, who denied having heard Trump make the statement. Via Pfeiffer, Meadows's spokesman also denied that Trump had ordered Meadows not to pay for the funeral.

The statement from Patel that Pfeiffer sent me said: "As someone who was present in the room with President Trump, he strongly urged that Spc. Vanessa Guillen's grieving family should not have to bear the cost of any funeral arrangements, even offering to personally pay himself in order to honor her life and sacrifice. In addition, President Trump was able to have the Department of Defense designate her death as occurring 'in the line of duty,' which gave her full military honors and provided her family access to benefits, services, and complete financial assistance."

The personal qualities displayed by Trump in his reaction to the cost of the Guillen funeral--contempt, rage, parsimony, racism--hardly surprised his inner circle. Trump has frequently voiced his disdain for those who serve in the military and for their devotion to duty, honor, and sacrifice. Former generals who have worked for Trump say that the sole military virtue he prizes is obedience. As his presidency drew to a close, and in the years since, he has become more and more interested in the advantages of dictatorship, and the absolute control over the military that he believes it would deliver. "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had," Trump said in a private conversation in the White House, according to two people who heard him say this. "People who were totally loyal to him, that follow orders." ("This is absolutely false," Pfeiffer wrote in an email. "President Trump never said this.")

A desire to force U.S. military leaders to be obedient to him and not the Constitution is one of the constant themes of Trump's military-related discourse. Former officials have also cited other recurring themes: his denigration of military service, his ignorance of the provisions of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, his admiration for brutality and anti-democratic norms of behavior, and his contempt for wounded veterans and for soldiers who fell in battle.

Retired General Barry McCaffrey, a decorated Vietnam veteran, told me that Trump does not comprehend such traditional military virtues as honor and self-sacrifice. "The military is a foreign country to him. He doesn't understand the customs or codes," McCaffrey said. "It doesn't penetrate. It starts with the fact that he thinks it's foolish to do anything that doesn't directly benefit himself."

I've been interested in Trump's understanding of military affairs for nearly a decade. At first, it was cognitive dissonance that drew me to the subject--according to my previous understanding of American political physics, Trump's disparagement of the military, and in particular his obsessive criticism of the war record of the late Senator John McCain, should have profoundly alienated Republican voters, if not Americans generally. And in part my interest grew from the absolute novelty of Trump's thinking. This country had never seen, to the best of my knowledge, a national political figure who insulted veterans, wounded warriors, and the fallen with metronomic regularity.

Today--two weeks before an election that could see Trump return to the White House--I'm most interested in his evident desire to wield military power, and power over the military, in the manner of Hitler and other dictators.

Trump's singularly corrosive approach to military tradition was in evidence as recently as August, when he described the Medal of Honor, the nation's top award for heroism and selflessness in combat, as inferior to the Medal of Freedom, which is awarded to civilians for career achievement. During a campaign speech, he described Medal of Honor recipients as "either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets or they're dead," prompting the Veterans of Foreign Wars to issue a condemnation: "These asinine comments not only diminish the significance of our nation's highest award for valor, but also crassly characterizes the sacrifices of those who have risked their lives above and beyond the call of duty." Later in August, Trump caused controversy by violating federal regulations prohibiting the politicization of military cemeteries, after a campaign visit to Arlington in which he gave a smiling thumbs-up while standing behind gravestones of fallen American soldiers.

His Medal of Honor comments are of a piece with his expressed desire to receive a Purple Heart without being wounded. He has also equated business success to battlefield heroism. In the summer of 2016, Khizr Khan, the father of a 27-year-old Army captain who had been killed in Iraq, told the Democratic National Convention that Trump has "sacrificed nothing." In response, Trump disparaged the Khan family and said, "I think I've made a lot of sacrifices. I work very, very hard. I've created thousands and thousands of jobs, tens of thousands of jobs, built great structures."

One former Trump-administration Cabinet secretary told me of a conversation he'd had with Trump during his time in office about the Vietnam War. Trump famously escaped the draft by claiming that his feet were afflicted with bone spurs. ("I had a doctor that gave me a letter--a very strong letter on the heels," Trump told The New York Times in 2016.) Once, when the subject of aging Vietnam veterans came up in conversation, Trump offered this observation to the Cabinet official: "Vietnam would have been a waste of time for me. Only suckers went to Vietnam."

In 1997, Trump told the radio host Howard Stern that avoiding sexually transmitted diseases was "my personal Vietnam. I feel like a great and very brave soldier." This was not the only time Trump has compared his sexual exploits and political challenges to military service. Last year, at a speech before a group of New York Republicans, while discussing the fallout from the release of the Access Hollywood tape, he said, "I went onto that (debate) stage just a few days later and a general, who's a fantastic general, actually said to me, 'Sir, I've been on the battlefield. Men have gone down on my left and on my right. I stood on hills where soldiers were killed. But I believe the bravest thing I've ever seen was the night you went onto that stage with Hillary Clinton after what happened.'" I asked Trump-campaign officials to provide the name of the general who allegedly said this. Pfeiffer, the campaign spokesman, said, "This is a true story and there is no good reason to give the name of an honorable man to The Atlantic so you can smear him."

In their book, The Divider: Trump in the White House, Peter Baker and Susan Glasser reported that Trump asked John Kelly, his chief of staff at the time, "Why can't you be like the German generals?" Trump, at various points, had grown frustrated with military officials he deemed disloyal and disobedient. (Throughout the course of his presidency, Trump referred to flag officers as "my generals.") According to Baker and Glasser, Kelly explained to Trump that German generals "tried to kill Hitler three times and almost pulled it off." This correction did not move Trump to reconsider his view: "No, no, no, they were totally loyal to him," the president responded.

This week, I asked Kelly about their exchange. He told me that when Trump raised the subject of "German generals," Kelly responded by asking, "'Do you mean Bismarck's generals?'" He went on: "I mean, I knew he didn't know who Bismarck was, or about the Franco-Prussian War. I said, 'Do you mean the kaiser's generals? Surely you can't mean Hitler's generals? And he said, 'Yeah, yeah, Hitler's generals.' I explained to him that Rommel had to commit suicide after taking part in a plot against Hitler." Kelly told me Trump was not acquainted with Rommel.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

Baker and Glasser also reported that Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, feared that Trump's "'Hitler-like' embrace of the big lie about the election would prompt the president to seek out a 'Reichstag moment.'"

Kelly--a retired Marine general who, as a young man, had volunteered to serve in Vietnam despite actually suffering from bone spurs--said in an interview for the CNN reporter Jim Sciutto's book, The Return of Great Powers, that Trump praised aspects of Hitler's leadership. "He said, 'Well, but Hitler did some good things,'" Kelly recalled. "I said, 'Well, what?' And he said, 'Well, (Hitler) rebuilt the economy.' But what did he do with that rebuilt economy? He turned it against his own people and against the world." Kelly admonished Trump: "I said, 'Sir, you can never say anything good about the guy. Nothing.'"

This wasn't the only time Kelly felt compelled to instruct Trump on military history. In 2018, Trump asked Kelly to explain who "the good guys" were in World War I. Kelly responded by explaining a simple rule: Presidents should, as a matter of politics and policy, remember that the "good guys" in any given conflict are the countries allied with the United States. Despite Trump's lack of historical knowledge, he has been on record as saying that he knew more than his generals about warfare. He told 60 Minutes in 2018 that he knew more about NATO than James Mattis, his secretary of defense at the time, a retired four-star Marine general who had served as a NATO official. Trump also said, on a separate occasion, that it was he, not Mattis, who had "captured" the Islamic State.

As president, Trump evinced extreme sensitivity to criticism from retired flag officers; at one point, he proposed calling back to active duty Admiral William McRaven and General Stanley McChrystal, two highly regarded Special Operations leaders who had become critical of Trump, so that they could be court-martialed. Esper, who was the defense secretary at the time, wrote in his memoir that he and Milley talked Trump out of the plan. (Asked about criticism from McRaven, who oversaw the raid that killed Osama bin Laden, Trump responded by calling him a "Hillary Clinton backer and an Obama backer" and said, "Wouldn't it have been nice if we got Osama bin Laden a lot sooner than that?")

Trump has responded incredulously when told that American military personnel swear an oath to the Constitution, not to the president. According to the New York Times reporter Michael S. Schmidt's recent book, Donald Trump v. the United States, Trump asked Kelly, "Do you really believe you're not loyal to me?" Kelly answered, "I'm certainly part of the administration, but my ultimate loyalty is to the rule of law." Trump also publicly floated the idea of "termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," as part of the effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election and keep himself in power.

On separate occasions in 2020, Trump held private conversations in the White House with national-security officials about the George Floyd protests. "The Chinese generals would know what to do," he said, according to former officials who described the conversations to me, referring to the leaders of the People's Liberation Army, which carried out the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. (Pfeiffer denied that Trump said this.) Trump's desire to deploy U.S. troops against American citizens is well documented. During the nerve-racking period of social unrest following Floyd's death, Trump asked Milley and Esper, a West Point graduate and former infantry officer, if the Army could shoot protesters. "Trump seemed unable to think straight and calmly," Esper wrote in his memoir. "The protests and violence had him so enraged that he was willing to send in active-duty forces to put down the protesters. Worse yet, he suggested we shoot them. I wondered about his sense of history, of propriety, and of his oath to the Constitution." Esper told National Public Radio in 2022, "We reached that point in the conversation where he looked frankly at General Milley, and said, 'Can't you just shoot them, just shoot them in the legs or something?'" When defense officials argued against Trump's desire, the president screamed, according to witnesses, "You are all fucking losers!"

Trump has often expressed his esteem for the type of power wielded by such autocrats as the Chinese leader Xi Jinping; his admiration, even jealousy, of Vladimir Putin is well known. In recent days, he has signaled that, should he win reelection in November, he would like to govern in the manner of these dictators--he has said explicitly that he would like to be a dictator for a day on his first day back in the White House--and he has threatened to, among other things, unleash the military on "radical-left lunatics." (One of his four former national security advisers, John Bolton, wrote in his memoir, "It is a close contest between Putin and Xi Jinping who would be happiest to see Trump back in office.")

Military leaders have condemned Trump for possessing autocratic tendencies. At his retirement ceremony last year, Milley said, "We don't take an oath to a king, or a queen, or to a tyrant or dictator, and we don't take an oath to a wannabe dictator ... We take an oath to the Constitution, and we take an oath to the idea that is America, and we're willing to die to protect it." Over the past several years, Milley has privately told several interlocutors that he believed Trump to be a fascist. Many other leaders have also been shocked by Trump's desire for revenge against his domestic critics. At the height of the Floyd protests, Mattis wrote, "When I joined the military, some 50 years ago, I swore an oath to support and defend the Constitution. Never did I dream that troops taking that same oath would be ordered under any circumstance to violate the Constitutional rights of their fellow citizens."

Trump's frustration with American military leaders led him to disparage them regularly. In their book A Very Stable Genius, Carol Leonnig and Philip Rucker, both of The Washington Post, reported that in 2017, during a meeting at the Pentagon, Trump screamed at a group of generals: "I wouldn't go to war with you people. You're a bunch of dopes and babies." And in his book Rage, Bob Woodward reported that Trump complained that "my fucking generals are a bunch of pussies. They care more about their alliances than they do about trade deals."

Trump's disdain for American military officers is motivated in part by their willingness to accept low salaries. Once, after a White House briefing given by the then-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Joseph Dunford, Trump said to aides, "That guy is smart. Why did he join the military?" (On another occasion, John Kelly asked Trump to guess Dunford's annual salary. The president's answer: $5 million. Dunford's actual salary was less than $200,000.)

Trump has often expressed his love for the trappings of martial power, demanding of his aides that they stage the sort of armor-heavy parades foreign to American tradition. Civilian aides and generals alike pushed back. In one instance, Air Force General Paul Selva, who was then serving as vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told the president that he had been partially raised in Portugal, which, he explained, "was a dictatorship--and parades were about showing the people who had the guns. In America, we don't do that. It's not who we are."

For Republicans in 2012, it was John McCain who served as a model of "who we are." But by 2015, the party had shifted. In July of that year, Trump, then one of several candidates for the Republican presidential nomination, made a statement that should have ended his campaign. At a forum for Christian conservatives in Iowa, Trump said of McCain, "He's not a war hero. He is a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured."

It was an astonishing statement, and an introduction to the wider public of Trump's uniquely corrosive view of McCain, and of his aberrant understanding of the nature of American military heroism. This wasn't the first time Trump had insulted McCain's war record. As early as 1999, he was insulting McCain. In an interview with Dan Rather that year, Trump asked, "Does being captured make you a hero? I don't know. I'm not sure." (A brief primer: McCain, who had flown 22 combat missions before being shot down over Hanoi, was tortured almost continuously by his Communist captors, and turned down repeated offers to be released early, insisting that prisoners be released in the order that they'd been captured. McCain suffered physically from his injuries until his death, in 2018.) McCain partisans believe, with justification, that Trump's loathing was prompted in part by McCain's ability to see through Trump. "John didn't respect him, and Trump knew that," Mark Salter, McCain's longtime aide and co-author, told me. "John McCain had a code. Trump only has grievances and impulses and appetites. In the deep recesses of his man-child soul, he knew that McCain and his achievements made him look like a mutt."

Trump, those who have worked for him say, is unable to understand the military norm that one does not leave fellow soldiers behind on the battlefield. As president, Trump told senior advisers that he didn't understand why the U.S. government placed such value on finding soldiers missing in action. To him, they could be left behind, because they had performed poorly by getting captured.

My reporting during Trump's term in office led me to publish on this site, in September 2020, an article about Trump's attitudes toward McCain and other veterans, and his views about the ideal of national service itself. The story was based on interviews with multiple sources who had firsthand exposure to Trump and his views. In that piece, I detailed numerous instances of Trump insulting soldiers, flag officers and veterans alike. I wrote extensively about Trump's reaction to McCain's death in August 2018: The president told aides, "We're not going to support that loser's funeral," and he was infuriated when he saw flags at the White House lowered to half-mast. "What the fuck are we doing that for? Guy was a fucking loser," he said angrily. Only when Kelly told Trump that he would get "killed in the press" for showing such disrespect did the president relent. In the article, I also reported that Trump had disparaged President George H. W. Bush, a World War II naval aviator, for getting shot down by the Japanese. Two witnesses told me that Trump said, "I don't get it. Getting shot down makes you a loser." (Bush ultimately evaded capture, but eight other fliers were caught and executed by the Japanese).

The next year, White House officials demanded that the Navy keep the U.S.S. John S. McCain, which was named for McCain's father and grandfather--both esteemed admirals--out of Trump's sight during a visit to Japan. The Navy did not comply.

Trump's preoccupation with McCain has not abated. In January, Trump condemned McCain--six years after his death--for having supported President Barack Obama's health-care plan. "We're going to fight for much better health care than Obamacare," Trump told an Iowa crowd. "Obamacare is a catastrophe. Nobody talks about it. You know, without John McCain, we would have had it done. John McCain for some reason couldn't get his arm up that day. Remember?" This was, it appears, a malicious reference to McCain's wartime injuries--including injuries suffered during torture--which limited his upper-body mobility.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are 'losers' and 'suckers'

I've also previously reported on Trump's 2017 Memorial Day visit to Arlington National Cemetery. Kelly, who was then the secretary of homeland security, accompanied him. The two men visited Section 60, the 14-acre section that is the burial ground for those killed in America's most recent wars (and the site of Trump's Arlington controversy earlier this year). Kelly's son Robert, a Marine officer killed in 2010 in Afghanistan, is buried in Section 60. Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned to his father and said, "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" At first, Kelly believed that Trump was making a reference to the selflessness of America's all-volunteer force. But later he came to realize that Trump simply does not understand nontransactional life choices. I quoted one of Kelly's friends, a fellow retired four-star general, who said of Trump, "He can't fathom the idea of doing something for someone other than himself. He just thinks that anyone who does anything when there's no direct personal gain to be had is a sucker." At moments when Kelly was feeling particularly frustrated by Trump, he would leave the White House and cross the Potomac to visit his son's grave, in part to remind himself about the nature of full-measure sacrifice.

Last year Kelly told me, in reference to Mark Milley's 44 years in uniform, "The president couldn't fathom people who served their nation honorably."

The specific incident I reported in the 2020 article that gained the most attention also provided the story with its headline--"Trump: Americans Who Died in War Are 'Losers' and 'Suckers.'" The story concerned a visit Trump made to France in 2018, during which the president called Americans buried in a World War I cemetery "losers." He said, in the presence of aides, "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." At another moment during this trip, he referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who had lost their lives at Belleau Wood as "suckers" for dying for their country.

Trump had already been scheduled to visit one cemetery, and he did not understand why his team was scheduling a second cemetery visit, especially considering that the rain would be hard on his hair. "Why two cemeteries?" Trump asked. "What the fuck?" Kelly subsequently canceled the second visit, and attended a ceremony there himself with General Dunford and their wives.


White House Chief of Staff John Kelly and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Joseph Dunford visit the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery and Memorial in Belleau, France, in November 2018. (Shealah Craighead / White House)



The article sparked great controversy, and provoked an irate reaction from the Trump administration, and from Trump himself. In tweets, statements, and press conferences in the days, weeks, and years that followed, Trump labeled The Atlantic a "second-rate magazine," a "failing magazine," a "terrible magazine," and a "third-rate magazine that's not going to be in business much longer"; he also referred to me as a "con man," among other things. Trump has continued these attacks recently, calling me a "horrible, radical-left lunatic named Goldberg" at a rally this summer.

In the days after my original article was published, both the Associated Press and, notably, Fox News, confirmed the story, causing Trump to demand that Fox fire Jennifer Griffin, its experienced and well-regarded defense reporter. A statement issued by Alyssa Farah, a White House spokesperson, soon after publication read, "This report is false. President Trump holds the military in the highest regard."

Shortly after the story appeared, Farah asked numerous White House officials if they had heard Trump refer to veterans and war dead as suckers or losers. She reported publicly that none of the officials she asked had heard him use these terms. Eventually, Farah came out in opposition to Trump. She wrote on X last year that she'd asked the president if my story was true. "Trump told me it was false. That was a lie."

When I spoke to Farah, who is now known as Alyssa Farah Griffin, this week, she said, "I understood that people were skeptical about the 'suckers and losers' story, and I was in the White House pushing back against it. But he said this to John Kelly's face, and I fundamentally, absolutely believe that John Kelly is an honorable man who served our country and who loves and respects our troops. I've heard Donald Trump speak in a dehumanizing way about so many groups. After working for him in 2020 and hearing his continuous attacks on service members since that time, including my former boss General Mark Milley, I firmly and unequivocally believe General Kelly's account."

(Pfeiffer, the Trump spokesperson, said, in response, "Alyssa is a scorned former employee now lying in her pursuit to chase liberal adulation. President Trump would never insult our nation's heroes.")

Last year, I published a story in this magazine about Milley that coincided with the end of his four-year term. In it, I detailed his tumultuous relationship with Trump. Milley had resisted Trump's autocratic urges, and also argued against his many thoughtless and impetuous national-security impulses. Shortly after that story appeared, Trump publicly suggested that Milley be executed for treason. This astonishing statement caused John Kelly to speak publicly about Trump and his relationship to the military. Kelly, who had previously called Trump "the most flawed person I have ever met in my life," told CNN's Jake Tapper that Trump had referred to American prisoners of war as "suckers" and described as "losers" soldiers who died while fighting for their country.

"What can I add that has not already been said?" Kelly asked. "A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.' A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are 'losers' and wouldn't visit their graves in France."

When we spoke this week, Kelly told me, "President Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country. There are many, many people who have heard him say these things. The visit to France wasn't the first time he said this."

Kelly and others have taken special note of the revulsion Trump feels in the presence of wounded veterans. After Trump attended a Bastille Day parade in France, he told Kelly and others that he would like to stage his own parade in Washington, but without the presence of wounded veterans. "I don't want them," Trump said. "It doesn't look good for me."

Milley also witnessed Trump's disdain for the wounded. Milley had chosen a severely wounded Army captain, Luis Avila, to sing "God Bless America" at his installation ceremony in 2019. Avila, who had completed five combat tours, had lost a leg in an improvised-explosive-device attack in Afghanistan, and had suffered two heart attacks, two strokes, and brain damage as a result of his injuries. Avila is considered a hero up and down the ranks of the Army.

It had rained earlier on the day of the ceremony, and the ground was soft; at one point Avila's wheelchair almost toppled over. Milley's wife, Hollyanne, ran to help Avila, as did then-Vice President Mike Pence. After Avila's performance, Trump walked over to congratulate him, but then said to Milley, within earshot of several witnesses, "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded." Never let Avila appear in public again, Trump told Milley.

An equally serious challenge to Milley's sense of duty came in the form of Trump's ignorance of the rules of war. In November 2019, Trump intervened in three different brutality cases then being adjudicated by the military. In the most infamous case, the Navy SEAL Eddie Gallagher had been found guilty of posing with the corpse of an ISIS member. Though Gallagher was found not guilty of murder, witnesses testified that he'd stabbed the prisoner in the neck with a hunting knife. In a highly unusual move, Trump reversed the Navy's decision to demote him. A junior Army officer named Clint Lorance was also the recipient of Trump's sympathy. Trump pardoned Lorance, who had been convicted of ordering the shooting of three unarmed Afghans, two of whom died. And in a third case, a Green Beret named Mathew Golsteyn was accused of killing an unarmed Afghan he thought was a Taliban bomb maker. "I stuck up for three great warriors against the deep state," Trump said at a Florida rally.

In the Gallagher case, Trump intervened to allow Gallagher to keep his Trident insignia, one of the most coveted insignia in the entire U.S. military. The Navy's leadership found this intervention particularly offensive because tradition held that only a commanding officer or a group of SEALs on a Trident Review Board were supposed to decide who merited being a SEAL. Milley tried to convince Trump that his intrusion was hurting Navy morale. They were flying from Washington to Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, to attend a "dignified transfer," a repatriation ceremony for fallen service members, when Milley tried to explain to Trump the damage that his interventions were doing.

In my story, I reported that Milley said, "Mr. President, you have to understand that the SEALs are a tribe within a larger tribe, the Navy. And it's up to them to figure out what to do with Gallagher. You don't want to intervene. This is up to the tribe. They have their own rules that they follow."

Trump called Gallagher a hero and said he didn't understand why he was being punished.

"Because he slit the throat of a wounded prisoner," Milley said.

"The guy was going to die anyway," Trump said.

Milley answered, "Mr. President, we have military ethics and laws about what happens in battle. We can't do that kind of thing. It's a war crime." Trump said he didn't understand "the big deal." He went on, "You guys"--meaning combat soldiers--"are all just killers. What's the difference?"

Milley then summoned one of his aides, a combat-veteran SEAL officer, to the president's Air Force One office. Milley took hold of the Trident pin on the SEAL's chest and asked him to describe its importance. The aide explained to Trump that, by tradition, only SEALs can decide, based on assessments of competence and character, whether one of their own should lose his pin. But the president's mind was not changed. Gallagher kept his pin.

One day, in the first year of Trump's presidency, I had lunch with Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law, in his White House office. I turned the discussion, as soon as I could, to the subject of his father-in-law's character. I mentioned one of Trump's recent outbursts and told Kushner that, in my opinion, the president's behavior was damaging to the country. I cited, as I tend to do, what is in my view Trump's original sin: his mockery of John McCain's heroism.

This is where our conversation got strange, and noteworthy. Kushner answered in a way that made it seem as though he agreed with me. "No one can go as low as the president," he said. "You shouldn't even try."

I found this baffling for a moment. But then I understood: Kushner wasn't insulting his father-in-law. He was paying him a compliment. In Trump's mind, traditional values--values including those embraced by the armed forces of the United States having to do with honor, self-sacrifice, and integrity--have no merit, no relevance, and no meaning.
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No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get

A decade ago, the world's heaviest pumpkin weighed 2,000 pounds. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

by Yasmin Tayag




There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.



It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. But you might have said the same thing about the previous world-record holder, a 2,702-pound beast grown in Italy in 2021, or the world-record holder before that, a Belgian 2,624-pounder in 2016. Each year around this time, giant pumpkins across the globe are forklifted into pickup trucks and transported to competitions where they break new records.



Michael Jordan set the record at California's Half Moon Bay Safeway World Championship Pumpkin Weigh-Off, considered the Super Bowl of North American pumpkin-growing. The first winner of the competition, in 1974, weighed just 132 pounds. In 2004, the winner clocked in at 1,446 pounds. "At that time, we thought, Gee whiz, can we push these things any farther?" Wizzy Grande, the president of the Great Pumpkin Commonwealth, an organization that establishes global standards for competition, told me. Yet in just another decade, the record passed the 2,000-pound mark. "We've zoomed past that now," Travis Gienger, the grower from Minnesota who cultivated Michael Jordan, told me. For champion growers, there's only one thing to do next: try to break 3,000.


Last year, Michael Jordan weighed in at a world-record 2,749 pounds. (Alex Washburn / AP)



Giant pumpkins aren't quite supersize versions of what you find in the grocery store. All competitive pumpkins are Curcubita maxima, the largest species of squash--which, in the wild, can grow to 200 pounds, about 10 times heavier than the common Halloween pumpkin. But decades of selective breeding--crossing only the largest plants--has created colossal varieties.



Virtually all of today's champions trace their lineage to Dill's Atlantic Giant, a variety bred in the 1970s by a Canadian grower named Howard Dill. Very competitive growers source their seeds from one another, through seed exchanges and auctions, where a single seed can be sold for thousands of dollars, Michael Estadt, an assistant professor at Ohio State University Extension who has cultivated giant pumpkins, told me. Seeds from Gienger's champions are in high demand, yet even he is constantly aiming to improve the genetics of his line. "I'm looking for heavy," he said.



Yet even a pumpkin with a prizewinning pedigree won't reach its full size unless it's managed well. Like babies, they require immense upkeep, even before they are born. Months before planting, at least 1,000 square feet of soil per pumpkin must be fertilized and weeded. Once seedlings are planted, they have to be watered daily for their entire growing period, roughly four months. No mere garden hose can do the trick; each plant needs at least one inch of water a week, which allows the pumpkin to gain up to 70 pounds in a single day. The fruit and leaves must also be inspected at least once daily for pests and disease--no small feat as their surface area balloons. Quickly spotting and excising the eggs of an insect called the squash-vine borer, then bandaging the wounded vine, is paramount. One day, you might have a great pumpkin, "then boom, the next day, all of the vine is completely dead," says Julie Weisenhorn, a horticulture educator at the University of Minnesota who has grown giant pumpkins--named Seymour (744 pounds) and Audrey (592 pounds).



Growers can keep pushing the pumpkin weight limit by ensuring that a plant isn't pollinated by a variety that has subpar genes. To do so, they hand-pollinate, painstakingly dusting pollen from a plant's male flowers into the female ones. This usually leads the plant to bear three or four fruit, but only the most promising is allowed to survive. The rest are killed off in an attempt to direct all of the plant's resources toward a single giant. In the same vein, wayward vines are nipped, and emerging roots thrust deep into the ground, in hopes of harnessing every last nutrient for the potential champion.



Still, some factors are beyond anyone's control. The weather can literally make or break a pumpkin. Too much rain can cause a pumpkin to grow too quickly, cracking open its flesh, which would disqualify it from competition. Too much sunlight hardens the flesh, making it prone to fractures. It's not uncommon for giant pumpkins to have custom-built personal sunshades. North America's giant-pumpkin capitals--Half Moon Bay, Nova Scotia, and Minnesota--have nature on their side, with low humidity and nighttime temperatures. Cooler nights mean less respiration, which means less wasted energy.



Yet nature bests even the world's champions. This year, Gienger couldn't break the record he set with Michael Jordan; he blames cold and wet weather, which made it harder to feed micronutrients to his pumpkin, Rudy. (At 2,471 pounds, it still won the Half Moon Bay competition.) And no matter how big a pumpkin grows, it needs to pack a few extra pounds for the road: Once they're cut from the vine, they rapidly lose their weight in water. A pumpkin can drop roughly 10 pounds in a single day.



All of the experts I spoke with believe that 3,000 pounds is within reach. "It's still an upward trend," said Grande, who noted that a 2,907-pounder has already been recorded, albeit a damaged one. Pumpkin genetics are continually improving; more 2,000-pounders have been grown in the past year than ever before, according to Grande. Growers are constantly developing new practices. Each year, the Great Pumpkin Conference holds an international summit for growers and scientists to trade techniques (last year's was in Belgium, and this year's will be in the Green Bay Packers' Lambeau Field). Shifting goals have precipitated new (and expensive) methods: Carbon dioxide and gibberellic acid are being used as growth stimulants; some pumpkins are fully grown in greenhouses.



The reason giant-pumpkin weights increased 20-fold in half a century is the same reason runners keep running faster marathons, that skyscrapers keep clawing at the sky, and that people spend so much on anti-aging. To push nature's limits is a reliably exhilarating endeavor; to be the one to succeed is a point of pride. Food companies, in particular, build their entire businesses on developing the biggest and best. Wild strawberries are the size of a nickel, but domesticated ones are as huge as Ping-Pong balls. Industrial breeding turned the scrawny, two-and-a-half-pound chickens of the 1920s into today's six-pounders. There's still room for them to grow: Strawberries can get as big as a saucer, and the heaviest chicken on record was a 22-pounder named Weirdo. But foods sold commercially are subject to other constraints on growth, such as transportation, storage, processing, and customer preference. Unusually big foods are associated with less flavor, and their size can be off-putting. When it comes to food, there is such a thing as too big.



Giant pumpkins, by contrast, have a singular purpose: to become as heavy as possible. They don't have to be beautiful, taste good, or withstand transport, because they are not food. When companies develop boundary-pushing crops and animals, that tends to be an isolationist enterprise, shrouded in secrecy. But in the giant-pumpkin community, there is less incentive to guard seeds and techniques. Most competitions are low-stakes local affairs, and nobody ever became rich off giant pumpkins, not even Howard Dill.



Breaking records is largely seen as a communal effort. "The secret to our success is that we are a sharing community," Grande said. In a few contests, the investment is worth it--the Half Moon Bay prize for world-record-breakers is $30,000--but "it's not a get-rich-quick scheme," Estadt told me. People do it, he said, "for the thrill of the win."



All of the pumpkin experts I spoke with acknowledged that there must be a limit. But nobody has any idea what it is. Four thousand pounds, 5,000--as far as growers can tell, these are as feasible as any other goal. Every milestone they reach marks another human achievement, another triumph over nature. But even the most majestic of pumpkins inevitably meets the same fate: devoured by livestock, and returned to the earth.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/giant-pumpkin-world-record/680337/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Worst Insult I Ever Heard as an Opera Singer

I'm not sure how to recover from this.

by James Parker




Dear James,

In my younger days, I was an opera singer. Like most trained singers, I found the lack of significant success extraordinarily painful, but that's the reality in the field. I wasn't the greatest singer, but I certainly moved audiences and earned the respect of my colleagues.

Recently, I was playing guitar and singing a cute little country ditty that required no vocal skill. My sister-in-law, who was listening, exclaimed, "That was so beautiful. It's the first time I've ever heard your real voice." She's been hearing me sing for 40 years. I couldn't believe she could say something so awful to me. It makes me think she has great hostility toward me, something I never would have dreamed of before. It hurts so much.

Afterward, my husband said she was just telling me that she never liked my voice, and he couldn't see any reason why she would say such a thing, except to hurt me. I think he is exactly right, and my daughter agreed.

The professional disrespect is amazing to me. She is a clarinetist ... It's as if I'd said, after hearing her play kazoo, that that was the first time I'd heard her real musicianship. The insult is staggering. Do you think there is any other way to interpret her remark?



Dear Reader,

What a fascinating situation. Like a short story by Edith Wharton, with a splash of Larry David. A careless remark, lightly dropped in a domestic setting, touches off a failure cascade that ends with the unraveling of a family. And was the remark made innocently or with mischief in mind? Or both? Was it made, in other words, in innocence of its own mischievous purposes? The cunning of the human psyche is bottomless. (This is why people write short stories.)
 
 As it happens, I do think there's another way to interpret your sister-in-law's remark. She's a musician herself, which slightly complicates things. But hear me out. You will know, of course, that opera, and the operatic singing style, is not to everyone's taste. Why? Because to a late-modern philistine like (for example) me, it can sound fleshy, forced, overdone. I hope one day to educate myself out of this particular prejudice, but for the time being, I'm stuck with it.
 
 And perhaps your sister-in-law is too. Perhaps, clarinetist though she is, loyal sister-in-law though she might be, she harbors trace elements of anti-opera bias, such that when she hears you--after 40 years--singing quote-unquote normally, nonoperatically, she bursts forth in words of praise. The easy-breathing simplicity of your country singing surprised her, moved her. At last: you! The irony being, of course, that your real voice, the voice where your you-ness truly lives, is your opera voice. And this is the source of the hurt, I think: the career-long lack of affirmation you felt as a working opera singer. Which sucks, no doubt. But it's not your sister-in-law's fault.
 
 A word about indignation. Indignation on another's behalf: fantastic. Indignation on one's own: less so. It's to be guarded against. It's wrapped up with pride. I'll quote Husker Du: "Stupid pride! Selfish pride!" So maybe use the feelings aroused by your sister-in-law's thoughtless, certainly injudicious, possibly naughty remark as an opportunity to rise above. To let it go.

Wishing you harmony,
 James



Dear James,

I am in a perfectly healthy, safe, loving, and committed relationship with my partner of over a year, but I still feel a nagging worry that I am wasting my time being with this person instead of pursuing other people, especially because I am so young (in my mid-20s). This worry makes me question my feelings for my partner and adds a layer of anxiety to my relationship that I wish wasn't present.

I desire to be married one day, and monogamy seems to be the ideal relationship structure for my lifestyle and values; however, the thought of spending my entire life committed to just one person can send me into a spiral. Can I ever be content with loving one person?



Dear Reader,

"People are finite beings with infinite desires," Billy Graham said. To which I might add: "And Wi-Fi." Because desire today is aggravated, exacerbated, compounded, and inflamed beyond all measure by the goddamn internet. Whatever you're doing, you could be doing something better. Whoever you're with, they could be more ... whatever. More this. More that.

What is desire? A great hollowness. A gnawing lack. A sex-shaped nothing. We think it's inside us, but it's outside us. Today, 2024, it wears a digital face, but it's been around forever: the apple in the Garden of Eden--that was the first algorithm. And desire has designs on us. It wants us to buy things, replace things, replace people, replace ourselves. I say: Switch it off.

Of course, you can't switch it off, not really, or not without a lot of praying on mountaintops and vomiting in the huts of Amazonian spirit-doctors. And you can unplug, unsubscribe--the restlessness will still be there. Monogamy is bananas; everyone knows that. An insane way to proceed. Marriage? Jesus Christ. But everything else is bananas too. So make sure you're loving whatever's in front of you for what it is. Which includes your current partner. I've no idea whether you'll end up married to them, but I can tell you this with complete certainty: They're real, right now, and so are you. Make the most of it.

Pounding the lectern,
 James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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        'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'
        John Hendrickson

        Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last n...

      

      
        Michel Houellebecq Has Some Fresh Predictions. Be Afraid.
        Judith Shulevitz

        Michel Houellebecq's skills as a stylist don't get the respect they deserve. Yes, he has been called France's most important novelist, but praise is generally lavished on his ideas, not their expression. Maybe that's because he's a ranter whose prose can feel dashed-off and portentous. He's the opposite of an aesthete, putting his fiction to work savaging ideologies he despises. There's a long list of those: feminism, self-actualization, globalization, neoliberalism, commercialism. In short, the ...

      

      
        The Swing States Are in Good Hands
        Paul Rosenzweig

        In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised b...

      

      
        Ratpocalypse Now
        Annie Lowrey

        Has any man in history talked about "how much he hates rats" more than New York City Mayor Eric Adams? Adams himself posed that question at the city's inaugural National Urban Rat Summit last month. "Let's figure out how we unify against public enemy number one: Mickey and his crew."Mickey is, canonically, a mouse. But Adams's campaign against the city's endemic brown-rat population might be the most effective and highest-profile initiative of his scandal-ridden mayoralty. This summer, new munici...

      

      
        Are You a Platonist or an Aristotelian?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Growing up, my older brother was a good student, interested in science. We shared a bedroom, so I benefited from his knowledge at night as we lay in our beds and he regaled me with facts of all kinds, with specializations on such topics as the behavior of dinosaurs and the age of volcanoes. One scientific idea he talked about particularly stimulated my imagination--and has stayed with me to this d...

      

      
        America's Strangest Tourist Destination
        Ross Andersen

        At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war....

      

      
        This Election Is No <em>West Wing</em> Reunion
        Mark Leibovich

        The fictional president Josiah Bartlet dropped into a Democratic canvassing headquarters in a Madison, Wisconsin, strip mall last Sunday morning. He was there on behalf of Kamala Harris, addressing a room full of jittery volunteers stranded in a real-life political campaign.Bartlet--or rather, Martin Sheen, the actor who played him on the beloved TV show The West Wing--was an emissary from a bygone era of better political angels that may or may not have ever existed off-screen. The show aired from ...

      

      
        The Three Factors That Will Decide the Election
        George Packer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Charleroi is a small mill town south of Pittsburgh whose dozen blocks, running along the tracks of the Norfolk Southern Railway, are nestled in a valley between the Monongahela River and the worn-down foothills of western Appalachia. Going back more than a century, Charleroi (nicknamed "Magic City") has made glassware, with a peak population of more than 11,000, a unionized workforce, and a dominant Democratic Party. By t...

      

      
        Trump and the January 6 Memory Hole
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe way Donald Trump talks about January 6 has evolved over time. Directly after the insurrection, he condemned the rioters, although he added that they were "very special." For the next few years, he played around with different themes, implying that the protests were peaceful or that the people jailed for their actions that day were "political prisoners."But these descriptions are mild compared with the outrageous ways ...

      

      
        Why People Itch and How to Stop It
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The twinge begins in the afternoon: toes. At my desk, toes, itching. Toes, toes, toes. I don't normally think about my toes. But as I commute home in a crowded subway car, my feet are burning, and I cannot reach them. Even if I could, what would I do with my sneakers? My ankles are itchy too. But I'm wearing jeans, which are difficult to scratch through, unless you have a fork or something similarly rigid and...

      

      
        Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World
        Zoe Schlanger

        Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest d...

      

      
        Why Are We Humoring Them?
        Megan Garber

        In September, Secret Service agents apprehended a man carrying an AK-47-style gun near Donald Trump's Palm Beach golf course--in an apparent attempt, the FBI concluded, to assassinate the former president. To some, the thwarted violence was a bleak testament to the times: one more reminder that politics, when approached as an endless war, will come with collateral damage. To Elon Musk, however, it was an opportunity. The billionaire, treating his control of X as a means of owning the libs, gave th...

      

      
        The Worst Insult I Ever Heard as an Opera Singer
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles a reader's existential worry. He wants to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox. Dear James,In my younger days, I was an opera singer. Like most trained singers, I found the lack of significant success extraordinarily painful, but that's the reality in the field. I wasn't the gr...

      

      
        The Chronically Online Have Stolen Halloween
        Kate Lindsay

        Many of this year's most popular Halloween costumes make sense. One trend tracker's list includes characters from Beetlejuice and Inside Out, thanks to the respective sequels that recently hit theaters. But at No. 2 sits a costume that's not like the others: Raygun, the Australian dancer who went viral for her erratic moves during the Olympics earlier this year. Her costume--a green-and-yellow tracksuit--beat out pop-culture stalwarts such as Sabrina Carpenter, Minions, and Wolverine. Raygun is not...

      

      
        The Improbable Coalition That Is Harris's Best Hope
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Big margins in the biggest places represent Kamala Harris's best chance of overcoming Donald Trump's persistent strength in the decisive swing states. Across those battlegrounds, Harris's campaign is banking on strong showings both in major urban centers with large minority populations and in the white-collar inner suburbs growing around the cities. Despite widespread dissatisfaction with the economy under President Joe B...

      

      
        Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had'
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.In April 2020, Vanessa Guillen, a 20-year-old Army private, was bludgeoned to death by a fellow soldier at Fort Hood, in Texas. The killer, aided by his girlfriend, burned Guillen's body. Guillen's remains were discovered two months later, buried in a riverbank near the base, after a massive search.Guillen, the daughter of Mexican immigrants, grew up in Houston, and her murder sparked outrage across Texas and beyond. Fort Hoo...

      

      
        The Perverse Consequences of Tuition-Free Medical School
        Rose Horowitch

        Updated at 1:58 p.m. ET on October 22, 2024Six years ago, the New York University Grossman School of Medicine, in Manhattan, announced that it would become tuition-free for all students. The change was made possible in part thanks to a $100 million donation from Kenneth Langone, a Home Depot co-founder, and his wife, Elaine. "It would enable graduates to pick lower-paying fields like primary care and pediatrics, where more good doctors are desperately needed, without overwhelming debt to force th...

      

      
        Six Political Memoirs Worth Reading
        Franklin Foer

        In the months leading up to a presidential election, bookstores fill with campaign memoirs. These titles are, for the most part, ghostwritten. They are devoid of psychological insights and bereft of telling moments, instead typically giving their readers the most stilted of self-portraits, produced in hackish haste. They are, really, a pretext for an aspirant's book tour and perhaps an appearance on The View--in essence, a campaign advertisement squeezed between two covers.But these self-serving v...

      

      
        No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get
        Yasmin Tayag

        There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. B...

      

      
        ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes. A little hip, a little nerdy, a little tattooed; unmistakably English majors. The scene had the trappings of a campus-movie set piece: blue skies, green greens, kids both working and not working,...

      

      
        This Influencer Says You Can't Parent Too Gently
        Olga Khazan

        Photographs by Jenna GarrettThe kids held it together pretty well until right after gymnastics. At the end of a long day that included school, a chaotic playdate, and a mostly ignored lunch of sandwiches, the parenting coach Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta picked up her twins from the tumbling gym around 5:30. The two 8-year-olds joined their 6-year-old sister inside Chelsey's silver minivan.Chelsey, an energetic 41-year-old, promotes gentle parenting, a philosophy in which prioritizing a good relationshi...

      

      
        Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election
        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.Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and...

      

      
        The Positions That the Democrats Won't Defend
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Under normal circumstances, you would not expect a crowd of regular Americans--even those engaged enough to go to a political rally--to recognize an assistant secretary of health and human services. But the crowd at Donald Trump's appearance earlier this month at the Santander Arena, in Reading, Pennsylvania, started booing as soon as Rachel Levine's image appeared on the Jumbotron.That's because Levine is the highest-profi...
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'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'

What will happen if Donald Trump loses the election?

by John Hendrickson




Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."

Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last night at the Gwinnett County event, sponsored by Charlie Kirk's Turning Point Action, I asked Trump's supporters to consider the inverse: What do you think will happen if Trump loses? 

The more Trump rallies I attended, the more this question had been gnawing at me. He has framed this presidential contest as a "final battle," and he may well win. But if he doesn't, I wanted to know if he and his supporters would really go quietly. I heard a range of answers last night, from promises to accept the outcome to predictions of a new Civil War.

I approached the former Trump-administration official Peter Navarro, who was signing copies of his book The New MAGA Deal: The Unofficial Deplorables Guide to Donald Trump's 2024 Policy Platform. Earlier this year, Navarro spent four months in prison. Like another Trump ally, Steve Bannon, Navarro had been found in contempt of Congress after failing to comply with subpoenas from the House Select Committee on January 6. If Trump loses the election, Navarro told me that "the country will disintegrate," and he warned of "very hard times." I asked him if he thought something akin to another January 6 might occur. "By asking that question you're trying to stir up shit, man," he said. He told me that my query would be better suited for President Joe Biden and the Democrats. "Those assholes put me in prison," he said. "Do you hear me?"

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

Another former Trump-administration official, Ben Carson, took a more conciliatory approach to my question. "I think we'll have to regroup and try to figure out how we can save our country," Carson said. He told me he doubted that another event like the storming of the Capitol would take place. "I think regardless of who wins or loses, we've got to tone down the dissension and the hatred that's going on in our country, or it's going to be destroyed," Carson said.

Rank-and-file Trump supporters had varying opinions on the matter. I chatted with one attendee, Joshua Barnes, while he waited in line to buy strawberry smoothies for himself and his wife at a food truck outside the arena. The couple had driven four hours that morning from their home in Alabama to hear Trump speak live for the first time. "If she does become president, as much as I would hate it, you kind of do have to accept it," Barnes said, referring to Vice President Kamala Harris. He told me he did not want another insurrection to occur, but he acknowledged the possibility of something worse: a period of postelection unrest, or even civil war. (He pointed me to a Rasmussen survey from the spring that had shown a distressingly high percentage of respondents saying the same thing.)

A man from Gwinnett County named Rich who works in construction told me that this was his fourth Trump rally. "I'm a pretty good judge of character, and when people are trying to shovel me a load of garbage, it's like, No, it stinks, okay?" he said of Harris and the Democrats. He predicted protests no matter who loses, but did not anticipate another January 6, which he referred to as a "situation" and not an insurrection. As for something closer to a civil war? "I think anything's possible; I don't think it's out of the question, and I really can't elaborate on that," he said, adding only that he was hoping it wouldn't happen.

In the parking lot, I met a man named Mark Williams, who told me he ran the biggest political printing business in Georgia. I took a seat in a folding chair behind his table of yard signs and other wares, and he offered me a red-white-and-blue can of Conservative Dad's Ultra Right 100% Woke-Free American Beer. ("Eat steak, lift weights, be uncensorable, drink a little beer," read the slogan.) Though Williams supports Trump, he was levelheaded about both the current election and the previous one. He did not believe Trump's claim that he'd really won in 2020. "I think we're more accepting than the media gives us credit for," Williams said of he and his fellow Republicans. "The actions of a few get painted with that big brush," he said, pointing to January 6. "So, yeah, there's going to be some crazy people that do some crazy shit; that just happens. But the actions of most of us, I mean, we'll bitch about it and scream at each other and all that kind of stuff, but we're not going to break into the Capitol and stuff. I'm as big a Trump supporter as anybody, but I didn't feel compelled to go breaking into the Capitol. And those people that did that did wrong. And I don't know that all of them did wrong, but the ones that did, they needed to be punished."

Williams told me he had never considered a new civil war seriously until he attended Kid Rock's Rock the Country festival in Rome, Georgia, earlier this year. He described some of the chatter he heard at the festival, such as When we have to go out on the field and fight these people, y'all going to be there with us? "It did surprise me a little bit, the tone that some of these guys were taking; I think there's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war," he said. "I think that if there was an overwhelming view of a crooked election or something like that--yeah, I could see it happening."

Many of the Trump supporters I interviewed sounded worried about future political violence. Some identified as pacifists. Others believed that unrest was almost a given. A 23-year-old named Ben told me he had skipped his classes at the University of Georgia to attend yesterday's rally. I asked him if he thought January 6 could happen again in the event of a Trump defeat. "Yes," he said. "I think it'll be real this time." He told me that he wasn't sure what he, personally, would do if Trump lost. "I wouldn't want to act on instinct, but I would be angry," he said. He volunteered that he believed that Church and state needed to be remarried. "If Trump was dictator, I would support him," he said. He insisted that he wasn't trolling me.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

When Trump addressed the crowd, he made no secret of his authoritarian aspirations. He raised the possibility of suing 60 Minutes over its editing of an interview with Harris, and made the baffling claim that gang members were taking over Times Square with weapons that the U.S. military doesn't have. ("But we have guys that want to confront them, and they're gonna be allowed to confront them, and we're gonna get 'em the hell out of here.") Once again, he promised to carry out the largest deportation operation in history. He also said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, which would grant him authority to detain, relocate, or deport foreigners deemed an enemy, and called for the death penalty for any migrant who kills an American citizen.

That last point is a particularly charged issue in Georgia. A 63-year-old attendee I met named Linda told me her daughters had been in the same sorority as Laken Riley, the 22-year-old student who was murdered earlier this year while jogging. Riley's alleged assailant is a man from Venezuela who entered the U.S. illegally, and her death has become a conservative rallying cry, especially for Trump, as it was again last night. ("I feel like we'll be more like Venezuela if the Democrats get in there," Linda told me.)

After losing Georgia in 2020, Trump tried to overturn the state's election results. In the four years since, he's only grown more unstable, and he's predicated his 2024 campaign on retribution. This time around, Trump has been encouraging his supporters to vote early, and he's pushing a new catchphrase: "Too big to rig." He's not thinking about what happens if he loses; he wants a landslide victory.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/trump-duluth-georgia-rally/680354/?utm_source=feed
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Michel Houellebecq Has Some Fresh Predictions. Be Afraid.

In a new novel, France's famously abrasive author progresses from barbed satire to a spiritual-conversion narrative.

by Judith Shulevitz


Michel Houellebecq's latest novel, "Annihilation," is mystical satire of French politics. (Joel Saget / AFP / Getty)



Michel Houellebecq's skills as a stylist don't get the respect they deserve. Yes, he has been called France's most important novelist, but praise is generally lavished on his ideas, not their expression. Maybe that's because he's a ranter whose prose can feel dashed-off and portentous. He's the opposite of an aesthete, putting his fiction to work savaging ideologies he despises. There's a long list of those: feminism, self-actualization, globalization, neoliberalism, commercialism. In short, the man writes like a crank.

What Houellebecq does get credit for is prescience. To give only two examples: In his 2015 novel, Submission, a seemingly moderate Islamist party exploits a parliamentary crisis to take over the French government, then imposes Sharia law. Submission came out the same day that two Algerian Muslims stormed the office of the satirical Parisian weekly Charlie Hebdo and killed 17 people; the magazine had published profane cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad. Houellebecq's next novel, Serotonin, published in 2019, depicted French farmers blocking roads to protest agribusiness and the European Union, whose policies were putting them out of work. A few months before the book reached the public, but well after it was written, workers in yellow vests, later known as the gilet jaunes, took to the highways, initially to protest taxes on fuel but eventually also French President Emmanuel Macron's tax cuts for the wealthy and other vicissitudes of his neoliberal agenda.

But Houellebecq doesn't just forecast current events; he satirizes them, dryly, with perfect pitch. His mimicry of the inflated language of marketing, bureaucratic euphemism, and hypertechnical mumbo jumbo finds the exact midpoint between amusing and appalling. The France of his recent novels has been a devastating parody of itself. The countryside, emptied of farmers and colonized by second-home owners, is a dying theme park; the cities are often as deserted as a shopping mall in the age of e-commerce; and people aren't having enough sex to repopulate the void. This is "what the world would look like ... after the explosion of an intergalactic neutron bomb," Houellebecq wrote of a French village in The Map and the Territory. In his latest novel, Annihilation, his protagonists wander through that barren world, disoriented, looking vainly for an exit.

Houellebecq's men--he doesn't do female leads--are misanthropic and sexually dysfunctional and have more success with consumer products than they do with women, or most anyone else. They dilate lovingly upon the makes and models of cars and appliances, and the subsidiary brands of hospitality and conglomerates. You can almost hear the author swirling around in his mouth the fake compounds dreamed up by naming consultants--Canon Libris (a laptop printer), Ibis Styles (a hotel chain)--savoring the evocative gobbledygook. One of the great scenes in The Map and the Territory involves a close reading of the instruction manual for the Samsung ZRT-AV2 camera, which features absurd settings such as FUNERAL, OLDMAN1, and OLDMAN2, as well as BABY1 and BABY2, which will reproduce the freshness of babies' complexions as long as you remember to program in each baby's birthdate.

Satirists are famously also moralists, and Houellebecq is no exception. Indeed, he's a religious writer, even though his scabrous novels usually scoff at established religion. His notoriously pornographic breakthrough novel, The Elementary Particles, trafficked in masturbation, flashing, orgies, and child rape but really amounted to a diatribe against a godless materialism. Submission was received in some parts of France as a warning that the nation would succumb to Islamism if it didn't watch out. Houellebecq sometimes reinforced this interpretation, saying at one point that he was an Islamophobe. Yet he has also said he believes that religion has a social role. In a Paris Review interview, for instance, he suggested that the novel expressed a "real need for God." Which God would that be? Houellebecq doesn't know: "When, in the light of what I know, I reexamine the question whether there is a creator, a cosmic order, that kind of thing, I realize that I don't actually have an answer."

Read: The rise of anti-liberalism

Annihilation is another conversion novel, this time about a secular Frenchman's awakening to that same ineffable cosmos. Paul Raison--the surname means "reason"--is a bureaucrat who lives at a vacuum-sealed remove from ordinary human intercourse. Before he joins his siblings at their father's hospital bed after a stroke, Paul hasn't seen his sister for seven years--or is it eight?--and last saw his brother so long ago that he isn't sure he'll remember what he looks like. And although Paul shares an apartment with his prim wife, aptly named Prudence, they rarely see or speak to each other. Houellebecq recounts the phases of their marriage as a series of skirmishes between brands. One day Prudence fills their refrigerator with ready-made tofu and quinoa meals from Biozone, leaving just one shelf for Paul's St. Nectaire cheese and other beloved artisanal products. Roughly a decade later, he has been reduced to eating solitary microwaveable poultry-tagine dinners from the gourmet section of the supermarket chain Monoprix.

Paul works for France's finance minister, Bruno Juge--"judge" in French; never underestimate Houellebecq's willingness to hit readers over the head with allegory. Bruno is a classic technocrat, calm and, yes, judicious, untroubled by doubt or other emotions. He serves a president widely thought to be modeled on Macron, France's neoliberal leader. (Bruno himself may be modeled on Macron's onetime finance minister Bruno Le Maire.) Like God, who judges from on high, a finance minister has the power to determine who shall thrive and who shall struggle. Bruno's main accomplishment is turning the ailing French automobile industry into a force capable of making luxury cars that are competitive with Germany's. Bruno refinanced French industry by means of a whopping tax cut designed to stimulate investment. There's no point in trying to revive the mid-range auto market, because it is disappearing along with France's middle class--which Bruno doesn't consider it his job to shore up. He deals with industry. Social problems don't fall into "his field of expertise."

Houellebecq ambles through Paul's and Bruno's bell-jar lives and political maneuverings at a languorous pace, but enlivens the narrative with irrupting counternarratives: hallucinatory communiques from--well, where exactly they come from is the theological conundrum of the novel. These missives are of two kinds: dreams and videos. Houellebecq recounts Paul's dreams in inordinate detail; they are, alas, as hard to sit still for as the ones you might hear around the breakfast table. The second counternarrative involves progressively more terrifying videos going viral worldwide. One of them shows men in hooded robes cutting off Bruno's head in a guillotine. The videos provide a running commentary on the main plot. "The choice of decapitation, with its revolutionary connotations, only underlined his image as a distant technocrat, as remote from the people as the aristocrats of the Ancien Regime," Paul thinks.

The scary thing about the videos is that they are eerily realistic. As a leading special-effects expert says about one depicting a vast meadow, "no two blades of grass are identical in nature; they all have irregularities, little flaws, a specific genetic signature. We've enlarged a thousand of them, choosing them at random within the image: they're all different ... it's extraordinary, it's a crazy piece of work." Who'd be capable of making these, and why? The mystery thrusts the novel into Black Mirror territory--which, given Houellebecq's real-world record of predictions, is actually kind of alarming.

But then the mystery more or less fades from view, to be replaced by another that comes and goes in a flash but lingers like an afterimage. It's the template for a spiritual revelation that is slowly (very slowly) processed. As a teenager, Paul was obsessed with the Matrix franchise, a series of four dystopian cult-classic movies sermonizing conspiratorially on the possibility that evil AI entities have enslaved humanity by plugging us all into a simulacrum of reality. During a visit to his childhood home, Paul comes across his poster of the third movie, The Matrix Revolutions. It features Keanu Reeves in the role of the hero, Neo, who uncovers the Matrix's terrible truths. He's "blind, his face covered by a bloody bandage, wandering in an apocalyptic landscape," Houellebecq writes. Sure enough, we're about to see Paul encounter his own matrix. Confronting mortality, he will begin to suspect that what seems unreal is realer than known reality; he will wander through his own hellspace.

Read: The controversial book at the center of Charlie Hebdo's latest issue

The operative verb is wander. Annihilation ponders and meanders. Perhaps its pensiveness heralds its 68-year-old author's shift into a mellowed, late-style phase of his career. Paul's spiritual quest steers him surprisingly close to New Age creeds that the author, as a young man, would have made fun of. I found myself missing the curmudgeonly Houellebecq. But he can still perform his literary tricks. His digressive riffs convey sociopsychological truths better than the action does, as in his gloss of the mygalomorph spider, which "does not tolerate the company of any other animal, and systematically attacks any living creature introduced into its cage, including other mygales." He pauses to offer pleasingly cynical social commentary. I liked the story of how the local council pimped out the village Belleville-sur-Saone, changing the name to Belleville-en-Beaujolais because "Beaujolais" would hold more appeal for Indian and Chinese tourists.

Annihilation's best bit of shtick involves the overuse of acronyms. The government analysts get their briefing at the General Directorate for Internal Security, four words mostly replaced by the letters DGSI, which are then repeated over and over. Soon we're being shot at by a firing squad of lettrist nonsense: BEFTI, FNAEG, PEoLC, and so on. I don't think I took this typographic gibbering for cant just because my French is out of date. Houellebecq doesn't like experts--that's what Bruno comes to show--and rebarbative acronyms are the language that experts use to put the rest of us in our place.

"What do you know about PVS and MCS?" a medical pooh-bah demands coldly when Paul, in the course of a briefing on his father's condition, ventures some acronyms he picked up from the nurse. "Oh nothing, I must have read something on the Internet," Paul says sheepishly, trying to appease her by sounding stupid. The matrix is a prison of the mind, and Paul is its prisoner; Houellebecq is not wrong to accept the premise that, to a greater or lesser degree, we are all hooked up to it. But I trust his sarcasm, more than his mysticism, to free us.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/10/michel-houellebecq-cynical-novelist-new-age-streak/680350/?utm_source=feed
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The Swing States Are in Good Hands

The places most crucial to the election have leaders who are committed to a fair process.

by Paul Rosenzweig




In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised by Donald Trump supporters, partisan election administration by Republican state officials, and unjustifiably receptive consideration of election lawsuits by Republican-nominated judges.

The good news is that in the states most likely to be decisive, that group of people is not in control. The mechanisms of election administration are, generally speaking, in the hands of responsible public officials rather than partisan warriors--mostly Democrats, but a few clearheaded Republicans as well.

Consider Georgia, where the most senior officials are all elected Republicans who have, in one way or another, expressed their support for former President Trump. Yet both the governor, Brian Kemp, and the secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, have a notable and honorable history of commitment to free, fair, and well-managed elections. For example, both recently opposed the transparently partisan efforts of the state election board to change election rules. If the past is prologue, we can reasonably expect that the contest in Georgia will be close, but we can also expect that the process by which the votes are counted will be fair and open.

Read: Republicans' new dangerous attempt to break the election

The same is true of all the other battleground states. Those states--Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Arizona, and Nevada--are, of course, led by elected politicians who have partisan views, but none is a leader whose nature suggests a desire to manipulate election administration for partisan advantage. Most of the states (Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Arizona) are led by Democratic governors who can be counted on to deliver the results fairly.

That leaves Nevada, which, besides Georgia, is the only Republican-led swing state. Nevada's governor, Joe Lombardo, has expressed moderate views on the election process: In an April 2022 interview with The Nevada Independent, Lombardo said he did not believe that any fraud occurred in the 2020 presidential election and saw no reason to believe that President Joe Biden had not been "duly elected." Of equal note, the secretary of state for Nevada, who has more direct responsibility for election administration, is an elected Democratic official who has committed to a fair election process.

All told, none of the elected officials in any of the battleground states who have direct responsibility for election integrity is an election denier or someone who appears keen on having a partisan dispute over the results. One could not, for example, imagine any of these governors using their state's National Guard for improper reasons.

Likewise, the court systems in the crucial battleground states are generally well structured to avoid partisanship. Republicans have already filed suits in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Wisconsin, Nevada, Georgia, and Arizona, and doubtless many more will be filed. But as the former Trump White House lawyer Ty Cobb has said: "The one thing they need in court is evidence ... They didn't have any last time, and they're unlikely to have any this time."

Once again, Georgia provides an instructive example of how Trump's efforts to legally game the system are likely to play out. Last week, a Fulton County Superior Court judge stopped a new election rule that would have required officials to count all Georgia ballots by hand. In a separate ruling, the court also said that certification of the election results was a mandatory duty--eliminating the possibility, which some Trump allies had been considering, of withholding certification and preventing Kamala Harris from receiving the state's electoral votes should she win. Separately, a different judge barred even more of the election board's efforts to change the rules at the last minute. At least one Republican appeal has already been unsuccessful.

Read: The danger is greater than in 2020. Be prepared.

The likeliest ultimate arbiter of election disputes will, in most instances, be the supreme courts of the battleground states. Partisan tenor is somewhat less salient in the courts, but even taking it into account here, structural protections are mostly quite strong. Democratic jurists hold majorities on the supreme courts in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Nonpartisan appointments are made in Nevada.

And though the courts in Georgia and Arizona are controlled by Republican-appointed jurists, neither court has exhibited excessive partisan tendencies. Indeed, the all-Republican supreme court in Arizona recently unanimously upheld a ballot-access rule against an effort by the Republican Maricopa County recorder to limit the number of voters. Only the Republican supreme court in North Carolina has acted in a worryingly partisan manner, approving a Republican gerrymander that a Democratic court had previously rejected. This is thankfully an outlier; the overall correlation of factors suggests, again, that reasonable jurists will be in charge of adjudicating disputes about election outcomes.

Finally, at the national level, fair, good-faith efforts are being made to protect the processes by which the election will be certified. Unlike on January 6, 2021, when Trump put Congress at risk by delaying the deployment of the D.C. National Guard, this time the federal government is well prepared to forestall disruption in the nation's capital. The Department of Homeland Security has already designated the electoral count as a National Special Security Event, for which ample protection is deployed. And, of course, the D.C. National Guard is now under the orders of Biden, who can be relied on to maintain election integrity.

Is all this cause for unbridled happiness? Of course not. The U.S. Supreme Court, for example, remains an uncertain actor. And that we even need these reassurances is a distressing sign of how dysfunctional our current politics are. But a smooth--or, at least, mostly smooth--election is still possible, and the key ingredients are in place to make it happen. This itself matters. As the former federal judge Thomas Griffith recently wrote: "Tearing down faith in an election administration system when the facts show that it is reliable and trustworthy is not conservative." It is also deeply dangerous. Let's do our best to keep the faith.
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Ratpocalypse Now

Those rat-proof bins? Not rat-proof after all.

by Annie Lowrey




Has any man in history talked about "how much he hates rats" more than New York City Mayor Eric Adams? Adams himself posed that question at the city's inaugural National Urban Rat Summit last month. "Let's figure out how we unify against public enemy number one: Mickey and his crew."

Mickey is, canonically, a mouse. But Adams's campaign against the city's endemic brown-rat population might be the most effective and highest-profile initiative of his scandal-ridden mayoralty. This summer, new municipal rules spurred restaurateurs to pull down thousands of pandemic-era dining sheds, taking away thousands of cozy homes for rodents. The city has ramped up its mitigation and extermination efforts in parks and public housing, and created a "rat czar" interagency position. Most important, New York is "containerizing" its trash--joining just about every other wealthy, dense metropolis on Earth in deciding to put its garbage in bins, instead of plastic bags rats can chomp through in one bite.

Xochitl Gonzalez: Mayor Adams, we need a rat czar

I could not quite believe the situation when I moved to New York last year. Residents of Barcelona put their trash down pneumatic tubes. Berliners sort theirs into common dumpsters or bins. People across the United States put their trash in trash cans. In New York, businesses and households pile plastic bags directly on the sidewalk. The bags sit overnight, oozing and stinking and quivering with rodent activity before being collected the next morning. As a result, litter litters the streets, and rats dine at an "all-you-can-eat buffet," as Adams put it.

The city's appalling garbage-collection methods are a central reason it has so many rats: 3 million of them, according to one estimate. Containerization should reduce the rat population, ecologists told me. "Cities that have excellent containerization have fewer rats," Jason Munshi-South of Drexel University, who studies human-animal interactions, told me.

Last year, the city required food-related businesses, including restaurants, bodegas, and grocery stores, to use tight-lidded containers for their garbage. In March, all businesses were compelled to do the same. Three weeks from now, homes and residential buildings with fewer than ten units will have to join in; next year, larger apartment buildings will too. By mid-November, 70 percent of the city's garbage will be containerized, according to the Department of Sanitation, up from 5 percent two years ago.

Adams is already claiming victory: "We're seeing a decrease in rat sightings," he crowed. My question was how the war was going from the rats' perspective.

New Yorkers hate rats with cause. The rodents have bitten babies, pets, the elderly, and blue-collar workers. They destroy property, including critical electrical systems and family keepsakes. They are vectors for disease, including leptospirosis, which sickened five city sanitation workers last year. They make messes, dispersing greasy chicken bones and greasy droppings. They are also--how to put this--super creepy. At the rat summit, the mayor mentioned how "traumatizing" it is for New Yorkers to kick up their toilet seat in the morning and see a sodden, brown rat emerge the wrong way up the pipe, as happens from time to time. "You'll never feel comfortable again in that bathroom."

Decades of prior battles, deploying different strategies and different weaponry, have resulted in a gory stalemate. The city puts out tens of thousands of pounds of rodenticide a year, and exterminates the rats in countless basements and burrows. When Adams was Brooklyn borough president, he championed an "amazing rat-trap device": a solution-filled drowning bucket. Such lethal methods might work for a single building. But rats are too fertile for extermination campaigns to work at scale. You could kill 99 percent of the rats in the city, and the survivors would repopulate it in months.

The city is experimenting with giving the rats birth-control medication, though the technique has not been proved to work outside the laboratory. Proper containerization does work, though, by limiting the sum of calories available to the rats. I assumed that Mickey--or, I suppose, Remy--and his friends were starving and fleeing in search of food.

Not exactly. Rats do not migrate; most never move farther than a few hundred feet from where they were born. They are live-fast, die-young types. They reach sexual maturity at three or four months, have scores of babies, and perish within a few years. If you take away a colony's garbage pile, experts told me, its does and dams will start having fewer litters with fewer pups. The rat population will decline not because more rats are dying but because fewer are being born.

Read: New York's rats have already won

Famine will affect New York's rats in other ways too. Rats are generally chatty, communitarian animals that enjoy sharing food, snuggling, and mutual grooming. Munshi-South described watching rats dine together at a dumpster. "Nobody bothers one another," he said. "They just eat peacefully."

Yet rat communities are also territorial and hierarchical. Subordinate rats, usually young males, will "feel the effects of the burrow having less food first," the biologist Matthew Combs told me. These lesser rats will go hungry. They will be forced to search for new food sources, and to forage during the day when the dominant rats are sleeping. The dominant rats will exile them.

Michael Parsons, an urban ecologist, told me that food stress will foment more erratic rat behavior and more rat-on-rat violence. More young male rats will end up on the streets, on other rats' blocks, in other rats' territory, with more "nips on the tail, wounds on the body." Rats secrete a waxy, ruddy substance called porphyrin; distressed rats secrete more of it and are less stringent about grooming. The rodents will look like they are crying red tears.

Earlier this fall, I took the subway up to Hamilton Heights, a jewel box of a neighborhood in Harlem and the site of the city's most comprehensive containerization pilot. Last year, the Department of Sanitation installed small plastic dumpsters and increased trash pickup to six days a week. Some neighborhood residents groused about the loss of parking spaces. Still, when I visited, the blocks were remarkably clean. Only a few trash bags were piled on the sidewalks, wafting their scent into ground-floor windows.

I also met up with Chi Osse, the city-council member representing Bedford-Stuyvesant and northern Crown Heights. We took a stroll through the part of his district that has been designated as a rat-mitigation zone by the Adams administration, bombarding it with inspections and exterminations. "I got everywhere cleaned up before this walk-through!" Osse deadpanned. "We're doing this route! Call in the cats!"

Read: Rats have not changed. We have.

Rats remained a problem in Bed-Stuy because of "bad-faith landlords" and inconsiderate litterers, Osse told me. But "I have noticed a difference," he said, thanks to social change, not just policy change. Blocks where people were actively learning about rodent mitigation and locking away their garbage were seeing progress. He lamented that the area did not yet have the Hamilton Heights-type dumpsters and increased collection. "It's not rocket science," he said. "It's parking or it's rats."

In Hamilton Heights, rodent sightings are down a remarkable 55 percent since the containerization pilot began, the Department of Sanitation told me. In the rat-mitigation zones, they are down 14 percent. And city-wide, sightings have been down in 12 of the past 13 months. The politicians believe the war on rats is being won.

The ecologists I spoke with were not so sure. Some theorized that you would see more rats before you saw fewer if containerization were working, because the animals would spend more time searching for food and would break from their normal nocturnal rhythms. The bigger issue was that the ecologists didn't see how anyone would know one way or another. "No one is collecting the data," Munshi-South told me.

The city is using 311 complaints about rats as a proxy for rat sightings, and rat sightings as a proxy for the rat population. This is a strategy that has "well-documented" issues, Munshi-South said. People might call 311 when they see a rat in a place where they're disturbed to see a rat, or where a rat seems like a problem for the city to deal with. But many people don't call 311, ever. People who are used to seeing rats might be less likely to call 311 when they see one. Moreover, it is not clear that rising or falling 311 complaints correspond to an increase or decrease in problematic human-rat interactions, or an increase or decrease in the rat population.

To be fair to the city, quantifying rats is a challenge for scientists too. Ecologists' preferred strategy for estimating animal populations is something called mark-recapture. Researchers trap a sample of moose, for instance; paint, tag, chip, or collar them; and release them. The scientists wait, trap another round of moose, and extrapolate the species' population size from the fraction of animals that were captured twice.

The technique works for animals as varied as grizzlies and ticks (which get dotted with nail polish). It is extraordinarily difficult with rats. The animals are "cryptic," Parsons explained. They live underground, hiding, making them near-impossible to observe. There are lots of them, meaning that you have to capture many to have a chance at recapturing one. Even the marking and releasing part is hard.

Parsons knows because he's one of the few people who has done it with rodent New Yorkers. He and his colleagues set traps at a waste-management facility and baited rats with "beer and anchovies."

"Why beer and anchovies?"

"If you want to bait a rat, you give it something it's already used to--in Brooklyn, pizza; in Chinatown, dim sum."

The scientists anesthetized the captured rats. "You wait until it calms down and hopefully falls asleep," he told me. "At that point, some brave soul is going to use Kevlar gloves, lift the animal out, do the measurements, implant a microchip, look for body lice and anything else they might be harboring." They let the rodents wake up and recover before releasing them. "If you wait too long and they're still groggy, the other rats will kill them. If you don't wait long enough, they're feisty and angry."

He clarified: "I have been attacked."

Given how hard it is to study urban rats, we know remarkably little about them; we know more about moose in the Yukon than we do about my murid neighbors in New York. Among the things academics are unsure of: which neighborhoods have the most rats, where city rats are most likely to build their burrows, how big their colonies are, what causes of death are most common, and how the rat population has waxed and waned over the years. The estimate that New York has 3 million rats? Unreliable. It is an extrapolation from a decade-old number derived from that questionable 311 data.

Still, there is a way that City Hall could get solid-enough information on how the war on rats is going, Munshi-South told me. It could deploy trained inspectors to survey designated areas repeatedly, looking for burrows and rodent activity. The mayor's office did not respond to my questions about whether it is doing so. This is the fog of rat war; victory will be what the humans decide it is.

The humans who know best how the battle is going are not working in City Hall, I figured, but in the city's crawl spaces and condemned buildings. I contacted several exterminators. Each said the same thing: Proper containerization should shrink the rodent population, yet they had not seen a change in rat-related calls.

There's a difference between putting trash in bins and taking rats' food sources away, Kevin Carrillo of M&M Pest Control told me. And he agreed to show me the difference on a walk around his Brooklyn neighborhood. On houses, apartment buildings, businesses, sheds, and tree boxes, Carrillo pointed out tunnels, unctuous smudges, claw marks, and bite marks; on trash cans and recycling bins, he showed me holes the rats had created. I felt like Dorothy, except instead of seeing the world in color having landed in Oz, I was seeing the omnipresence of rat activity having landed in Bushwick.

New York City is a perfect home for the "shy" creatures, Carrillo told me. Calories are plentiful, and the housing stock is ideal. Rats burrow under sidewalks and into building foundations, creating labyrinths with multiple exit-and-entry points. The animals chew through wood, plastic, mortar, drywall, concrete, and even aluminum sheeting. "They only need a spot the size of a quarter to get in."

Read: New York City has genetically distinct 'uptown' and 'downtown' rats

We stopped at the building where Carrillo lives. "I had noticed that the rats were going under the siding," he told me. His landlord had screwed construction mesh into the side of the building and cemented in the gaps to keep the animals out. Carrillo pointed at a tiny hole. "They're figuring out how to get into it," he said. "You see the discoloration from the rats rubbing there." As he was pointing at the spot, a rat capered along the inside of the metal mesh. "He's going right into the next building," Carrillo sighed.

On top of being skilled, rats are smart, Carrillo stressed. "You think you've solved a problem and blocked them out of a space, but they just need a day or two to figure out the next way in," he said. "That trope of rats working their way through a maze--they are problem solvers."

Rats got into his building. They got into every trash can on his street. They're going to get into the new trash cans that New York is making everyone use too, Carrillo prophesied. Indeed, Mayor Adams is touting the city's official wheelie bins as "rat-proof" and making residents buy 3.4 million of them, all from one contractor. But the bins are not rat-proof. They are made of hard plastic. Rats can and do and will gnaw their way through them, particularly if motivated by hunger. (When I asked about the "rat-proof" claim, a Department of Sanitation spokesperson referred to the bins as "rat-resistant.") "Maintenance and replacement is going to be important," Combs told me. But who's going to replace an expensive wheelie bin as soon as it has a quarter-size hole in it?

Already, many of the city's containers pose no obstacle to rats. New York is dotted with mesh trash cans with open tops, which Combs referred to as "rat ladders." And plenty of rubbish never makes it to a container, whether takeout boxes dumped on the street or grocery bags deposited next to overflowing municipal cans. Containerization would be worth it to reclaim the sidewalk space and keep the city smelling fresher, I thought, and will work insofar as it takes the rats' calories away. But with sanitary practices like these, in a city like this, there will always be rats, even if nobody knows how many, even if the mayor hangs a Mission Accomplished banner based on 311 calls.

Having learned that the rats I saw on my block were truly my neighbors, I wanted to be, well, neighborly. One recent morning, I took a thermos of iced coffee and a pair of binoculars and idled by a dumpster near my apartment. A few minutes later, a mischief of rats climbed up and chowed down.
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Are You a Platonist or an Aristotelian?

Your answer may determine how happy you can be.

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.

Growing up, my older brother was a good student, interested in science. We shared a bedroom, so I benefited from his knowledge at night as we lay in our beds and he regaled me with facts of all kinds, with specializations on such topics as the behavior of dinosaurs and the age of volcanoes. One scientific idea he talked about particularly stimulated my imagination--and has stayed with me to this day.

Throughout our bodies, our cells die and regenerate over and over again. Altogether, he told me, the cells in our bodies get turned over at least once every seven years. It turns out that this isn't precisely right: Different cells regenerate at very different rates, and a small number of cells in the heart and in the brain will be the same when I die as when I was born. But for the most part, the seven-year rule is true, which leads to the strange conclusion that I am literally a different physical person from the one I was just a few years ago.

I still ponder that philosophical question today. I feel like the same person, year after year. Is this a reality that transcends my physical self or an illusion? This is not an original query, of course, nor a solely biological one. It is a philosophical debate that has raged for millennia.

Christians, for example, believe that each of us has an unchanging, permanent essence called the soul. Buddhists, however, believe that a core self is an illusion, and they focus instead on the anatman, or "not-self." Even within the same philosophical tradition, such as that of the ancient Greeks, disputation on this issue went back and forth: Does the true essence of a person or thing reside in its unchanging nature, being, or in the fact that it is in flux, becoming. Plato argued the former; his student Aristotle, the latter.

So which is your view, and how does that guide the way you live? Whatever belief you hold, I will not tell you that you're wrong. But I will say that where you come out on this question--whether you believe that you are primarily being or becoming--says a great deal about how you see the world. And this might also predict how happy you are about your life and future.

From the April 2017 issue: Making Athens great again

Plato believed that behind the visible, material world, which is always subject to change, lies a more fundamental, invisible universe of absolutes--"that which is Existent always and has no Becoming," in his words. Natural science was the study of the mutable physical environment, but philosophy, which combined intelligence and reason in the "luminous realms," studied the changeless eternal. To give an example: Veterinary science studies individual dogs, which are growing, changing, and dying, but philosophy alone can ponder the unalterable essence of perfect dogginess. (Indeed, philosophers ask the eternal question of whether Dog exists.)

Plato's pupil Aristotle agreed that science provides an account of what we see but diverged from his teacher's argument that an unchanging ideal was the true essence of things. On the contrary, given that the material universe was in a constant state of change--in substance, quality, quantity, and place--the change itself was part of the true nature of things. As such, becoming was Aristotle's focus, rather than some perfect, invisible being. To understand the dog at its core was precisely to witness its growth, change, and death, not to ponder an unseen, transcendent dogginess.

From Aristotle's belief in becoming, we can understand how he derived his belief in our essential nature. Our essence is an evolving one, as we change as people, he thought. You are who you are becoming. Your virtue as a human individual is not related to any static, unchanging identity; it is about the person you are turning into--who you are today, as opposed to who you were yesterday, or could be tomorrow.

This becoming, he amplified, is largely in your hands, not determined by nature. "None of the moral virtues arises in us by nature," Aristotle wrote. "For nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature." You truly are, in Aristotelian terms, the life story you are writing through your actions and habits; as the historian and philosopher Will Durant summarized Aristotle's view, "We are what we repeatedly do."

In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle gives this example of how the process works: "By abstaining from pleasures we become temperate, and it is when we have become so that we are most able to abstain from them." In other words, through your habits of moderation, you create yourself as a temperate person--and that becomes your essence.

Read: Philosophy could have been a lot more fun

Now that we've defined how a Platonist sees the world and how an Aristotelian does, which are you in the way you live? The answer will depend on whether you see yourself chiefly in terms of an unchanging identity or a changing story. Arguably, given the dominance of identitarian thinking in contemporary culture, more and more people are in the former camp, because they define themselves primarily according to categories of race, religion, class, gender, or ideology. In contrast, though their way is less in vogue, Aristotelians see themselves as moving through growth and change, encountering and developing virtue, knowledge, enlightenment, even love.

None of this is to say that the choice between Platonism and Aristotelianism is a binary absolute. Neither being nor becoming is exclusively true or exists to the exclusion of the other. We all have some unchanging characteristics, and we also change in many ways. The philosophical camp that you fall into will depend on how you principally define yourself, and what you choose to pay attention to in others as you move through the world.

For example, if you are a Catholic, you might define that affiliation as involving unquestioned and unchanging beliefs, or rather as striving to grow in their Catholic faith. Both ways can be true--you can be a Catholic and think about becoming a better one--but one is more important to how you see yourself. Similarly, you can choose to see yourself as poor or as someone striving to improve their lot in life.

For Platonists, I am this and you are that, which fosters bonding social capital, in which people create social bonds over a shared identity. But this inevitably leads to in-groups and out-groups and conflict. Aristotelians are more likely to develop bridging social capital, in which social ties connect people in different walks of life as part of the same dynamic story of improvement and progress.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, these two philosophical approaches have different effects on happiness. Scholars have shown this in creative ways. In 2016, sociologists asked participants in an experiment to label themselves through moral identities, such as the degree to which they were "fair" or "honest," and then they were rated by other participants according to these categories. Put another way, the first group was invited to see themselves in Platonic terms, as being essentially fair or honest, or unfair or dishonest.

The researchers found that the more strongly participants defined themselves this way, the unhappier they were when others involved in the experiment assessed their degree of these qualities differently. The people who didn't set so much store by their identities were happier. This is consistent with the prickliness we see about getting identifiers right: If your sense of self is deeply tied to being a Harvard graduate, say, you will be very unhappy if someone mistakenly says you went to Ohio State.

On the Aristotelian side, research has consistently shown that when people see themselves as engaged in change and capable of progress, they are happier. One 2012 study of psychotherapy patients showed that when patients considered themselves subjects in a narrative of development, they had a sense of agency and their mental health improved.

Arthur C. Brooks: Aristotle's 10 rules for a good life

Without prejudice toward either philosopher, what we can say with confidence is that you will have a better chance of realizing happiness if you can see yourself as a dynamic agent of your own progress. If you'd like to become more Aristotelian in your self-understanding, here are three steps to get you started.

1. Find the person you want to be.
 To shake yourself out of a static identity, try devising a concrete goal that will require progress and change. A good way to do this is through analyzing what you admire about a real person or people you look up to. Aristotle himself recommends this when he writes, "Men become builders by building and lyreplayers by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing just acts." The goal is not to grab a new fixed identity but to improve in virtue by following a concrete model of what success looks like.

2. Break down your model's traits into component parts.
 The person you want to emulate doubtless has a bundle of characteristics you like, and perhaps some you don't. Write them all down. Let's say that you would like to emulate her honesty, work ethic, and creativity but not her occasional haughtiness. The first three are approach goals; the last is an avoidance goal.

3. Make a plan.
 To be a good Aristotelian, you need a plan to transform yourself in each dimension of your desired improvement. One handy way to do this was popularized by Benjamin Franklin, who sought to transform himself by setting out a calendar grid: Each week, he would seek to intensively practice one of the 13 virtues he wanted to cultivate. So, week one: temperance. Week two: frugality. Week three: sincerity. And so on.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to cope with election agony

Our culture today is likely to push you to be a Platonist--to define yourself as being a particular sort of person, with a fixed, permanent character. This is certainly convenient for businesses and political parties: It makes you a repeat customer, a reliable voter, a faithful donor. Having such an immutable identity can be appealing if it also gives you a sense of belonging as "one of us," not "one of them."

But it can also leave you stuck in circumstances that you might not like, and that will make you less happy than you could be. Instead, become more of an Aristotelian, and that can set you free.
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America's Strangest Tourist Destination

Taking selfies in the cradle of the atom bomb

by Ross Andersen




At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war. This year's visitors did not come to pray, at least not outwardly. They were mostly tourists, many of them inspired by last year's Oscar-winning biopic of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the director of the Manhattan Project. Thousands of them had massed at the base for an unholy pilgrimage.

They'd started lining up before 6 a.m., in lifted Ford F-150s and Cybertrucks, but also forest-green Subaru Outbacks and Hyundai EVs. When the line came to a standstill, people stepped out to stretch their legs. Between sips of coffee, they made small talk with one another. A few ventured off-road into the sage and creosote scrub. They photographed the sun as it rose over the mountains, casting a golden light upon America's largest missile range.

Men in fatigues waved the first cars through a little after 8 a.m., sending a wave of excitement from the front of the line to the back. We were not allowed to go joyriding through all 3,200 square miles of White Sands. We had to follow a prescribed route past concrete structures that explosives had reduced to rubble and tangled rebar. We saw a progression of signs that formed a dark poem when read in sequence: Warning: Entering active missile range / Beware of eagles eating on the road. / Caution: Radioactive materials. The lettering on one had faded entirely, leaving only a crisply drawn rattlesnake. A few valleys over, local Paleo-Indians had once etched similar figures into brown basalt rock. After half an hour we crested a small hill, and in the distance I saw a pair of watchtowers with tinted windows standing guard over the Trinity Site, where the atomic age had dawned. It is still in full swing nearly 80 years later. Nuclear-armed nations are engaged in two major wars overseas, and a new three-way arms race has begun. I wanted to know what had become of the site and what it had to say to the world of today.

I parked in a makeshift dirt lot and made my way to the entrance, where two men stood next to a smoking barbecue selling breakfast burritos and danishes. At a concession stand nearby, cheaply made beanies and shot glasses were also for sale. Rain had fallen overnight, just as it had right before the Trinity test. The storm broke in the early hours, but a low bank of clouds had remained and settled directly over the site. Along the northern horizon, the Oscura mountain range reclined like a brown walrus in the sunlight. Similar ranges could be seen in almost every direction. In 1945, the Army hoped that these would serve as barriers, to hide the bomb's enormous flash and keep its radiation in one place.

As the locals will tell you, that plan was not entirely successful. The National Cancer Institute estimates that some people downwind absorbed more than half a lifetime's worth of natural radiation in the days after the test. Outside the base, about 15 members of the Tularosa Downwinders Consortium held signs reminding passersby of the cancers that have afflicted generations of their families. I'd stopped to hear their stories, and asked them if they'd ever been inside the site. One of the protesters, Doris Walters, told me that she'd come in once, but her visit lasted only five minutes before she was overcome by horror and had to leave. Tina Cordova, who co-founded the consortium, said that she had no interest. She said it was a shame the way the site had been turned into a carnival.

Read: Christopher Nolan on the promise and peril of technology

The fenced path into the Trinity Site led directly to its centerpiece: a dark lava-rock obelisk, a kind of sinister twin to the Washington Monument. It was placed exactly where the hundred-foot steel tower that held the bomb once stood. All that's left of the tower are a few wrist-thick bits of steel that once made up part of its lower legs. The rest was vaporized or otherwise destroyed by the blast. Families posed in front of the obelisk, smiling, as though it were a pair of wings on a brick wall in Nashville, or some other mural backdrop for selfies. At one point, a content creator began recording himself while his friend held up a script on a clipboard. He needed six takes to nail the opening sentence. ("On July 16 ... the world changed forever.") Later, two men positioned themselves on either side of the obelisk and unfurled a Buffalo Bills banner.

People had come to the site for different reasons. In the line to approach the obelisk, I spoke with a Texan named Gary Neighbors. He sported blue jeans, work boots, and a snow-white handlebar mustache, and by his side, he had a gentle Australian shepherd mix named Festus. Neighbors told me that during the final months of World War II, his father had been stationed at the Army Air Corps base in Carlsbad, California, and that he'd later claimed to have seen a flash in the sky on the morning of the Trinity test. Whether light from the explosion had been visible that far away or not, Neighbors couldn't say for sure, but either way, he wanted to come and honor his dad's memory.

Read: The growing incentive to go nuclear

The Trinity Site seemed to excite lots of feelings between fathers and sons. A man named Andy told me that he'd left Mississippi in his car two days before, then stopped in Missouri to pick up his dad on the way. They shared a long-standing interest in the nuclear sublime. Andy said that he'd come "this close" to joining the Nuclear Navy. He and his dad shared an appreciation for the engineering details of the Manhattan Project. They liked that it harnessed the whole range of human ingenuity, from the rarefied, cerebral realm of theoretical physics to the taped-together nature of the bomb itself. It had been assembled by hand, after all, not in a white-walled lab in Los Alamos, but in a small, vacant ranch house just a few miles away.

I spent the rest of my visit roaming the eerie, fenced-in area around the obelisk. It is still haunted by a ghostlike radioactivity. While I was there, three millirems of it likely passed through my skin into my blood vessels, my muscle tissue, and even my brain. That's about a mammogram's worth of radiation, not enough to endanger a visitor, but enough to contribute to the general aura. As a historical site, Trinity has no obvious analogues, but being there did remind me of a disquieting hike that I took earlier this year, amid the black trunks of a redwood forest that had burned in a fire a few years ago.

I wondered what it was like to be there on that early morning in July 1945. Oppenheimer's director, Christopher Nolan, told me that when he went to depict the Trinity test on film, he wanted it to be massively threatening and hypnotically beautiful. The second part is important for historical accuracy. Those who saw the blast firsthand, still weeks before the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, were awestruck by the pure spectacle. Joan Hinton, one of the only women who worked as a nuclear scientist on the Manhattan Project, wasn't on the official list that morning, but she snuck in to see the test anyway. She said that she felt like she was standing on the seafloor, looking up into an ocean of white light that then turned purple and blue.

Sand from the desert below was swept up into the mushroom cloud. In midair, the grains melted and fused together with plutonium and metals from the bomb. Pebbles of a glassy, jade-colored material--later named Trinitite--formed, and then poured back down, like hail, into the fresh crater below. Most was removed back in 1953, when the Army leveled the site with bulldozers, but tunnel-digging ants occasionally push pieces of it up to the surface. Trinitite's rarity has made it a collector's item: It may not exist anywhere else in this galaxy. Removing it from the site is illegal, but lots of people were looking for it anyway. I saw a man showing a chunk from his private collection to an assembled crowd. When he held a Geiger counter to it, the machine's steady clicks blurred into a thrum.

Perhaps the Army should have left the crater intact, so that more explicit evidence of the Trinity test, and its terrible power, would linger in the ground, just in case. The success of the Manhattan Project made a truly hellish set of futures possible for our species, up to and including our extinction. A crater full of Trinitite could have been left to live out its half-life as a reminder of what happened here, and of what could still happen if we ever have a major nuclear exchange. If our civilization suffers some kind of severe discontinuity, future archaeologists may need to dig this place up to get a hint as to how things went so wrong.
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This Election Is No <em>West Wing</em> Reunion

Martin Sheen is doing his very best to pep up stressed-out Democrats.

by Mark Leibovich




The fictional president Josiah Bartlet dropped into a Democratic canvassing headquarters in a Madison, Wisconsin, strip mall last Sunday morning. He was there on behalf of Kamala Harris, addressing a room full of jittery volunteers stranded in a real-life political campaign.

Bartlet--or rather, Martin Sheen, the actor who played him on the beloved TV show The West Wing--was an emissary from a bygone era of better political angels that may or may not have ever existed off-screen. The show aired from 1999 to 2006 but has continued, on streaming platforms, to inspire fresh generations of operatives with its portrayal of a noble Democratic White House untainted by House of Cards, Veep, and the Trump-era darkness that would follow.

"While acting is what I do for a living," Sheen told the crowd, "activism is what I do to stay alive." He looked out at his audience, about 100 people set to embark on a day of canvassing and door-knocking. His voice acquired a note of paternal warmth: "I see all the faces in here." All of this work is "worth it," he assured everyone. "I see that the light is on."

Personally, I saw anxiety. Fear and exhaustion, too. I might have been projecting, but it seemed palpable in this den of last-minute activity--the strain and burden of another jump-ball election, with stakes entirely too high and margins entirely too thin and nerves entirely too frayed.

With two weeks left in this writer's-room-nightmare of a campaign, and Wisconsin still up for grabs, all the usual platitudes felt far too plausible: Everyone was talking about Democracy being at stake and the threat of fascism on the other side and America facing an existential moment and all of that. None of it felt like the usual overwrought melodrama.

Who could blame volunteers for wanting a little escapism and some doughnuts on a Sunday morning? Sheen brought along three of his West Wing co-stars: Bradley Whitford (who played deputy chief of staff Josh Lyman), Richard Schiff (communications director Toby Ziegler), and Mary McCormack (deputy national security adviser Kate Harper). They were upbeat but quick with their reality checks. "This ain't no stinkin' television show," Whitford said. "The stakes are real."

Ever since The West Wing ceased production, the cast has enjoyed its own next act as a kind of progressive wish-cast ensemble. First Lady Jill Biden hosted several of the actors and creators at a White House celebration of the show's 25th anniversary last month. They have toured some of the well-trodden battlegrounds of the campaign trail. I've encountered them periodically through the years, popping up at the various headquarters, candidate events, and hotel lobbies of Iowa; New Hampshire; Washington, D.C.; and assorted other political petting zoos.

"We're not just a bunch of people from television paying lip service here," Whitford said on Sunday. "What you are doing is so important." The cast likes to think The West Wing is also so important, or at least carries with it some level of relevance today, in these very different political times.

After the canvassing headquarters, the West Wing troupe headed to a packed theater across town. "We're going to win!" Whitford declared onstage. He sounded like he really believed it. Then again, he is an actor.

Schiff echoed his co-star's message, but lacked the same volume--and conviction. "I'm going to say it softer than Brad, but we're going to win," he said. The crowd cheered. Hope can be galvanizing, even if laundered through Hollywood characters who vacated their fictional offices nearly two decades ago.

Yes, it's easy to be cynical. The West Wing was a TV show--a very good one, depicting a world very much still yearned for, even if gathering dust. You can question the utility of these celebrity drop-bys. But at the same time, why not? What's the harm of nostalgia to keep the throngs awake in these final, weary days?

I admit that I came away less skeptical than I went in. "I know I'm preaching to the choir," Whitford told the Democratic volunteers. "But I just want to make you sing!" And everyone sang: "The Star Spangled Banner" to kick off the morning and "America the Beautiful" as the cast left the stage.

Sheen, who is now 84, looks tremendously well preserved--but thankfully has no interest in serving in any role beyond the pretend president emeritus that he still plays in the eyes of his adoring public. He told me that someone will come up to him at least once a day, often more, and address him as "Mr. President." He had just boarded a plane at LAX the day before, and a fellow passenger greeted him: "Good morning, Mr. President, is Air Force One in the shop?" He happily plays along--being gracious is not hard work. Changing minds and coaxing votes and winning elections is hard work.

On Sunday, Sheen emphasized that the struggle is its own reward. He likes to tell an old Irish story about a man who dies and arrives at the gates of heaven. "Saint Peter says, 'Show me your scars,'" Sheen said. But the man has no scars to show, and Saint Peter tells him what a pity that is. "Was there nothing worth fighting for?" Saint Peter asks. At this point in the story, Sheen's voice gained several octaves, and he launched into the crescendo of his speech: "We are rightly called to find something in our lives worth fighting for. Something deeply personal and uncompromising." Nothing that has value in life, he argued, comes easy.

"You're my president!" a woman standing next to me shouted. Within seconds of his pep talk ending, Sheen was swarmed. Volunteers posed for pictures and clutched Harris-Walz signs for him to autograph.

A young woman who walked up to Sheen/Bartlett seemed quite emotional. It can be a momentous experience, meeting an actual fake president. "It was all because of your show that I got into politics," the young woman, Amanda Boss, told him. Boss said she'd started watching West Wing at the age of 5. She loved how fast everyone talked and walked and how important everything seemed to be, at all times. She told me she had never met a president before. I was compelled to remind her that Saint Bartlet was a fictional character.

"Yes," she said. "But he was real in my head."
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The Three Factors That Will Decide the Election

The convergence of three powerful forces will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt.

by George Packer




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


Charleroi is a small mill town south of Pittsburgh whose dozen blocks, running along the tracks of the Norfolk Southern Railway, are nestled in a valley between the Monongahela River and the worn-down foothills of western Appalachia. Going back more than a century, Charleroi (nicknamed "Magic City") has made glassware, with a peak population of more than 11,000, a unionized workforce, and a dominant Democratic Party. By the 1970s the factories had begun to disappear, and with them many of the people. By 2020, after half a century of deindustrialization, Charleroi was a town of vacant stores and about 4,200 souls, most of them Republicans. It's the saga of the Rust Belt, writ small and ongoing.

When I asked Joe Manning, the borough manager, what moved Charleroi from blue to red, he replied: "2016. I know people who were lifelong, dyed-in-the-wool, staunch Democrats who, during that period, went out and changed their registration so that they could vote for Trump."

Following Donald Trump's victory that year, academics and journalists embarked on a search for an explanation. Progressives quickly lighted on racism as the sole answer. This conclusion was a costly mistake. Analytically, it ignored important causes that anticipated coming trends; politically, it alienated the unconverted and made discussion more difficult. Kamala Harris appears determined not to repeat the mistake as she downplays identity as a theme in her campaign. Race is only part of the reason for Trump's persistent base of support, and one that's grown less significant. The starkest division in American politics is class, as defined by education--the wide gap between voters with and without a college degree--which explains why more working-class Latino and Black citizens have begun to vote Republican. But in a more complex way, political behavior in the Trump era is determined by how class and race interact. The most convincing accounts of the 2016 presidential election found that the leading determinant of support for Trump was residence in a declining white community that had recently seen the arrival of nonwhite immigrants, which brought rapid cultural change and created a sense that the country was becoming unrecognizable.

Watch: Shifting campaign strategies

In 2020, Getro Bernabe, an American-trained officer with the Haitian Coast Guard, fled Haiti's gang violence and arrived in Charleroi looking for work. "It was like a ghost town," he told me. "It looked like a beautiful place, but now abandoned." In the past few years Charleroi has gained 2,000 immigrants, mostly Haitians drawn by empty houses and low-wage jobs, raising the town's population close to its 1970 number. "The newcomers, the new residents in Charleroi, are like a glimmer of light to the economy of this town," Bernabe said. "I like one of the core values of America--it is on the American coin." He meant E pluribus unum, which he interpreted as referring to a unified nation of people from different backgrounds and beliefs. "That's the beauty of America to me."

Kristin Hopkins-Calcek, the borough-council president, has lived her whole life in Charleroi. "I watched the town deteriorate over time, and it was very hurtful for us that stayed," she told me when we met in the council chamber. "Coming from owning a house here, watching my son fall into addiction, and seeing the fentanyl and Oxy problem that we had here, and the overdoses, the crime, and even to some extent the prostitution in town, and the ruination and the blight of our property, and the absentee landlords, and, it seems when you're older, like the instant decline of our town--when the immigrants came in, it was a breath of fresh air. There were people on the streets; there were businesses opening."

Charleroi is a fragile place: buoyed by the new grocery stores and bakeries of immigrant entrepreneurs, and new renters and taxpayers; strained by insufficient resources, traffic mishaps, and resentment. There's no prosperous professional class in Charleroi. Its half-deserted streets and sidewalks are shared by two working-class populations: aging white residents whose families have lived here for generations, and younger Black immigrants who arrived in the past few years. This is Trump country--festooned with Trump flags, Trump yard signs, and, on the deck of a trailer in the woods outside town, a Trump banner boasting: IMPEACHED. ARRESTED. CONVICTED. SHOT. STILL STANDING. In a variety shop on Fallowfield Avenue, half the items for sale are Trump paraphernalia.

Last month, two disasters befell Charleroi almost simultaneously. On September 4, the Pyrex factory on the river, which has produced glassware since the 1890s, told its more than 300 union workers that the owners will close the plant by the end of the year and move operations to Ohio. Then Trump heard about Charleroi.


A campaign sign for Republican presidential nominee and former President Donald Trump is seen as an immigrant walks along a street in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



Joe Manning was watching the presidential debate on September 10 when Trump repeated a false story about Haitians eating the cats and dogs of Springfield, Ohio. "Oh my goodness," Manning thought, "let it just be Springfield." His wish went unanswered. On September 12, at a rally in Arizona, Trump locked onto Charleroi. "What a beautiful name, but it's not so beautiful now," he said. "It has experienced a 2,000 percent increase in the population of Haitian migrants under Kamala Harris. So, Pennsylvania, remember this when you go to vote. This is a small town, and all of a sudden they got thousands of people ... The town is virtually bankrupt. This flood of illegal aliens is bringing massive crime to the town and every place near it." At a rally in Pennsylvania on September 24, he repeated the attack on Charleroi: "Has your beautiful town changed? It's composed of lawless gangs."

The "2,000 percent" figure was nonsensical. The Haitians in Charleroi came legally, in search of jobs, and found ones that Americans wouldn't take, such as food preparation on assembly lines in 40-degree temperatures. The town isn't bankrupt, there are no gangs, and crime has not gone up, according to Hopkins-Calcek, who sits on the regional police board. "The most heinous crime recently was an infanticide," Manning told me, "and the parents were both arrested, and they're both as white as us."

None of this mattered to Trump. He had found a small, tender wound in a crucial swing state and stuck a finger inside. Then he moved on to other targets, but the effect in Charleroi was overwhelming. Manning and Hopkins-Calcek received threats. A flyer addressed to "White Citizens of Charleroi" and signed by "Trinity White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan" circulated, warning: "Arm yourselves white America, protect your families. White people are the only victims to immigrant brutality." Passing drivers were emboldened to shout at Haitians, "Trump is coming!" Bernabe, who is the borough's immigrant-community liaison, heard from people who were afraid to send their children to school and thinking of leaving the state. "All of a sudden, we've been seeing a certain fear among the immigrant people, like they feel like they are not welcome, comfortable," he told me earlier this month. "You see them less and less outside." Charleroi began to look like the ghost town it had recently been.

For Hopkins-Calcek, Trump's damage brought back the nightmare of her town's descent. "It got really quiet, and it got scary again," she said, beginning to cry. "When they went back in the houses, it felt like it was bad again." With the imminent departure of Charleroi's legacy industry, along with its tax revenue, "I feel as if we're being kicked when we're down," she said.

Trump never mentioned the Pyrex factory.

One afternoon earlier this month, I sat with five members of the United Steel Workers Local 53G in a McDonald's near the Charleroi railroad tracks. They had spent most of the day negotiating the end of their livelihood with lawyers from Anchor Hocking--the glassware company, owned by a New York investment firm called Centre Lane Partners, that plans to close the Pyrex factory. Daniele Byrne, the local's vice president, and her husband, Rob, an electrician, have worked at the Charleroi plant for a total of 71 years. Before Daniele, her grandfather put in 50 years and set his wall clock by the noon whistle. As severance, the company was offering two months' health insurance, plus a day's pay for every year of employment--about $8,000 for two-thirds of Daniele's life.

She didn't hide her disgust. "Here you go, be on your way, merry Christmas, happy Kwanzaa," she said. "What's the Jewish one?"

Rob asked if I had read Glass House, a book about Lancaster, Ohio, a fading industrial town three hours west, where Anchor Hocking has a glass plant and plans to move the Charleroi factory, along with up to half its workforce. "It's about the 1 percent economy that started Trumpism," Rob said. "How they control everything, buying and selling and making all these maneuvers. The billionaires keep getting more and more while everybody else suffers."

The workers' hostility toward corporations and billionaires didn't translate automatically into support for a candidate or party. Their alienation from politics and distrust of elites was too great. The word I kept hearing, in Charleroi and around western Pennsylvania, was care--as in, "They don't care about us." It conveyed a deep sense of abandonment.

Half a dozen Haitians work at the Pyrex factory. Daniele, who's in charge of scheduling, told me they were better workers than the American ones. "I don't think the problem is the immigrants," Rob said. But he and the others had complaints about the sudden arrival of so many foreigners in their small town: overcrowded school buses and classrooms, overextended teachers, government benefits the locals didn't get, and--despite what I'd heard from town officials--higher crime. They claimed that a new immigrant-owned grocery store had put up a sign barring white shoppers. Finding this implausible, I asked Getro Bernabe about it later. He explained that the sign had advertised food from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, while omitting American food. When he rushed to the store and told the owner that local people were complaining, she was aghast: "My God, I didn't think of that."

Read: Harris's best answer to Trump's resilient appeal

"Please, put American," Bernabe urged, but to avoid problems she replaced the sign with one that said simply Queen's Market. When I visited the store, it was selling live crabs, dried fish, and other products that seemed a little unusual for western Pennsylvania. The owner, an American citizen of Sierra Leonean origin, had put a sign behind the counter that said Trump 2024. This detail, which went against the grounds for local displeasure, hadn't become a story.

False rumors can be more revealing than true ones, and there are tensions in Charleroi that shouldn't be either wished away or inflamed. "It's not hatred so much as--" Daniele began.

"Envy," Rob said. "Jealousy."

Longtime residents felt as if they didn't matter. The Pyrex closing got far less attention than Trump's commentary on Haitians. Every four years, the political and media class takes an interest in towns like Charleroi for a few autumn weeks. "If Kamala comes here, she's right now in the battle of the Haitians because she wants the immigrants here and he wants them gone," Daniele said. "They forget about us and go straight to the immigrants again." She added, "I don't pay attention to politics; I'll be honest. I think they're all crooks. I'd sooner watch Barney Miller. I can't wait 'til November's over so I can watch regular commercials about what razors to buy." The workers didn't hate all politicians--just the ones who made promises they didn't keep and exploited the problems of people like them. Pennsylvania's Senator Bob Casey is pushing the federal government to examine Anchor Hocking's acquisition of the factory in a bankruptcy sale earlier this year for a possible violation of antitrust law. This effort won credit even from the scathing Daniele Byrne.

Two nights after we met, Rob and Daniele went to see the Steelers play the Cowboys in Pittsburgh. A friend had gotten me a ticket, and early in the first quarter, people near me suddenly began turning to look behind us and cheer. Thirty feet above, a man in a black blazer and black cap was standing in a luxury box, waving a yellow Steelers towel and grinning. It was Elon Musk--fresh from hopping around onstage at Trump's return to the scene of his shooting in nearby Butler, now basking in a football crowd's adoration of wealth and celebrity.

When I told Daniele, she said: "Ah, the fucker."


A resident chats with an immigrant in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



The convergence of working-class decline, corporate greed, and nativist anger will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt. Northwest of town, Pennsylvania's Seventeenth Congressional District is represented by Congressman Chris Deluzio. He's a first-term Democrat, having narrowly won in 2022 in a competitive district of farmland, Pittsburgh suburbs, and mill towns along the Ohio River. Deluzio is a 40-year-old Navy veteran and attorney, neatly groomed, polite, and analytical in a way that doesn't scream "populist." But he's running for reelection on the bet that his pro-labor, anti-corporate positions will prevail over the hostility toward immigrants that Trump and other Republicans are stirring up. (The campaign of Deluzio's opponent, State Representative Rob Mercuri, didn't respond to my request for an interview.)

"The Wall Street guys bankrolling Trump and my opponent are the guys who devastated these communities," Deluzio told me as we drove between campaign events. "They tried to strip us for parts for decades. The mills didn't just leave; they were taken away by an ideology and a set of policies that said cheaper and weaker labor rules and cheaper and weaker environmental rules is what they're after. Your family's hard work and sacrifice didn't matter to these guys." After a Norfolk Southern freight train carrying toxic chemicals derailed last year in East Palestine, Ohio, just across the state line from Deluzio's district, he drafted legislation to tighten the regulation of rail freight, which Ohio's Senator J. D. Vance co-sponsored. The Railway Safety Act, opposed by the Koch political network, is currently stalled by Republicans in both houses of Congress. Even though few of Deluzio's constituents were directly affected by the spill, it's the kind of issue that he hopes will distinguish Democrats like him from pro-corporate, anti-regulation Republicans.

Deluzio argued that Trump villainizes new immigrants to distract local people--themselves the descendants of immigrants and legitimately anxious about rapid change in their towns--from the true causes of their pain: monopolistic corporations and the politicians they fund. He acknowledged that the national Democratic Party failed for years to make this case and pursued trade policies that undermined it. An idea took hold that college-educated voters would soon outnumber the party's old base of a moribund working class. "For every blue-collar Democrat we lose in western Pennsylvania, we will pick up two moderate Republicans in the suburbs in Philadelphia," Senator Chuck Schumer predicted in 2016, shortly before Trump won Pennsylvania, and with it the presidency.

The Biden administration has tried to earn the loyalty of working-class voters with pro-union policies and legislation to create jobs in depressed regions. But people I spoke with in western Pennsylvania seemed to have only a vague idea how the Democratic Party is trying to woo them back. The rising cost of living mattered more to them than low unemployment and new manufacturing and Harris's tax plans. When underinformed and undecided voters say that they want to hear more details about a candidate's policies, it usually means they don't believe that policies will make any difference in their lives. To overcome ingrained skepticism after decades of disinvestment, a politician has to show up, look voters in the eye, shake their hand, and then deliver help--or at least be seen to care enough to try.

Curtis and Annie Lloyd live in Darlington, a rural borough on the Ohio border a few miles from the site of last year's chemical spill. When the Lloyds saw a gray cloud rise into the sky near their house, they found it almost impossible to get solid information about the freight disaster: The county paper is a ghost of its former self, and social media predictably swarmed with conflicting and false stories. But Trump paid a visit to the area, Annie told me, while President Biden didn't for more than a year--and that made a stronger impression than Deluzio's effort, thwarted by Republicans, to pass regulatory reform. "People are living their lives, and they don't delve that easily into policy," she said. "All they know is Trump was here buying everyone McDonald's."

Fifteen miles away, in the town of Rochester, I met a woman named Erin Gabriel at the headquarters of the Beaver County Democratic Party. The office was a hive of activity, with canvassers on their way in or out and Harris/Walz signs stacked against the walls. Gabriel told me that politics was personal to her. While working full-time and chairing the county party, she cares for her three disabled children (her teenage daughter, Abby, who suffers from a devastating neurodegenerative disease, was sitting in the next room with headphones on). "Every single government policy affects my children," Gabriel said. Without the Affordable Care Act, Abby would have no health insurance for the rest of her life. During Trump's presidency, Gabriel's congressman, a Republican, promised her that he would do everything he could to protect Abby's access to health care. Then he voted for Trump's bill to overturn Obamacare.

"That's when I got really active," Gabriel said. "This is visceral to me."

For a moment, southwestern Pennsylvania has outsize power and attention. Yard signs appeared everywhere; cashiers in bakeries counted sales of their Trump and Harris cookies. National politics is tribal and hardly open to persuasion. Local politics feels different--less hateful and more flexible, with plenty of ticket splitting. Rico Elmore, a young Republican councilman in Rochester, told me, "We have to find the commonalities and say, 'We may be different on criminal-justice reform, on taxes, on immigration, but we can come together. My streets need paved; you believe they need paved. Let's get it done. Let's find those common goals and work towards that.'"

Elmore, a Black Air Force guardsman, was at the rally in Butler where Trump was shot, and rushed to render first aid to Corey Comperatore, the man who was killed; Comperatore's family then invited Elmore to speak at Trump's second Butler rally. He's a rising star in local Republican politics, and in 2022, in an unsuccessful race for state representative, he knocked on 13,000 doors. He found even Democrats willing to listen, and from both sides he heard something that almost everyone I met, even the strongest partisans, also voiced: an overwhelming desire to move past polarization. Elmore wondered whether America is headed for the fate of the Roman empire. "Are we at that point in history? What are we doing to prevent that from happening? We are becoming a nation that is being divided and will fall. We cannot stand divided."

On a crystalline October afternoon, Chris Deluzio went door-to-door in a new subdivision of Allegheny County. He was wearing a half-zip pullover that said NAVY--a way, it seemed, to let constituents know that his status as their congressman and a former scholar at the University of Pittsburgh's Institute for Cyber Law, Policy, and Security didn't mean he wasn't one of them. Both Democrats and Republicans lived on the cul-de-sac of single-family homes. At one, a young man in a USC cap named Aaron was working on a truck in his driveway. "You already got my vote," he told Deluzio. Aaron described himself as a moderate Democrat from California who couldn't stand what Republicans were doing. "I grew up with Latinos my entire life, I love 'em. I actually miss 'em, being out here, and the way they talk about 'em, it bothers me. If I were on the Republican side, I'd be on the Schwarzenegger middle of the road."

"Does that exist anymore, those guys?" Deluzio asked.

"From what I see on that side, no. I see it in the blues, but just not on that side. It's just gone too far."

Gilad Edelman: The man who's sure that Harris will win

The next house had a Trump yard sign, but Deluzio rang the doorbell anyway. A big-bodied older man with a crew cut answered. He was a police officer in Ambridge, a town on the Ohio River. I had driven through Ambridge, where steel was once fabricated for the Empire State Building: another depressed mill town, with dollar stores, vape shops, and a World War II memorial park with a Four Freedoms monument that belongs to an earlier century.

The policeman, whose name was Mike, said that he had met the congressman in Ambridge. Deluzio reminded him that he had the endorsement of the county's police union. "I keep an open mind," Mike said. "I just have a problem with the border and the crime, because I see it down in Ambridge. It's just a big immigration problem." Most of the town's immigrants came from Latin American countries like Venezuela, Mike said, and they brought "DUIs, drunkenness, domestics, a lot of fights." He would vote on crime and border security.

An elderly woman called out something from the back of the house.

"My mom, she's on Social Security," Mike said, "and these people are getting $4,000 a month, and that's more than she gets. She's upset they get more--and I'm gonna tell you, my mom voted Democratic her whole life. She switched to Republican."

I'd heard complaints in Charleroi about government handouts to immigrants. Joe Manning, the borough manager, had explained, "I don't have a line item in my budget for Haitians. They don't need my resources. They're all gainfully employed."

But Deluzio didn't question Mike's story, or argue with him about crime and immigration, or try to persuade him of anything. He had made a connection. Maybe that would be enough.
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Trump and the January 6 Memory Hole

When is it better to forget? A conversation with Congressman Jamie Raskin.

by Hanna Rosin




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

The way Donald Trump talks about January 6 has evolved over time. Directly after the insurrection, he condemned the rioters, although he added that they were "very special." For the next few years, he played around with different themes, implying that the protests were peaceful or that the people jailed for their actions that day were "political prisoners."

But these descriptions are mild compared with the outrageous ways he's been talking about January 6 in these weeks leading up to the election. Recently, he described the day as "love and peace" and upped the metaphor from political prisoners to Japanese Americans in internment camps during World War II. Why is he leaning so hard into the political revisionism? And what exactly should we be afraid of?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland, who has a unique view of that day. Raskin explains what January 6, 2025, might look like and what is historically unique about Trump's claims. And I ask Raskin the question I've been pondering: When might it be appropriate to let January 6 go?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Over the last many months, I've been thinking a lot about January 6 and about how memory can become a weapon in an election. Just the other day at an economic forum in Chicago, candidate Donald Trump described that day as "love and peace." Love and peace! Can you imagine? You wanna hear some sounds of "love and peace" from that day?

[Noises from January 6]
 Rioter: Start making a list. Put all those names down. And we start hunting them down one by one.
 Person on bullhorn inside Congress: We had a disbursement of tear gas in the Rotunda. Please be advised there are masks under your seats. Please grab a mask.


Rosin: In the last couple of weeks of the campaign, Trump has been really digging into this bizarre sentiment. He compared the jailed rioters to Japanese Americans who were held in internment camps during World War II. He reposted a meme, saying January 6 would go down in history as the day the government staged a riot to cover up a fraudulent election. He said, "There were no guns down there. We didn't have guns."

Now, if you follow the work of Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum, who was on this show just last week, you know what it means when a leader starts to rewrite history in such a shameless way. It's a thing that wannabe dictators do and have always done.

But January 6 has also been on my mind because, for the past year, I've been spending a lot of time with people who are hard at work doing what Trump has been doing--distorting our memories of that day.

It started like this: Last fall, my partner and I were walking our dogs, and we passed a car in our neighborhood that had a bunch of militia stickers in the back window and a huge j4j6, which means "Justice for January 6ers." And at first, we had a nasty altercation with the person in the car. And then we decided to get to know her and her friends.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. If you want to know how that attempt to get to know our neighbors worked out, you'll have to listen to the podcast series we made about it. It's called We Live Here Now.

This episode is about the bigger picture. We, in the U.S., have not had a lot of experience with this kind of real-time memory distortion. And there's only one person I want to talk to about how that might play out in this upcoming election: Maryland Congressman Jamie Raskin, who was a member of Congress's January 6 committee, and his memories of that day are more potent than most people's. Raskin's son, Tommy, had died by suicide about a week before, and in the months of sleepless nights that followed Raskin wrote a book called Unthinkable: Trauma, Truth, and the Trials of American Democracy, which interweaves his son's suffering with the nation's suffering, which he believes drove thousands of people to the Capitol that day.

I started by asking Raskin what was foremost on my mind, which is what we should expect this coming January 6, 2025, which is when Congress will certify the next election. Here's our conversation.

Jamie Raskin: I mean, I've been to Arizona, Texas, Nevada, New Mexico, California, Colorado--and everybody is asking about January 6 and whether we will see a repeat.

But we will not see an exact repeat of January 6, 2021. For one thing, Donald Trump's not president. Joe Biden's president, which means, if you had a similar scenario unfolding, the National Guard would be there. Joe Biden would not be eating hamburgers and french fries and watching it on TV like an all-pro-wrestling match.

Rosin: And saying, So what?

Raskin: And saying, So what? And in general, we are physically fortified in a way we weren't. We will have nonscalable fencing, and we'll be ready for violence like that. But fundamentally, what was January 6, 2021? It was a certification crisis. It was an attempt to block the receipt of Electoral College votes in the so-called certificates of ascertainment sent in by the governors.

And we will see multiple certification challenges by Donald Trump, because they've already begun, in essence. They're already suing. But it won't happen at the end of the process, which is what January 6 is. They will happen at the beginning. They will be at the precinct level, at the county level, at the state level. They will try to dispute the authenticity and the veracity of the vote, and there will be challenges to, you know, any popular-vote majorities. And I'm assuming and hoping there will be many of them across the country for the Harris-Walz ticket.

Rosin: Okay. You started by saying people ask you, so clearly people are worried. And then you answered by saying it's not going to be the same. So is your general answer to them, No need to worry? Like, Don't worry. There won't be violence? Is that how, like--do you feel secure? It will be okay?

Raskin: It will not be an instant replay of what happened on January 6, 2021. It will look very different. In some sense, the new crisis has already begun, with lies that are being told by Donald Trump about the hurricanes and about FEMA. This is equivalent to the lies he was telling about COVID-19 last time to try to condition his followers to accept his Big Lie about the election. And he's already trying to undermine people's faith and confidence in the electoral process in the electoral system.

So that part of it has already begun. When I'm out campaigning around the country, I say we have two urgent tasks: One is to win the election, and two is to defend the election. Because as we saw from the last time around, Donald Trump doesn't remotely consider it over once the ballots have been tallied if he loses the election. And that, of course, is a hallmark characteristic of an authoritarian, and an authoritarian mindset. Authoritarian political parties don't accept the results of democratic elections that don't go their way.

Donald Trump, as far as I can tell, is not running what I would recognize as a real election campaign, which is about canvassing, door knocking, organizing people. I don't see that happening. I see it happening on the Democratic side everywhere I go. I don't see it on the Republican side almost anywhere I go. They're running a campaign of raising a lot of money. A lot of it disappears into different mystery boxes, but basically, they're running a campaign on TV and then getting ready to attack the election process.

Rosin: Yes. He says, Cheat like hell, in almost every state. If we lose these states, if we lose this state--Wisconsin, Michigan, whatever state--it's because they cheat like hell.

So I'm trying to give listeners an accurate picture. There's one picture: Oh, we're just going to have violence the way we had before. There's another picture, which is: It's going to be fine. So I'm just trying to prepare readers, listeners for what is realistically the thing that you should be vigilant and watch out for and what might actually happen.

Raskin: Well, I think it's going to be a fight to certify the actual election vote. And remember, this is something that, for most of our lifetimes, we've taken for granted: simply that people will vote and that the votes will be counted fairly--they will be tallied fairly--and then the majority will be translated through an electoral system that has integrity to it.

You know, the Trump methodology here is to attack the electoral system, to disrupt the electoral system, and then try to blame everything on his opponents. I mean, this is an absolute historical anomaly. And so we need to have clarity about what's going on.

And we have to, as citizens in a completely nonpartisan way--we have to be defending the integrity of the electoral process against this kind of attack.

Rosin: He has said many times that he would pardon the J6ers. He could pardon the J6ers, right? There's nothing, if he wins, that would prevent him from doing that.

Raskin: Certainly not under the Supreme Court's decision. I mean, the pardon power would be a paradigm example of a core function of the presidency that the president could exercise without any fear of criminal prosecution. I mean, when Trump figures that out, he'll probably end up selling pardons.

They came close to doing it last time, but there's no reason he wouldn't go on eBay and just start selling them under that rancid opinion issued by his justices.

Rosin: I didn't realize you could do that. You probably just gave him an idea.

Raskin: Yeah. (Laughs.) But look--let me say something about that. They call the January 6 insurrectionists convicted of assaulting federal officers or destroying federal property or seditious conspiracy, which means conspiracy to overthrow the government, "political prisoners." So they liken them to, you know, [Alexei] Navalny. They liken them to [Aleksandr] Solzhenitsyn or to Nelson Mandela. These were people who were fighting for freedom and democracy against authoritarian regimes. These people were fighting for an authoritarian coup against a constitutional democracy, and they've had every aspect of due process, and they've been convicted for their crimes against us.

A lot of the Trumpian revisionist assault on January 6 is internally contradictory. It's just illogical. Half of the time, they're saying that the people who attacked the police and who attacked the Capitol were not MAGA--they were antifa dressed as MAGA. Then the other half of the time, they're down in the D.C. jail demanding the release of these alleged antifa fighters. Why are they demanding the release of the antifa fighters? It makes no sense. So there's just incoherence replete throughout the propaganda assault on January 6. The point for them is to confuse people and to destroy the moral clarity of what happened, but it was perfectly clear what happened on that day.

There were people of both political parties and all political persuasions standing by the rule of law and acting under the Constitution, and then people trying to destroy the Constitution in order to overthrow an election and put Donald Trump back in power unlawfully.

Rosin: I mean, yeah. If you're a student of autocracy, like The Atlantic is, the point is to say something, in some ways, as an autocratic leader that's patently untrue and dare you to believe it as a loyalty test. I mean, that's one, as Anne Applebaum--she's been doing a series about that. It has really enlightened me on what the lies are about. They're a test, you know? And so the more absurd they are--like, they're about Haitians eating pets or whatever--like, the more ridiculous they are and the more you are willing to believe them, the more that seals the lock between the leader and the follower.

So that's why I sometimes get a little despairing around, like, Well, we're just going to keep telling the truth, because that's not the game they're playing, you know? So what does fact-checking and journalism and, like, recording things really help? Sometimes, you know, I feel that way about it.

Raskin: I mean, Trump's lies are not about illumination or even contests over the facts. Trump's lies are about coercion and obedience and submission of his followers.

Rosin: But that's difficult. That's difficult to counter. Like, how do you get in between it? The truth doesn't really get in between it. The truth makes you an enemy.

Raskin: Well, when you look at the way that cult leaders operate, they tell lies all the time. Nobody really feels like it's necessary to contradict their lies, because they're so self-evidently ridiculous. And we can see the way that their lives are just meant to regulate and control their followers. And so it's just a question of naming what's actually happening.

Rosin: And continuing to do that, with some faith that the majority of people will eventually sort of drift over to the side of truth.

Raskin: Yeah, and also to make sure that a majority of the people are going to stand up for the facts, the truth, and for democratic institutions.

Rosin: Jack Smith's case. Any thoughts about that?

Raskin: Well, Jack Smith is now paddling upstream because of the Supreme Court's outrageous ruling that the president has immunity from prosecution for crimes he commits under the rubric of his office.

You would think those would be the worst kinds of crimes, but no. Those are presumptively immune from prosecution, and if they're within his core functions of office, then they're absolutely immune.

Donald Trump was never acting in his official capacity as president when he tried to overturn an election, simply because that's not part of the president's job. It's not part of the president's job to have anything to do with the presidential election. When he's trying to set up counterfeit elector slates, he's not involved with the Electoral College. That's done at the state level, and the state legislatures do it. And then the results are sent in to the House and the Senate and the archivist. They're not sent to the president.

When he called Brad Raffensperger, the secretary of state of Georgia, and said, Just find me 11,780 votes, or called other election officials to harangue them--that's not part of the president's job. He was calling as a candidate, not as a president. And as a candidate, he was acting as an outlaw candidate and really as a tyrant, somebody trying to topple the whole constitutional order.

You know, a tyrant, in the Greek sense of the word, is someone who rises up from outside of the constitutional order to try to attack the constitutional order. And that's a pretty accurate description and definition of what Donald Trump has done.

[Music]

Rosin: There's a last thing I want to talk to Raskin about, and it pushed against everything he had just told me: When is it time to start moving on from January 6? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: In the year I spent reporting my podcast about January 6, I came across a very interesting idea for how to approach the memory of that day differently. It was in an essay by journalist Linda Kinstler called "Jan. 6, America's Rupture and the Strange, Forgotten Power of Oblivion." Kinstler's argument--or at least one part of it--is that we are a culture saturated in memories.

We have videos and body cams and security cameras. Almost every inch of January 6 is recorded, which is a good thing for, say, a trial. But also, it makes it harder for us to forgive and forget. Back in the day, American political leaders called it "oblivion." It was used in certain moments in American history, like after the Civil War, when obsessively remembering might just bring on more and more cycles of recrimination and vengeance.

So I ran this question by Raskin. He's a constitutional lawyer and also a philosophical thinker. Might there ever be a time when oblivion might be the appropriate strategy for January 6?

[Break]

Rosin: All right--last thing: Whether he wins or loses, we have a culture to deal with, a culture of Americans, 30 percent of whom still think that the election wasn't fair, was stolen in some way. So that's with us. That's the state of our nation right now, whoever wins and loses.

I've been reading about a--it's a philosophical, legal, political theory of oblivion. Like, is there a time when cycles of recrimination or justice have to yield to something else? Is there ever a moment when you're remembering too much? Does that make any sense to you?

Raskin: Mm-hmm. Well, it will be important for us always to remember these events and the facts of what took place. But I suppose, you know, human beings are made up of a mixture of thoughts and passions and emotions. And just like the passions and emotions have diminished somewhat from the Civil War, perhaps the passions and emotions around January 6 will begin to subside.

But at this point, with the republic still so much under attack, and with so many lies and so much propaganda and disinformation and revisionism out there, I believe that the passions and the emotion surrounding January 6 are still very much there, and they should be there until we can actually dispel this threat of authoritarianism in our country.

Rosin: So a potentially useful idea for healing, but just not yet. Is that where we land? Because I'm very taken--I find this theory interesting, that there's a history post-Civil War of oblivion. You know, that it's talked about by politicians: It's time for oblivion. And right now, you know, we have video memories. Everything's taped, recorded. So it's very hard, actually, to do something like that.

Raskin: Well, thank God it's all taped, and thank God there are videos, because you can see the way they're lying about it, even in the face of the videos and the absolute factual documentation.

Look--I would say that historical memory is essential to establishing our values and principles for the future. One hopes that in the case of a society or a nation, that we're not disabled by a memory the way that individuals can be disabled by a memory through post-traumatic stress syndrome or something like that. I'm hoping we're able to integrate this into the true American story.

But as long as people are out there lying about January 6 and claiming it was really antifa or it was really the FBI or something, it's going to be important for us to insist upon the facts and bring passion to the project of making people see the truth and remember.

[Break]

Rosin: That was my interview with Congressman Jamie Raskin. My thanks to him for taking the time to chat with me. Now, before we end, I want to share a bit from the other podcast I made recently, We Live Here Now.

I can't say that we managed to convince our neighbors of our version of the truth. I hope you'll listen to the entire series to hear what happened. It starts with the ridiculous way we met them, and it moves through a lot of characters in their alternate universe, including some J6ers who'd been just released from prison.

But here, I'm going to share with you something from the final episode of the series because it's kind of in the spirit of oblivion. Even though we didn't change their minds, something softened.

The two people you are about to hear are Lauren Ober--she's my partner, who co-hosted the series--and Micki Witthoeft--she's the mother of Ashli Babbitt, the only person shot and killed on that day. Micki is our neighbor. This is from Lauren's final interview with Micki.

Lauren Ober: Is there anything that I don't get? Is there anything that you need to clarify? Is there any critique or anything that you need to say before, you know, we're done with our interviews?
 Micki Witthoeft: I think the only thing I can say that I haven't said to death, because this has been an ongoing--it's been quite something. I don't know--you might know more about me than--
 But no. I think that people like you and people like me that admittedly come from completely different places in our upbringing, geography, experience, and way of looking at things--I think that if we can sit down and have a civil conversation and just see that you can meet in the middle, at least somewhere, you know, people don't have to stand on opposite sides of the fence and throw stones. I didn't mean to cry when I said that. Let's do--(Claps.) take two!
 Ober: I mean, why are you trying to pretend like you're a hard-ass? (Laughs.)
 Witthoeft: No, but it's just--people don't want to hear that shit all the time. Eww. (Mock cries.) Nobody likes that.
 Ober: Well, I beg to differ. (Laughs.)
 Witthoeft: It is what it is.
 Ober: I beg to differ. I know I agree with you.


Rosin: You can listen to We Live Here Now anywhere you get your podcasts.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Michelle Ciarrocca. 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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Why People Itch and How to Stop It

Scientists are discovering lots of little itch switches.

by Annie Lowrey




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


The twinge begins in the afternoon: toes. At my desk, toes, itching. Toes, toes, toes. 

I don't normally think about my toes. But as I commute home in a crowded subway car, my feet are burning, and I cannot reach them. Even if I could, what would I do with my sneakers? My ankles are itchy too. But I'm wearing jeans, which are difficult to scratch through, unless you have a fork or something similarly rigid and sharp. I contemplate getting off at the next stop, finding a spot on a bench, removing my shoes, and scratching for a while. But I need to get home. Growing desperate, I scrape at my scalp, which is not itchy. This somehow quiets things down.

I am full of these kinds of tricks. A lot of folks, if you tell them you're itchy, will recommend a specific brand of lotion. I hate these people. My husband made me a T-shirt that reads yes, I have tried lotions. They do not work. No, not that one either. Zen types will tell you to accept the itch, to meditate on it, as you might do if you were in pain. These people have no idea what they are talking about. Watching someone scratch makes you itchy; worrying about something pruritogenic, like a tick crawling on you, makes you itchy; focusing on how itchy you are when you are itchy makes you itchier. The trick, if you are itchy, is to not think about it, using those ancient psychological tricks disfavored in today's therapeutic environments: avoidance, deflection, compartmentalization, denial.

Cruelest of all are the people who tell you not to scratch. They have a point, I admit. Scratching spurs cells in your immune system to secrete the hormone histamine, which makes you itchy; in this way, scratching leads to itching just as itching leads to scratching. But if you itch like I itch, like a lot of people itch, there's no not scratching. It would be like telling someone to stop sneezing or not to pee. "I never tell people not to scratch," Gil Yosipovitch, a dermatologist at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine known as "the godfather of itch," told me, something I found enormously validating.

Read: Another reason to hate ticks

No, the techniques that work are the techniques that work. During the day, I pace. Overnight, when the itching intensifies, I balance frozen bags of corn on my legs or dunk myself in a cold bath. I apply menthol, whose cold-tingle overrides the hot-tingle for a while. I jerk my hair or pinch myself with the edges of my nails or dig a diabetic lancet into my stomach. And I scratch.

My body bears the evidence. Right now I am not itchy--well, I am mildly itchy, because writing about being itchy makes me itchy--yet my feet and legs are covered in patches of thick, lichenified skin. This spring, I dug a bloody hole into the inside of my cheek with my teeth. I've taken out patches of my scalp, shredded the edge of my belly button, and more than once, desperate to get to an itch inside of me, abraded the walls of my vagina.

During my first pregnancy, when the itching began, it was so unrelenting and extreme that I begged for a surgeon to amputate my limbs; during the second, my doctor induced labor early to stop it. Still, I ended up hallucinating because I was so sleep-deprived. Now I have long spells when I feel normal. Until something happens; I wish I knew what. I get brain-fogged, blowing deadlines, struggling to remember to-dos, failing to understand how anyone eats dinner at 8 p.m., sleeping only to wake up tired. And I get itchy. Maybe it will last forever, I think. It stops. And then it starts again.

One in five people will experience chronic itch in their lifetime, often caused by cancer, a skin condition, liver or kidney disease, or a medication such as an opiate. (Mine is caused by a rare disease called primary biliary cholangitis, or PBC.) The itching is the corporeal equivalent of a car alarm, a constant, obnoxious, and shrill reminder that you are in a body: I'm here, I'm here, I'm here. It is associated with elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depression; causes sleep deprivation; and intensifies suicidal ideation. In one study, the average patient with chronic itch said they would give up 13 percent of their lifespan to stop it.

Yet itching is taken less seriously than its cousin in misery, pain. Physicians often dismiss it or ignore it entirely. Not that they could treat it effectively if they wanted to, in many cases. There are scores of FDA-approved medications for chronic pain, from ibuprofen to fentanyl. There are no medications approved for chronic itch. "Pain has so much more research, in terms of our understanding of the pathophysiology and drug development. There's so much more compassion from doctors and family members," Shawn Kwatra of the University of Maryland School of Medicine told me. Itch, he added, "is just not respected."

Perhaps doctors do not respect it because, until recently, they did not really understand it. Only in the late aughts did scientists establish that itch is a sensation distinct from pain and begin figuring out the physiology of chronic itch. And only in the past decade did researchers find drugs that resolve it. "We're having all these breakthroughs," Kwatra said, ticking off a list of medications, pathways, proteins, and techniques. "We're in a golden age."

Once left to suffer through their commutes and to ice their shins with frozen vegetables, millions of Americans are finding relief in their medicine cabinet. For them, science is finally scratching that itch. Still, so far, none of those treatments works on me.

Itching is one of those tautological sensations, like hunger or thirst, characterized by the action that resolves it. The classic definition, the one still used in medical textbooks, comes from a 17th-century German physician: "an unpleasant sensation that provokes the desire to scratch." Physicians today classify it in a few ways. Itching can be acute, or it can be chronic, lasting for more than six weeks. It can be exogenous, caused by a bug bite or a drug, or endogenous, generated from within. It can be a problem of the skin, the brain and nervous system, the liver, the kidneys.

Most itching is acute and exogenous. This kind of itch, scientists understand pretty well. In simplified terms, poison ivy or laundry detergent irritates the skin and spurs the body's immune system to react; immune cells secrete histamine, which activates the nervous system; the brain hallucinates itch into being; the person starts to scratch. The episode ends when the offending irritant is gone and the body heals. Usually medicine can vanquish the itch by quieting a person's immune response (as steroids do) or blocking histamine from arousing the nervous system (as antihistamines do).

Yet some people itch for no clear reason, for months or even years. And many itching spells do not respond to steroids or antihistamines. This kind of itch, until recently, posed some "fundamental, basic science questions," Diana Bautista, a neuroscientist at UC Berkeley, told me. Scientists had little idea what was happening.

In the 1800s, physicians were studying the nervous system, trying to figure out how the body is capable of feeling such an astonishing panoply of sensations. Researchers found that tiny patches of skin respond to specific stimuli: You might feel a needle prick at one spot, but feel nothing a hair's breadth away. This indicated that the body has different nerve circuits for different sensations: hot, warm, cold, cool, crushing, stabbing. (Migratory birds have receptors in their eyes that detect the world's magnetic field.) The brain synthesizes signals from nerve endings and broadcasts what it senses with obscene specificity: the kiss of a raindrop, the crack of an electric shock.

In the 1920s, a German physiologist noted that when researchers poked a pain point on the skin, itch often followed ouch. This led scientists to believe that the sensations shared the same nervous-system circuits, with the brain interpreting weak messages of pain as itch. This became known as the "intensity theory"--itch is pain, below some threshold--and it became the "canonical view," Brian Kim, a dermatologist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me.

It never made much sense. If you catch your finger in a door, the stinging sensation does not dissipate into itch as the swelling goes down. That the body might have different circuitries for itch and pain seemed plausible for other reasons, too. "If you take 10 patients experiencing pain and give them morphine, probably all of them will feel better. If you take 10 patients with chronic itch and you give them morphine, none of them would," Kim said. "That tells you right there." Moreover, pain alleviates itch. It interrupts it. That is, in part, why you scratch: The pain creates the pleasure of relief. "The behavioral output is very different," Bautista told me. "If you encounter poison ivy or get a bug bite, you don't try to avoid the injury. You attack it. But with pain, you withdraw; you have these protective reflexes."

Many scientists preferred an alternative theory: that itch had its own dedicated "labeled line" within the body. It took until 2007 for neuroscientists to uncover an itch-specific circuitry that many had long suspected was there. Mice genetically engineered to lack a specific receptor, scientists found, felt "thermal, mechanical, inflammatory, and neuropathic pain," but not itch.

Since then, neuroscientists have refined and complicated their understanding of how things work--in particular, extending their understanding of what amplifies or overrides itch and the relationship between the pain and itch circuitries. And doctors have come to understand itch as a disease in and of itself.

And a curious disease, at that. In any given year, one epidemiological survey found, chronic itch afflicts 16 percent of the general adult population, making it half as common as chronic pain. Yet there are scores of American medical centers dedicated to treating pain and none for itch. On Facebook, I found hundreds of peer-support groups for people with chronic pain. For chronic itch, I found just one, dedicated to sufferers of the miserable dermatological condition prurigo nodularis.

Millions of us are scratching alone, a social reality with deep physiological roots. Itching is isolating. The touch of another person can be unbearable. When I get really itchy at night, I build a pillow wall between myself and my cuddle-enthusiast husband, so he does not accidentally wake me up, kickstart the itch-scratch cycle, and mechanically increase our chance of divorce. Studies also show that itch is both contagious and repellent. In the 1990s, scientists in Germany rigged up cameras in a lecture hall and filmed members of the public who came to watch a talk on pruritus. Inevitably, people in the crowd began scratching themselves. Yet people reflexively move away from others who are itching, and toward those in pain.

At best, scratching yourself is like chewing with your mouth open, embarrassing and undignified. At worst, it broadcasts uncleanliness, infestation, derangement, and disease, raising the specter of bedbugs, scabies, chicken pox, roseola, gonorrhea, insanity, and who knows what else. In ancient times, people believed that lice were a form of godly punishment: They generated spontaneously in a person's flesh, tunneled their way out, and consumed their host, thus transfiguring them into bugs. Plato is one of many historical figures accused by his haters of being so lousy, literally, that it killed him. And maybe it did. An extreme lice infestation can cause a person to die from a blood infection or anemia.

Read: The wellness industry is manifesting a quantum world

At least the ancients grasped how miserable being itchy can be. In 1365, a scabies-ridden Petrarch complained to Boccaccio that his hands could not hold a pen, as "they serve only to scratch and scrape." In Dante's Inferno, itching is meted out as a punishment to alchemists in the eighth ring of hell. Murderers in the seventh ring, including Attila the Hun, get a mere eternal dunk in a boiling river of blood.

In my experience, people do not meet an itchy person and grasp that they might be beyond the boiling river. (The physician and journalist Atul Gawande wrote about a patient who scratched all the way through her skull into her brain.) The stigma and the dismissal compound the body horror. When I explain that I itch, and at some point might start itching and never stop, many people respond with a nervous giggle or incredulousness. One of my dumb lines on it involves being a distant relative of a participant--to be clear, an accuser--in the Salem witch trials. Who knew that curses work so well!

Itch is a curse, an eldritch one. At night, I sometimes feel crumbs or sand on my sheets, go to brush the grit off, and find the bed clean. One day, I was rummaging around in a basement and felt a spider drop onto my shoulder from the ceiling. I felt that same, vivid sensation a hundred times more over the next few days. The inside of my body itches, like I have bug bites on my intestines and my lungs. I swear that I can feel the floss-thin electric fibers under my skin, pinging their signals back and forth.

The worst is when I need the itch to stop and I cannot get it to stop, not by dunking myself in ice water or abrading myself with a fork or stabbing myself with a needle or taking so much Benadryl that I brown out. It generates the fight-or-flight response; it feels like being trapped. I don't know; maybe it is akin to drowning.

My chronic itch might be a disease unto itself, but it is also a symptom. At some point in my early 30s, my immune system erred and started to destroy the cells lining the small bile ducts in my liver. This inflamed them, obstructing the flow of sticky green bile into my digestive system. The ducts are now developing lattices of scar tissue, which will spread through my liver, perhaps resulting in cirrhosis, perhaps resulting in death.

Primary biliary cholangitis is degenerative and incurable, and was until recently considered fatal. The prognosis was radically improved by the discovery that a hundred-year-old drug used to dissolve gallstones slows its progression, reducing inflammation and making bile secretion easier. But a minority of people do not respond to the medication. I am one of them.

PBC is generally slow moving. Science keeps advancing; my doctors have me on an off-label drug that seems to be working. Still, I am sick, and I always will be. I feel fine much of the time. The dissonance is weird, as is the disease. What am I supposed to do with the knowledge of my illness? Am I at the end of the healthy part of my life, at the beginning of the dying part?

I am stuck with questions I cannot answer, trying to ignore them, all the while reminded of them over and over again, itchy.

Some answers, however, are coming. Having found nerve circuits dedicated to itch, scientists also began finding receptors triggered by substances other than histamine, thus unlocking the secrets of chronic itch. "We know more about the neural circuits that allow you to experience this sensation, regardless of cause," Bautista told me. "We know more about inflammatory mediators and how they activate the circuits. We know more about triggers and priming the immune system and priming the nervous system."

I asked a number of experts to help me understand chronic itch in the same way I understood acute itch--to show me an itch map. "It's complicated," Kwatra told me. "Complicated," Kim agreed. "Complex," said Xinzhong Dong of Johns Hopkins. The issue is that there's not really a map for chronic itch. There are multiple itch maps, many body circuits going haywire in many ways.

Still, Dong gave me one example. The drug chloroquine "works really well to kill malaria," he explained. But chloroquine can cause extreme itchiness in people with dark skin tones. "The phenomenon is not an allergic reaction," Dong told me; and antihistamines do not ease it. In 2009, his lab figured it out: In highly simplified terms, melanin holds chloroquine in the skin, and chloroquine lights up an itch receptor.

Because there is no single map for chronic itch, there is no "big itch switch that you can turn off reliably with a drug," Kim told me. "I'm not so convinced that it is even doable." (Dong thought that it probably is. It just might cause debilitating side effects or even kill the itchy person in the process.) Still, there are lots of smaller itch switches, and researchers are figuring out how to flip them, one by one.

These include a pair of cytokines called interleukin 4 and interleukin 13. When a person encounters an allergen, the body secretes these chemical messengers to rev up the immune system. Yet the messengers also spur the body to produce itch-related cytokines and make the nervous system more sensitive to them. In 2017, the FDA approved a drug called Dupixent, which blocks the pair of cytokines, to treat atopic dermatitis, a form of eczema; the agency later approved it for asthma, laryngitis, and other inflammatory conditions (at a retail cost of $59,000 a year).

Michael McDaniel found a single open blister on his bicep when he was traveling in Europe in 2013. Within a few days, he told me, a crackling, bleeding rash had engulfed his upper extremities, oozing a honey-colored liquid. His knuckles were so swollen that his hands stiffened.

Back in the United States one miserable week after his trip, he saw a dermatologist, who diagnosed him with atopic dermatitis. Nothing McDaniel tried--steroids, bathing in diluted bleach, avoiding cigarette smoke and dryer sheets, praying to any god who would listen--ended his misery. He bled through socks and shirts. He hid his hands in photographs. "I was able to get my symptoms to a manageable baseline," he told me. "It wasn't really manageable, though. I just got used to it."

McDaniel muddled through this circle of hell for seven years, until his dermatologist gave him an infusion of Dupixent. Twenty-four hours later, "my skin was the calmest it had been since my symptoms appeared," McDaniel told me. The drug was a "miracle."

Numerous drugs similar to Dupixent have been found over the past seven years to work on chronic itch, and physicians are refining techniques such as nerve blocks and ketamine infusions. But finding treatments for itching that is not related to an immune response has proved harder. Progress is throttled by the relatively small number of researchers working on itch, and the limited sums Big Pharma is willing to pump into drug development and trials. Plus, treatment options do not readily translate into treatment; a lot of folks are still being told to try Benadryl, even if all it does is make them groggy.

When I saw my hepatologist in August, that's exactly what he suggested. The drug would help to quell the itching caused by my scratching, at a minimum, and help me sleep.

"I hate Benadryl," I snapped. (Maybe I need a new T-shirt.) He suggested Zyrtec or Claritin.

As I continued to press for more options, he reviewed my bloodwork. My liver enzymes were still high. He suggested more tests, a biopsy. And he said we could start trialing drugs to manage my symptoms better. SSRIs, used to treat depression, sometimes ease itch in patients with PBC. Opioid antagonists, used to treat heroin overdoses, sometimes do the same. Cholestyramine, which soaks up bile acid (a known pruritogen), could work. Maybe UVB phototherapy. Maybe a cream charged with fatty acids that activate the endocannabinoid system. Maybe rifampin, an antibiotic.

These ragtag off-label treatment options reflect the fact that physicians have not yet figured out PBC's itch map. Some patients just itch and itch and itch and it never ends. I once asked my old hepatologist what she would do if that happened to me. "Transplant your liver," she told me, not even looking up from her computer.

This was not a comforting answer. Organ transplantation is a lifesaving miracle, but a saved life is not an easy one. Recovery from a liver transplant takes at least a year. Grafts die, not infrequently. Many patients never heal fully. The five-year survival rate is 14 percentage points lower for PBC patients with liver transplants than it is for PBC patients who respond to the standard treatment and do not need one.

When I shared this prognosis with my mother, she responded, "You better start being nice to your siblings!" (I would rather die.) When I broke it to my husband, he paused a beat before saying he might go call his therapist.

Would I rather just live with the itch? How would I do it? I could not find a support group for the chronically itchy. But I did find two people with PBC who were willing to share their experiences with me. Carol Davis is a retired kindergarten teacher. More than a decade ago, she started itching "like crazy," she told me. "It would wake me up in the night." A doctor diagnosed her with PBC; like me, she itches on and off, and doctors have never found a set of drugs to quell her itch without causing miserable side effects.

Read: A food-allergy fix hiding in plain sight

I asked her how she has dealt with it, not in terms of doctors and drugs and lotions but in a more cosmic sense. "When you're at the end of your lifespan, you just have the mindset: These things are going to happen," Davis told me. "If I had been younger, like you, it might have been more scary." Then she ticked off a list of things she looks forward to: games of Farkle, Bible study, going to the gym, seeing her friends from her sorority, spending time with her husband of 54 years. She got out of her head, she meant. And when she found herself back there, itching or afraid or in pain, she told me, "I don't dwell on myself. I don't ask the Lord to make me well. I dwell on Him!"

Gail Fisher is 84 "and a half," she told me, and a harpist, gardener, and motor-home enthusiast. She lives alone in rural Effingham County, Illinois. Her PBC has developed into cirrhosis, and she also has arthritis and thyroid disease. The itching drives her nuts sometimes too, she told me. But she does not dwell on it either. "Gosh, don't worry about it," she said. "You don't know what tomorrow is going to bring anyway!"

When the itch is at its worst--not a bodily sensation but an existential blight, not a force begging for resignation but one driving a person to madness--that's easier said than done. Still, I knew that following Davis's and Fisher's advice would do me more good than lotion or Benadryl ever has.

I'm here, my body tells me. I'm here. I'm alive. I'm dying. I'm here. 

I know, I respond. Enough. I know.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/why-people-itch-and-how-to-stop-it/680285/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World

"This is unstoppable."

by Zoe Schlanger




Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest dreams that solar by the middle of the 2020s would already be supplying all of the growth of global electricity demand," he said. Yet here we are.

In the United States, solar accounted for more than half of all new power last year. But the most dramatic growth is happening overseas. The latest global report from the International Energy Agency (IEA) notes that solar is on track to overtake all other forms of energy by 2033. The world's use of fossil fuels is already plateauing (the U.S., for its part, hit its peak demand for fossil-fuel energy way back in 2007). Energy demand is still rising, but renewables are stepping in to make up the difference. "The really interesting debate now," Bond said, "is actually: When do we push fossil fuels off the plateau? And from our numbers, if solar keeps on growing this way, it's going to be off the plateau by the end of this decade."

The advantages of solar speak for themselves. Solar can be built faster and with fewer permits than other forms of energy infrastructure, mostly because the panels are flat and modular (unlike, say, a towering wind turbine or a hulking gas-fired power plant). It's also adaptable at any scale, from an individual erecting a single panel to a utility company assembling a solar farm. And now, thanks to remarkable drops in prices for solar panels, mainly from China, simple market forces seem to be driving an all-out solar boom. "This is unstoppable," Heymi Bahar, a senior energy analyst at the IEA, told me.

Globally, some 40 percent of solar's growth is in the form of people powering their own homes and businesses, Bahar said. Perhaps nowhere is this better illustrated than in Africa, where Joel Nana, a project manager at Sustainable Energy Africa in Cape Town, has been leading an effort to help countries regulate and integrate the explosion of small-scale solar. When Nana and his team started quantifying just how much new solar was around, "we were actually shocked," he told me. In South Africa, for example, the total amount of energy produced from solar systems in 2019 was thought to be about 500 megawatts, Nana said. But in the first quarter of 2023, when researchers used satellite imagery to count all of the solar installations in the country, they estimated that solar was producing a combined 5,700 megawatts of energy--only 55 percent of which had been declared to the government. That story of rapid, invisible growth is being repeated across the continent. Kenya now has about 200 megawatts of rooftop solar installed, representing 9 percent of the country's total energy use, Nana said. Namibia has about 96 megawatts of rooftop solar capacity in its system, he said--a whopping 15 percent of its energy mix. "It's been happening for three or four years, maybe five years, completely off the radar," Nana said.

From the March 2020 issue: Thy neighbor's solar panels

Solar seems to have passed a tipping point: In many countries, the low cost of the technology is propelling its own growth, despite little government help. In South Africa, businesses such as shopping malls and factories have historically run diesel generators to deal with frequent power outages. Many still do, but now others are saving money by installing solar panels. Electricity from a diesel generator costs about 10 rand per kilowatt-hour, Nana said; with solar panels, it plummets to about two rand. "It's literally a no-brainer for a business owner," he said. Businesses make up 80 percent of small-scale solar capacity in the country, according to his research. Soon, Nana hopes, arrays and batteries will become cheap enough that more homeowners across the continent will be able to afford switching to solar. And, as the journalist Bill McKibben has reported, some homeowners in African countries who have never been connected to the grid are getting electricity for the very first time via solar-panel kits, skipping over a fossil-fuel phase entirely.

Across the global South, solar is capturing unprecedented portions of the energy market. Pakistan, for example, imported the equivalent of a quarter of its total energy capacity in Chinese solar panels in just the first six months of this year. Many countries in the global South lack significant fossil-fuel resources, and importing them is expensive. "By far the easiest way to obtain economic growth in a country with a lot of sunshine and no fossil fuels is by exploiting your own domestic resources," Bond said. Already, in countries including Brazil, Morocco, Mexico, and Uruguay, solar and wind make up a bigger share of electricity generation than it does in global-North countries. By 2030, RMI predicts, the global South will have quadrupled its solar and wind capacity.

That estimate doesn't account for China, which is experiencing an unparalleled solar boom. In addition to supplying the rest of the world with panels, China installed more than half of the planet's new solar capacity within its own borders in 2023, and the Ember report says it's on track to add a similar amount this year. In 2023, the country more than doubled its own solar capacity year over year. "Nobody was expecting that it would be so high," Bahar said.

Read: Why America doesn't really make solar panels anymore

Last year, at the United Nations Climate Change Conference, or COP28, in Dubai, 132 countries and the European Union pledged to triple the world's renewable-energy capacity by 2030. According to Bahar, it's the only promise of the many made in Dubai that's likely to even be close to fulfilled: The world is on track to add 2.7 times its renewable capacity by then, and 80 percent of that increase will come from solar. To make use of all this growth, the world will have to add much more storage and transmission capacity, neither of which are keeping up with solar's pace. The IEA, where Bahar works, will advocate for new pledges on those two fronts at COP29 next month. A world that mostly runs on solar power will also need something else--such as hydropower, nuclear, or geothermal--to generate energy when the sun isn't shining in the evenings and winters. Jessika Trancik, an MIT professor who models clean-energy development, told me that governments need to steer investments toward storage and alternate forms of energy to compensate for that inherent downtime. That way, the world can have a reliable energy mix when 50 or 60 percent of electricity generation comes from solar and wind. That may seem far off, she said--solar made up about 5.5 percent of global energy in 2023--but with the exponential growth of cheap solar, "before you know it, it's upon you."

For Africa's quiet solar boom to meet its full potential, governments will need to regulate and subsidize the technology, Nana said. Federal departments in Namibia, Kenya, and Eswatini have largely ignored the ascendance of solar technology within their borders, Nana said. Yet in South Africa, he's seeing bright spots. Last year, the government began providing subsidies for solar for the first time. This year, its updated energy plan acknowledged that small-scale solar will be the biggest player in the country in the next decade. If South Africa is any indication, a solar revolution will arrive in more countries in the coming years. It may even sneak up on them.
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Why Are We Humoring Them?

When Donald Trump and Elon Musk can turn death threats into punch lines, the joke is on the rest of us--and that's the point.

by Megan Garber




In September, Secret Service agents apprehended a man carrying an AK-47-style gun near Donald Trump's Palm Beach golf course--in an apparent attempt, the FBI concluded, to assassinate the former president. To some, the thwarted violence was a bleak testament to the times: one more reminder that politics, when approached as an endless war, will come with collateral damage. To Elon Musk, however, it was an opportunity. The billionaire, treating his control of X as a means of owning the libs, gave the Palm Beach news a MAGA-friendly twist. "And no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," Musk wrote on the platform, punctuating the line with a thinking-face emoji.

Musk was wrong--authorities have arrested several people for death threats made against the president and vice president--and he eventually deleted the post. But he did not apologize for the mistake. Instead, earlier this month, Musk used an appearance on Tucker Carlson's X-based show as a chance to workshop the line. "Nobody's even bothering to try to kill Kamala," Musk told Carlson, "because it's pointless. What do you achieve?"

At this, both men guffawed. Musk, having found an appreciative audience, kept going, finding new ways to suggest that the vice president was not worth the trouble of assassinating. Carlson's reply: "That's hilarious."

First as tragedy, then as farce, the adage goes. If only the old order still applied. Not that long ago, public figures such as Carlson and Musk might have been embarrassed to be seen using political violence as a punch line. But embarrassment, these days, is a partisan affliction. It can ail only the soft, the sincere--the people willing to be caught caring in public. The brand of politics that Musk and Carlson practice is swaggering and provocative and, as a result, entirely devoid of shame. And so the two men, wielding their mockery, make a show of each chortle and smirk. They may consider their delight to be defiant--a rebuke to the humorless masses who see the violence and not the lol--but it is not defiant. It is dull. This is the way of things now. The tragedy and the farce, the menace that winks, the joke that threatens, the emoji that cries with joy and the one that simply cries: They bleed together, all of them. Irony storms the Capitol. Cynicism reigns.

Read: Political violence feeds on itself

Trump, that louche comedian, is partially to blame. His humor--some of it crude, some of it cruel, most of it treating politics and the people who engage in them as the butt of an endless joke--is more than a performance. It is also permission. Musk and Carlson laughed at the thought of Harris's death both because they wanted to and because they knew they could. Trump and his crowbar will come for every Overton window. Now no claim is too much. No joke is too soon. Deportations, assassinations, the casual suggestion that America is due for its own version of Kristallnacht: Invoked as ideas and implications, they might be threats. They might be omens. For Trump and the many who humor him, though, they're simply material--fodder for jokes in a set that never ends.

"Not The Onion," people might warn one another on social media, as they share the video of Trump's nearly 40-minute attempt to turn a town hall into a one-man dance party. "Beyond parody," they might moan, as J. D. Vance spreads racist lies about immigrants snatching and eating their neighbors' pets. The disclaimers are hardly necessary. Americans, whatever their political convictions, have become accustomed to politics that read as dark comedy--and to politicians who commit fully to the bit. These leaders don't merely lie or misspeak or make light of life and death. To them, leadership itself is a joke. They're trolling one another. They're trolling us. They've made mischief a mandate.

Call it the trolligarchy--and have no doubt that its regime is inescapable. Trump says that if reelected he'll be a dictator on "day one" and then insists that he's only joking. Under Musk, X's email for press inquiries auto-responds to reporters' questions with a poop emoji. Marjorie Taylor Greene, who won a congressional seat in Georgia by turning trolling into a campaign strategy, has been using the House bill-amendment process as an opportunity for cheap acts of score-settling. In a proposed amendment to a bill meant to allocate funding to aid Ukraine as it defends itself against Russia's invasion, she stipulated, among other things, that any colleague who voted for it would be conscripted into Ukraine's military.

"Messaging bills" may be fairly common among politicians seeking new ways to rack up political points. And Greene's amendment was roundly defeated. Her stunt, though, wrote tragedy and farce into the congressional record. Roll Call, reporting on it, quoted social-media posts from Matt Glassman, an analyst at Georgetown University's Government Affairs Institute. There have "always been chucklehead Members of the House," Glassman wrote of Greene's antics. "But the prominence of many of the chuckleheads in the GOP and the ever-increasing general level of chucklehead behavior worries me."

Life under the trolligarchy requires constant acts of micro-translation: Did she mean it? Was he joking? Were they lying? The lulz, as a result, can be exhausting. The scholar Dannagal Goldthwaite Young, analyzing fMRI studies that illustrate how the brain processes jokes, argues that humor can impose a cognitive tax. Jokes, for all their delights, ask more of their audiences than other forms of discourse do: They require more split-second parsing, more energy, more work. And a troll is a joke unhinged--which makes it extra taxing. Its terms are particularly murky. Its claims are especially suspect. Under its influence, the old categories fail. Nihilism takes over. Fatigue sets in. Sincerity and irony, like stars whose centers cannot hold, collapse into each other.

Humor is an age-old political tradition--Common Sense, the pamphlet that persuaded many Americans to become revolutionaries, was powerful in part because it was often quite funny--but trolling, as a mode of political engagement, is not comedy. It is its antithesis. Nazis of both the past and present have tried to hide in plain sight by characterizing their racism as merely ironic. As The New Yorker's Emily Nussbaum wrote in a 2017 essay, jokes deployed as rhetoric played a crucial role in helping Trump win the presidency.

Read: Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini

Since then, the trolling has only intensified. But it has also become--in a twist that can read as a cosmic kind of troll--ever more banal. In 2008, The New York Times published "The Trolls Among Us," a lengthy introduction to a subculture that was then emerging from the dark recesses of the internet. The article is remarkably prescient. It treats trolling as a novelty but frames it as a new moral problem. It parses the cruelty that has become a standard feature of online engagement. But it was also written when trolls' power was relatively contained. Trolling, today, having slipped the surly bonds of 4chan, is no longer subculture. It is culture.

Many trolls of the early internet hid behind pseudonyms and anonymity; they largely performed for one another rather than for a mass audience. But trolling, as a political style, demands credit for the chaos it sows. Trump, the "troll in chief," channels that status as brand identity. He will happily lie, his followers know; maybe he'll lie on their behalf. He will trick his opponents. He will set traps. He will reveal his rivals' foolishness. He will humiliate them. That old Times article captured one of the abiding ironies of this brave new mode of digital engagement. Trolling may manifest as pranks. But many practitioners insist that their hijinks have ethical ends. Trolls claim to be puncturing pieties, saving the sanctimonious from themselves. They're righting social wrongs as they subject "elites" to a barrage of corrective humiliations meant to reveal empathy and equality and other such values as nothing more than smug little lies.

Trolling, in that way, can be self-rationalizing, and therefore particularly powerful when its logic comes for our politics. Trump once gave a speech in the rain and then bragged about the sun shining down on his performance. His bravado was propaganda in its most basic and recognizable form--overt, insistent, blunt. It did what propaganda typically will, imposing its preferred reality onto the one that actually exists. But the lie was also so casual, so basic, so fundamentally absurd--even the heavens, Trump says, will do his bidding--that it barely registered as propaganda at all.

Read: The slop candidate

Trump came of age as a public figure in the 1980s, long before irony was alleged to have died--a time, on the contrary, when cynicism had become cultural currency. It was a period when earnestness, or at least the appearance of it, was curdling into a liability. Trump has taken the irony-infused assumptions of those years and used them as tools of power. His lies invade and destroy, trampling the truths that stand in their way with casual, cunning brutality. But Trump's jokes can be similarly, if more subtly, ruinous. A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding--even about matters of life and death.

That attitude, once it takes hold of the body politic, spreads rapidly. People talk about "irony poisoning" because irony, in the end, has so few antidotes. Greene's attempt to troll her colleagues as they determined aid to Ukraine led to several more proposed amendments--this time from Jared Moskowitz, a Democratic representative from Florida. One proposed to appoint Greene as "Vladimir Putin's Special Envoy to the United States Congress." Another suggested renaming Greene's office for Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister who is widely denigrated for his appeasement of Hitler.

Recommending that a congressional office be called the Neville Chamberlain Room may not be a great joke; it's even worse, though, as a mode of government. Democracy is an earnest enterprise: It requires us--challenges us--to care. It assumes that people will disagree, about the small things and the big ones. It further assumes that they will settle differences through acts of debate. But cynicism makes argument impossible. "How do you fight an enemy who's just kidding?" Nussbaum asked in her 2017 essay, and the question still has no good answer. The old insult comic remains onstage, serving up the same routine to a crowd that cackles and roars. He'll roast anyone in his path. He'll soak up the applause. He'll trust that, in all the levity, people will miss the obvious: When the comedy keeps punching down, anyone can become the butt of the joke.
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The Worst Insult I Ever Heard as an Opera Singer

I'm not sure how to recover from this.

by James Parker




Dear James,

In my younger days, I was an opera singer. Like most trained singers, I found the lack of significant success extraordinarily painful, but that's the reality in the field. I wasn't the greatest singer, but I certainly moved audiences and earned the respect of my colleagues.

Recently, I was playing guitar and singing a cute little country ditty that required no vocal skill. My sister-in-law, who was listening, exclaimed, "That was so beautiful. It's the first time I've ever heard your real voice." She's been hearing me sing for 40 years. I couldn't believe she could say something so awful to me. It makes me think she has great hostility toward me, something I never would have dreamed of before. It hurts so much.

Afterward, my husband said she was just telling me that she never liked my voice, and he couldn't see any reason why she would say such a thing, except to hurt me. I think he is exactly right, and my daughter agreed.

The professional disrespect is amazing to me. She is a clarinetist ... It's as if I'd said, after hearing her play kazoo, that that was the first time I'd heard her real musicianship. The insult is staggering. Do you think there is any other way to interpret her remark?



Dear Reader,

What a fascinating situation. Like a short story by Edith Wharton, with a splash of Larry David. A careless remark, lightly dropped in a domestic setting, touches off a failure cascade that ends with the unraveling of a family. And was the remark made innocently or with mischief in mind? Or both? Was it made, in other words, in innocence of its own mischievous purposes? The cunning of the human psyche is bottomless. (This is why people write short stories.)
 
 As it happens, I do think there's another way to interpret your sister-in-law's remark. She's a musician herself, which slightly complicates things. But hear me out. You will know, of course, that opera, and the operatic singing style, is not to everyone's taste. Why? Because to a late-modern philistine like (for example) me, it can sound fleshy, forced, overdone. I hope one day to educate myself out of this particular prejudice, but for the time being, I'm stuck with it.
 
 And perhaps your sister-in-law is too. Perhaps, clarinetist though she is, loyal sister-in-law though she might be, she harbors trace elements of anti-opera bias, such that when she hears you--after 40 years--singing quote-unquote normally, nonoperatically, she bursts forth in words of praise. The easy-breathing simplicity of your country singing surprised her, moved her. At last: you! The irony being, of course, that your real voice, the voice where your you-ness truly lives, is your opera voice. And this is the source of the hurt, I think: the career-long lack of affirmation you felt as a working opera singer. Which sucks, no doubt. But it's not your sister-in-law's fault.
 
 A word about indignation. Indignation on another's behalf: fantastic. Indignation on one's own: less so. It's to be guarded against. It's wrapped up with pride. I'll quote Husker Du: "Stupid pride! Selfish pride!" So maybe use the feelings aroused by your sister-in-law's thoughtless, certainly injudicious, possibly naughty remark as an opportunity to rise above. To let it go.

Wishing you harmony,
 James



Dear James,

I am in a perfectly healthy, safe, loving, and committed relationship with my partner of over a year, but I still feel a nagging worry that I am wasting my time being with this person instead of pursuing other people, especially because I am so young (in my mid-20s). This worry makes me question my feelings for my partner and adds a layer of anxiety to my relationship that I wish wasn't present.

I desire to be married one day, and monogamy seems to be the ideal relationship structure for my lifestyle and values; however, the thought of spending my entire life committed to just one person can send me into a spiral. Can I ever be content with loving one person?



Dear Reader,

"People are finite beings with infinite desires," Billy Graham said. To which I might add: "And Wi-Fi." Because desire today is aggravated, exacerbated, compounded, and inflamed beyond all measure by the goddamn internet. Whatever you're doing, you could be doing something better. Whoever you're with, they could be more ... whatever. More this. More that.

What is desire? A great hollowness. A gnawing lack. A sex-shaped nothing. We think it's inside us, but it's outside us. Today, 2024, it wears a digital face, but it's been around forever: the apple in the Garden of Eden--that was the first algorithm. And desire has designs on us. It wants us to buy things, replace things, replace people, replace ourselves. I say: Switch it off.

Of course, you can't switch it off, not really, or not without a lot of praying on mountaintops and vomiting in the huts of Amazonian spirit-doctors. And you can unplug, unsubscribe--the restlessness will still be there. Monogamy is bananas; everyone knows that. An insane way to proceed. Marriage? Jesus Christ. But everything else is bananas too. So make sure you're loving whatever's in front of you for what it is. Which includes your current partner. I've no idea whether you'll end up married to them, but I can tell you this with complete certainty: They're real, right now, and so are you. Make the most of it.

Pounding the lectern,
 James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Chronically Online Have Stolen Halloween

Obscure meme costumes are sucking the joy from the holiday.

by Kate Lindsay




Many of this year's most popular Halloween costumes make sense. One trend tracker's list includes characters from Beetlejuice and Inside Out, thanks to the respective sequels that recently hit theaters. But at No. 2 sits a costume that's not like the others: Raygun, the Australian dancer who went viral for her erratic moves during the Olympics earlier this year. Her costume--a green-and-yellow tracksuit--beat out pop-culture stalwarts such as Sabrina Carpenter, Minions, and Wolverine. Raygun is not a monster, or a book character, or any other traditional entertainment figure. She is, for all intents and purposes, a meme.

Halloween has been steadily succumbing to the chronically online for years now. As early as 2013, publications were noting memes' slow creep into the Halloween-costume canon. A few years later, the undecided voter Ken Bone, who went viral during the October 2016 presidential debate for his distinctive name and midwestern demeanor, somehow went even more viral when the lingerie company Yandy made a "Sexy Undecided Voter" costume. Surely, it couldn't get any weirder than that. Instead, meme costumes not only persist; they have become even more online. Today, participating in Halloween can feel like being in a competition you did not enter--one that prioritizes social-media attention over genuine, person-to-person interactions.

Costumes beyond classics such as witches or skeletons have long reflected pop culture; that the rise of meme culture would show up at Halloween, too, is understandable. But unlike traditional culture, which follows, say, the steady release of movies and TV shows, internet culture spirals in on itself. When we say meme in 2024, we're not talking about a straightforward text graphic or even a person from a viral YouTube video. To understand a meme now, you must know the layers of context that came before it and the mechanisms of the platform it sprang from, the details of which not everyone is familiar with.

Meme enthusiasts, our modern-day hipsters, must dig through the bowels of the internet for their references to position themselves as savvy. It's not enough to be Charli XCX anymore; you have to somehow embody "brat summer" instead. The meme costume is a reference to a reference to a reference--a singer in a Canadian funk band called My Son the Hurricane, for instance, but specifically from the viral video where she was teased (and then heralded) for her emphatic dancing; or the "me as a baby" puppet, a TikTok joke that spawned from people filming themselves to convince children that a video of a puppet named Tiburcio was them as a baby. When seen in person, the costume-wearer will most likely need to offer a lengthy explanation for their pick. If, by the end, you do understand their costume, the effort probably wasn't worth it, and if you still don't, it's somehow your fault that "Nicolas Cage and Pedro Pascal in the scene from The Unbearable Weight of Massive Talent soundtracked by Cass Elliot's 'Make Your Own Kind of Music,' but specifically in its context as a TikTok trend template" didn't ring any bells in its real-life form (two guys standing in front of you at a party).

Read: Adult Halloween is stupid, embarrassing, and very important

This is, perhaps unsurprisingly, terrible for in-person Halloween gatherings. As a rare monocultural touchstone, Halloween should be treasured for its offline traditions. Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa share custody of most of December; Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July have become, for some, political lightning rods. But a holiday for nothing other than dressing up and having fun (and eating candy) is October 31, every year, for everyone. In an era of declining socialization, the holiday gives Americans the opportunity for a shared physical place to be in and people to connect with, whether on doorsteps or at costume parties. For many, this can mean celebrating through children, whose simple and easily recognizable costumes embody the holiday in its purest playful iteration. Do it right, and adults, too, can have the pleasure of riding public transportation next to a grown man dressed as a bumblebee.

The meme invasion threatens the spirit of Halloween. In my experience, an interaction with these meme hipsters--a moment that should be one of immediate recognition and joy--becomes a lengthy, borderline-inscrutable conversation I had no idea I would be saddled with when I tried to make small talk. Instead of connecting, I feel alienated, and not just because I don't understand. Within seconds of embarking on these conversations, it becomes clear the costumes aren't intended for my--or any other partygoer's--consumption. They're for our phones.

That's where the costume will be appreciated, and where people can reenact the video required for it to make sense. That's where the wearer can debut the outfit to an online community that needs no explanation for "JoJo Siwa's 'Karma' dance" or "the concept of 'demure.'" I, a fellow partygoer, become relegated to the backdrop of a social-media post.

But living life phone-first is what got Americans in this lonely, third-placeless crisis to begin with. If our costumes aren't for the other people in this room, then what are we all doing here? In what way are we bonding? We're not just hanging out less but also allowing the pursuit of internet points to ruin the rare times we do.

And yet I, in my pumpkin costume or celebrity getup, am made out to be the problem. Those who dress up as more traditional, recognizable characters get categorized online as somehow cringe, while those whose costumes require descriptions that would kill a Victorian child claim dominance. There is, of course, always the option to just not care what the internet thinks, but that's starting to feel as delusionally obstinate as refusing to give up a landline phone or pointedly saying "Merry Christmas" in response to "Happy Holidays."

To give in and play Halloween by the internet's rules results in an inevitably stressful few weeks of fall. I have to come up with a costume that's the exact right combination of referential and recent, something that happened online in the past few months but not something that everyone else is going to be. My costume has to signal something about me, whatever inside joke I'm part of, without being a reflection of my actual interests--boring! Even if I get this right, it'll all be to spend time at a party that's more "Instagram set piece" than it is "Halloween get-together." If I opt out, I risk facing a Millennial's scariest costume of all: irrelevance.

Exorcising the internet from Halloween, though, could resurrect the holiday's true spirit: a cultural potluck at which all, whether Marvel or monster, are welcome. This isn't to say that you can't go as a meme--who am I to deny the Rayguns of the world?--but it is to say that we can drop the one-upmanship that results in a Sisyphean race for online notoriety. Like the ghosts and ghouls that adorn front lawns, Halloween can be brought back to life.
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The Improbable Coalition That Is Harris's Best Hope

The battleground state of Michigan reveals the Democrat's most plausible path to winning the presidency.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


Big margins in the biggest places represent Kamala Harris's best chance of overcoming Donald Trump's persistent strength in the decisive swing states. Across those battlegrounds, Harris's campaign is banking on strong showings both in major urban centers with large minority populations and in the white-collar inner suburbs growing around the cities. Despite widespread dissatisfaction with the economy under President Joe Biden, those are the places where she can find the highest concentrations of voters likely to reject Trump anyway, because they view him as a threat to their rights, their values, and the rule of law.

Posting significant advantages in these large metropolitan areas represents Harris's best--if not only--opportunity to squeeze past Trump in the most closely contested swing states, particularly the Rust Belt battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin that remain her most likely path to an Electoral College majority.

When Harris visited Michigan last weekend, her itinerary underscored this priority. On Friday night, she appeared before a sizable, enthusiastic audience in Oakland County, a well-educated and prosperous Detroit suburb that has shifted dramatically from red to blue over the past three decades. Then, on Saturday morning, Harris held an event with the singer Lizzo in downtown Detroit on the first day that city residents were eligible to vote early. Yesterday, Harris returned to Oakland County to campaign with former Republican Representative Liz Cheney as part of a day-long sweep by the two women through white-collar suburbs outside Philadelphia and Milwaukee as well.

"That pairing and that geography tells you we think we have a lot of room to run up the score" in those places, Lauren Hitt, a spokesperson for the Harris campaign, told me. Over the weekend, the campaign released strategy memos that cited expanded margins in well-educated suburban communities as the key to Harris's ability to hold Michigan and Pennsylvania next month. The campaign hasn't released similar blueprints for the other battleground states, but its formula for victory in all of them looks the same.

Read: Harris's best answer to Trump's resilient appeal

Trump is betting heavily on his ability to combine his historical advantage with working-class white voters with improved performance among working-class Black and Latino voters, especially men--and polls show him making progress toward that goal. Harris's hopes, particularly in the key Rust Belt battlegrounds, depend on preserving enough of her party's traditional advantage among striving minority voters clustered in the biggest cities, while expanding the Democrats' edge among the affluent families who step out of their gleaming SUVs at the Whole Foods and Panera stores a few miles away. If Harris is to prevent Trump's reelection under a more explicitly authoritarian banner, that incongruous electoral alliance among voters whose lives rarely intersect in other ways may represent the last line of defense for American democracy.

Running up the score in the most populous places has underwritten the Democratic advance in virtually all of the states where the party has prospered since the 1990s. Almost by definition, the few remaining swing states in U.S. politics are those whose populations are closely balanced between the Democratic-leaning big cities and inner suburbs and the Republican-leaning small towns and rural communities.

This year, with college-educated voters, especially women, continuing to recoil from Trump, Harris appears on track for strong performances in the large well-educated suburbs around major cities. That's particularly true in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, the three states that made Trump president in 2016 when he dislodged them from what I called "the blue wall." To win those states, much less the Sun Belt battlegrounds where she faces longer odds, Harris will need every vote she can squeeze out of these suburban communities.

Across all the battlegrounds, Trump is pressuring Harris with a powerful pincer movement. From one side, the former president appears poised once again to record towering margins among largely rural, working-class white voters, who are frustrated with higher prices and drawn to his vitriolic attacks on immigrants, elites, and liberals. From the other direction, polls show Trump with an opportunity to make those small but potentially pivotal gains among urban voters of color, particularly men. Harris is unlikely to repel that multifront assault unless she can further improve on Biden's already significant 2020 margins in the suburbs around major cities from Philadelphia to Phoenix.

These dynamics were at play in Harris's appearances around the Detroit area last weekend; Trump also appeared in the region last week. When Harris rallied supporters Friday night in Oakland County's Waterford Township, the fervor of resistance to Trump among the college-educated, professional middle-class voters was fully apparent--even more so than I'd seen in Trump's earlier campaigns.

The people who were heading into the rally repeatedly reached, unprompted, for the same dire analogy. "Take him at his word," Powell Miller, an attorney from nearby Rochester, told me. Citing Trump's recent threat to use the military against "the enemy from within," he said: "I wish the people of Germany in 1933 took Mr. Hitler at his word." That sentiment was echoed by June McCallumore, a retired history teacher who wore a T-shirt that read Vote Like Your Granddaughters' Rights Depend on It. "It's like '30s Germany," she told me. "I know people don't like you to compare anybody to Nazi Germany, but I've studied history."

Miller and McCallumore were astonished at the backing Trump has sustained after everything that has happened since his defeat in the 2020 election: the January 6 insurrection, the Supreme Court decision overturning the constitutional right to abortion, his manifold legal troubles, and his lurch toward more overtly racist, xenophobic, authoritarian, and plain vulgar language.

"It is shocking to me how many people support him and drank the Kool-Aid," Miller told me--though he saw one encouraging sign among some lifelong Republican acquaintances who have told him Trump has grown so unstable and vindictive that they're planning to support Harris.

Inside Harris's crowded rally in a large exposition hall, the mingled ardor and anxiety was just as intense. "She has to win," Susan Carey, a retired media director for an ad agency, told me, her voice almost quaking. "My husband and I are doing everything we can to make that happen. I think our democracy depends on it. The other option to me is just unthinkable." She said that she has recently volunteered to join Democratic voter-mobilization efforts in the county. "Personally, I'm terrified," she said. "Everyone who is not voting for Trump is incredulous: You can't understand how this stuff is even happening."

The next day in Detroit, the picture was more complicated. I spent much of the day at a community event called the Just F**kin Care Fest, sponsored by Detroit Action, a grassroots group that organizes in low-income minority neighborhoods, focusing on the people who are most alienated from the political process. Guiding Detroit Action's work is a recent study of Black public opinion that calls these disaffected residents the "Rightfully Cynical," a mostly younger group that it contrasts with the older "Legacy Civil Rights" residents, who retain faith in the political process and more reliably turn out for elections.

As rappers and DJs performed at the festival, I saw plenty of evidence that Harris's replacement of President Joe Biden as the nominee has rekindled excitement among the legacy generation of Black voters. "A lot of people who are working and middle class can relate to her, that she knows what it is like to struggle," Panella Page, a retired Air Force veteran, told me. Black women, she said, "are the most disrespected" members of American society, so to see a woman of color "running for commander in chief is substantial." But Page observed more division among younger generations of Black voters. "What they like about Trump is he's an entrepreneur," she said, "he's a businessman" who, they think, can create more economic opportunity for them.

Mark Leibovich: Mike Pence is haunting this election

A few minutes after I spoke with Page, Piper Carter, a cultural trainer for Detroit Action, took the microphone and, moving through the crowd, issued a passionate warning. "Who is kind of frightened in this moment, politically?" she asked the audience. "Who is very concerned right now that we might lose democracy?" She looked around the crowd, which had offered only a few muted murmurs of assent. "I don't hear enough concern," she told them, before adding ominously, "We are the lamb that's on the altar."

After Carter returned the mic to the emcee, I caught up with her. The problem was not, she told me, that minority communities did not see Trump as a danger; it was that the failure of any election to improve their neighborhoods had dulled their expectation that voting would produce material change. "Every single time that Detroiters said they wanted something through their vote, it didn't happen," she told me. "So it's difficult to care, because there's a lot of trauma and pain. It's not because people don't care; it's [that it is] harmful to care."

Also at the Detroit Action event was Prentiss Haney, a senior adviser for the Democracy Power and Innovation Fund, which works with the organizing group and helped fund the recent study. He told me that focusing solely on Trump is a luxury that most of the people they encounter can't afford: Economically marginalized Black voters are too consumed by the daily struggle to stay afloat to view Trump as the existential danger that the more financially secure voters I met at Harris's rally in Oakland County do. "There is a part of the Black electorate that already feels so threatened that the threat [from Trump] is not front and center to them," Haney told me.

A few blocks away, the city had closed off several streets for a large party sponsored by the Detroit Pistons to promote early voting on its opening day. As local rappers performed, a steady flow of mostly young people filed into the city clerk's office to cast a ballot. About 800 people ultimately voted at the event, among about 2,000 Detroiters who cast a ballot at similar centers that day.

Because the city's population has declined so much over the years, Detroit is not the electoral powerhouse it once was: In 2020, Biden won about 240,000 votes from the city, way down from the roughly 325,000 it generated for Barack Obama in 2008. But Daniel Baxter, the longtime COO for the Detroit Department of Elections, told me at the Pistons block party that the stream of early voters on Saturday reinforced the signal from the large number of absentee ballots already returned: He expects turnout among eligible Detroit voters to rise slightly from the 51 percent who showed up in 2020--and significantly from its level in 2016, which was the only recent presidential election when turnout in the city fell below half of eligible voters. That year, Hillary Clinton lost Michigan by 10,700 votes.

In the Rust Belt battlegrounds, the electoral math for Democrats includes holding their own in the region's unusually large number of midsize, mainly blue-collar cities such as Erie and Scranton in Pennsylvania, Saginaw and Flint in Michigan, and Eau Claire and Green Bay in Wisconsin. Both campaigns have devoted significant time and advertising spending to these places. But history suggests that Harris's fate will turn on whether she can maximize the party's advantage in the largest communities that drive these states' growth of both population and economic activity.

Biden improved over Clinton's 2016 margins in the counties centered on Detroit, Philadelphia, and Milwaukee--but only by relatively modest amounts, as Trump's improvement among nonwhite voters that he already demonstrated in 2020 could be more pronounced this year. The bigger shift toward the Democrats in 2020 came in the inner suburbs around those cities. Biden won Michigan's Oakland County by roughly twice as large a margin (108,000 votes) as Clinton did in 2016, or as Obama did in 2012; Biden also made significant gains in well-educated Kent County, around Grand Rapids, and Washtenaw County, which encompasses the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor.

Similarly, Biden won the big four suburban counties outside Philadelphia by a breathtaking combined margin of about 293,000 votes, roughly 115,000 more than Clinton's four years earlier. In Wisconsin, Biden won booming Dane County, centered on Madison, by about 35,000 more votes than Clinton got in 2016, and he cut her deficit in Waukesha, a historically Republican-leaning suburb outside Milwaukee, by about 10,000 votes. (Harris appeared with Cheney in Waukesha yesterday.)

Frederick Kempe: The U.S. is electing a wartime president

In all of these suburban counties, the share of college graduates exceeds the national average. Although they remain predominantly white, they have added more middle-class Black, Asian, and Latino families in recent years. In most of these places, the Democratic share of the vote improved in the 2022 governors' elections even over Biden's 2020 performance. These were the first statewide votes after the Supreme Court overturned the constitutional right to abortion: The abortion issue, Democratic pollsters uniformly believe, remains very salient not only among college-educated suburban women, but also among men in that demographic. On Friday night in Oakland County, the loudest applause for Harris's speech came when she pledged to sign legislation restoring a nationwide right to abortion.

Given the discontent over the economy, and the ferocity of Trump's advertising campaign that portrays Harris as an extreme cultural liberal (particularly on crime, immigration, and transgender rights), she will find it difficult to avoid even deeper voter deficits than Biden saw among the smaller, outlying communities of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. At the Harris rally in Oakland County, Paul Witulski, a union shop steward who lives in Macomb County--a heavily blue-collar area fabled as the birthplace of the white, working-class "Reagan Democrats" in the 1980s--told me that pro-Trump fervor is so unconditional in his neighborhood that he fears his house would be vandalized if he planted a Harris sign in his yard.

Given, also, the indications of incremental Trump gains among voters of color, particularly men, Harris's campaign would consider it a win just to preserve Biden's margins in the urban cores of Detroit, Philadelphia, and Milwaukee (not to mention in the Sun Belt cities of Atlanta, Phoenix, and Las Vegas). In any scenario, Harris won't win as large a share of the vote in the white-collar suburbs as she does among the more diverse voters in the central cities. But the potential for the vice president to improve on Biden's vote share among college-educated women of all races, and possibly among the men in their lives, makes these affluent suburbs the one type of community where she might consistently accumulate a larger advantage than Democrats did in 2020. That represents her best chance to hold back the tide of support that has carried Trump closer to the presidency than seemed possible when he left Washington in disgrace nearly four years ago.
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Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had'

The Republican nominee's preoccupation with dictators, and his disdain for the American military, is deepening.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.



In April 2020, Vanessa Guillen, a 20-year-old Army private, was bludgeoned to death by a fellow soldier at Fort Hood, in Texas. The killer, aided by his girlfriend, burned Guillen's body. Guillen's remains were discovered two months later, buried in a riverbank near the base, after a massive search.

Guillen, the daughter of Mexican immigrants, grew up in Houston, and her murder sparked outrage across Texas and beyond. Fort Hood had become known as a particularly perilous assignment for female soldiers, and members of Congress took up the cause of reform. Shortly after her remains were discovered, President Donald Trump himself invited the Guillen family to the White House. With Guillen's mother seated beside him, Trump spent 25 minutes with the family as television cameras recorded the scene.

In the meeting, Trump maintained a dignified posture and expressed sympathy to Guillen's mother. "I saw what happened to your daughter Vanessa, who was a spectacular person, and respected and loved by everybody, including in the military," Trump said. Later in the conversation, he made a promise: "If I can help you out with the funeral, I'll help--I'll help you with that," he said. "I'll help you out. Financially, I'll help you."

Natalie Khawam, the family's attorney, responded, "I think the military will be paying--taking care of it." Trump replied, "Good. They'll do a military. That's good. If you need help, I'll help you out." Later, a reporter covering the meeting asked Trump, "Have you offered to do that for other families before?" Trump responded, "I have. I have. Personally. I have to do it personally. I can't do it through government." The reporter then asked: "So you've written checks to help for other families before this?" Trump turned to the family, still present, and said, "I have, I have, because some families need help ... Maybe you don't need help, from a financial standpoint. I have no idea what--I just think it's a horrific thing that happened. And if you did need help, I'm going to--I'll be there to help you."



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




A public memorial service was held in Houston two weeks after the White House meeting. It was followed by a private funeral and burial in a local cemetery, attended by, among others, the mayor of Houston and the city's police chief. Highways were shut down, and mourners lined the streets.

Five months later, the secretary of the Army, Ryan McCarthy, announced the results of an investigation. McCarthy cited numerous "leadership failures" at Fort Hood and relieved or suspended several officers, including the base's commanding general. In a press conference, McCarthy said that the murder "shocked our conscience" and "forced us to take a critical look at our systems, our policies, and ourselves."

According to a person close to Trump at the time, the president was agitated by McCarthy's comments and raised questions about the severity of the punishments dispensed to senior officers and noncommissioned officers.

In an Oval Office meeting on December 4, 2020, officials gathered to discuss a separate national-security issue. Toward the end of the discussion, Trump asked for an update on the McCarthy investigation. Christopher Miller, the acting secretary of defense (Trump had fired his predecessor, Mark Esper, three weeks earlier, writing in a tweet, "Mark Esper has been terminated"), was in attendance, along with Miller's chief of staff, Kash Patel. At a certain point, according to two people present at the meeting, Trump asked, "Did they bill us for the funeral? What did it cost?"

According to attendees, and to contemporaneous notes of the meeting taken by a participant, an aide answered: Yes, we received a bill; the funeral cost $60,000.

Trump became angry. "It doesn't cost 60,000 bucks to bury a fucking Mexican!" He turned to his chief of staff, Mark Meadows, and issued an order: "Don't pay it!" Later that day, he was still agitated. "Can you believe it?" he said, according to a witness. "Fucking people, trying to rip me off."

Khawam, the family attorney, told me she sent the bill to the White House, but no money was ever received by the family from Trump. Some of the costs, Khawam said, were covered by the Army (which offered, she said, to allow Guillen to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery) and some were covered by donations. Ultimately, Guillen was buried in Houston.

Shortly after I emailed a series of questions to a Trump spokesperson, Alex Pfeiffer, I received an email from Khawam, who asked me to publish a statement from Mayra Guillen, Vanessa's sister. Pfeiffer then emailed me the same statement. "I am beyond grateful for all the support President Donald Trump showed our family during a trying time," the statement reads. "I witnessed firsthand how President Trump honors our nation's heroes' service. We are grateful for everything he has done and continues to do to support our troops."

Pfeiffer told me that he did not write that statement, and emailed me a series of denials. Regarding Trump's "fucking Mexican" comment, Pfeiffer wrote: "President Donald Trump never said that. This is an outrageous lie from The Atlantic two weeks before the election." He provided statements from Patel and a spokesman for Meadows, who denied having heard Trump make the statement. Via Pfeiffer, Meadows's spokesman also denied that Trump had ordered Meadows not to pay for the funeral.

The statement from Patel that Pfeiffer sent me said: "As someone who was present in the room with President Trump, he strongly urged that Spc. Vanessa Guillen's grieving family should not have to bear the cost of any funeral arrangements, even offering to personally pay himself in order to honor her life and sacrifice. In addition, President Trump was able to have the Department of Defense designate her death as occurring 'in the line of duty,' which gave her full military honors and provided her family access to benefits, services, and complete financial assistance."

The personal qualities displayed by Trump in his reaction to the cost of the Guillen funeral--contempt, rage, parsimony, racism--hardly surprised his inner circle. Trump has frequently voiced his disdain for those who serve in the military and for their devotion to duty, honor, and sacrifice. Former generals who have worked for Trump say that the sole military virtue he prizes is obedience. As his presidency drew to a close, and in the years since, he has become more and more interested in the advantages of dictatorship, and the absolute control over the military that he believes it would deliver. "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had," Trump said in a private conversation in the White House, according to two people who heard him say this. "People who were totally loyal to him, that follow orders." ("This is absolutely false," Pfeiffer wrote in an email. "President Trump never said this.")

A desire to force U.S. military leaders to be obedient to him and not the Constitution is one of the constant themes of Trump's military-related discourse. Former officials have also cited other recurring themes: his denigration of military service, his ignorance of the provisions of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, his admiration for brutality and anti-democratic norms of behavior, and his contempt for wounded veterans and for soldiers who fell in battle.

Retired General Barry McCaffrey, a decorated Vietnam veteran, told me that Trump does not comprehend such traditional military virtues as honor and self-sacrifice. "The military is a foreign country to him. He doesn't understand the customs or codes," McCaffrey said. "It doesn't penetrate. It starts with the fact that he thinks it's foolish to do anything that doesn't directly benefit himself."

I've been interested in Trump's understanding of military affairs for nearly a decade. At first, it was cognitive dissonance that drew me to the subject--according to my previous understanding of American political physics, Trump's disparagement of the military, and in particular his obsessive criticism of the war record of the late Senator John McCain, should have profoundly alienated Republican voters, if not Americans generally. And in part my interest grew from the absolute novelty of Trump's thinking. This country had never seen, to the best of my knowledge, a national political figure who insulted veterans, wounded warriors, and the fallen with metronomic regularity.

Today--two weeks before an election that could see Trump return to the White House--I'm most interested in his evident desire to wield military power, and power over the military, in the manner of Hitler and other dictators.

Trump's singularly corrosive approach to military tradition was in evidence as recently as August, when he described the Medal of Honor, the nation's top award for heroism and selflessness in combat, as inferior to the Medal of Freedom, which is awarded to civilians for career achievement. During a campaign speech, he described Medal of Honor recipients as "either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets or they're dead," prompting the Veterans of Foreign Wars to issue a condemnation: "These asinine comments not only diminish the significance of our nation's highest award for valor, but also crassly characterizes the sacrifices of those who have risked their lives above and beyond the call of duty." Later in August, Trump caused controversy by violating federal regulations prohibiting the politicization of military cemeteries, after a campaign visit to Arlington in which he gave a smiling thumbs-up while standing behind gravestones of fallen American soldiers.

His Medal of Honor comments are of a piece with his expressed desire to receive a Purple Heart without being wounded. He has also equated business success to battlefield heroism. In the summer of 2016, Khizr Khan, the father of a 27-year-old Army captain who had been killed in Iraq, told the Democratic National Convention that Trump has "sacrificed nothing." In response, Trump disparaged the Khan family and said, "I think I've made a lot of sacrifices. I work very, very hard. I've created thousands and thousands of jobs, tens of thousands of jobs, built great structures."

One former Trump-administration Cabinet secretary told me of a conversation he'd had with Trump during his time in office about the Vietnam War. Trump famously escaped the draft by claiming that his feet were afflicted with bone spurs. ("I had a doctor that gave me a letter--a very strong letter on the heels," Trump told The New York Times in 2016.) Once, when the subject of aging Vietnam veterans came up in conversation, Trump offered this observation to the Cabinet official: "Vietnam would have been a waste of time for me. Only suckers went to Vietnam."

In 1997, Trump told the radio host Howard Stern that avoiding sexually transmitted diseases was "my personal Vietnam. I feel like a great and very brave soldier." This was not the only time Trump has compared his sexual exploits and political challenges to military service. Last year, at a speech before a group of New York Republicans, while discussing the fallout from the release of the Access Hollywood tape, he said, "I went onto that (debate) stage just a few days later and a general, who's a fantastic general, actually said to me, 'Sir, I've been on the battlefield. Men have gone down on my left and on my right. I stood on hills where soldiers were killed. But I believe the bravest thing I've ever seen was the night you went onto that stage with Hillary Clinton after what happened.'" I asked Trump-campaign officials to provide the name of the general who allegedly said this. Pfeiffer, the campaign spokesman, said, "This is a true story and there is no good reason to give the name of an honorable man to The Atlantic so you can smear him."

In their book, The Divider: Trump in the White House, Peter Baker and Susan Glasser reported that Trump asked John Kelly, his chief of staff at the time, "Why can't you be like the German generals?" Trump, at various points, had grown frustrated with military officials he deemed disloyal and disobedient. (Throughout the course of his presidency, Trump referred to flag officers as "my generals.") According to Baker and Glasser, Kelly explained to Trump that German generals "tried to kill Hitler three times and almost pulled it off." This correction did not move Trump to reconsider his view: "No, no, no, they were totally loyal to him," the president responded.

This week, I asked Kelly about their exchange. He told me that when Trump raised the subject of "German generals," Kelly responded by asking, "'Do you mean Bismarck's generals?'" He went on: "I mean, I knew he didn't know who Bismarck was, or about the Franco-Prussian War. I said, 'Do you mean the kaiser's generals? Surely you can't mean Hitler's generals? And he said, 'Yeah, yeah, Hitler's generals.' I explained to him that Rommel had to commit suicide after taking part in a plot against Hitler." Kelly told me Trump was not acquainted with Rommel.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

Baker and Glasser also reported that Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, feared that Trump's "'Hitler-like' embrace of the big lie about the election would prompt the president to seek out a 'Reichstag moment.'"

Kelly--a retired Marine general who, as a young man, had volunteered to serve in Vietnam despite actually suffering from bone spurs--said in an interview for the CNN reporter Jim Sciutto's book, The Return of Great Powers, that Trump praised aspects of Hitler's leadership. "He said, 'Well, but Hitler did some good things,'" Kelly recalled. "I said, 'Well, what?' And he said, 'Well, (Hitler) rebuilt the economy.' But what did he do with that rebuilt economy? He turned it against his own people and against the world." Kelly admonished Trump: "I said, 'Sir, you can never say anything good about the guy. Nothing.'"

This wasn't the only time Kelly felt compelled to instruct Trump on military history. In 2018, Trump asked Kelly to explain who "the good guys" were in World War I. Kelly responded by explaining a simple rule: Presidents should, as a matter of politics and policy, remember that the "good guys" in any given conflict are the countries allied with the United States. Despite Trump's lack of historical knowledge, he has been on record as saying that he knew more than his generals about warfare. He told 60 Minutes in 2018 that he knew more about NATO than James Mattis, his secretary of defense at the time, a retired four-star Marine general who had served as a NATO official. Trump also said, on a separate occasion, that it was he, not Mattis, who had "captured" the Islamic State.

As president, Trump evinced extreme sensitivity to criticism from retired flag officers; at one point, he proposed calling back to active duty Admiral William McRaven and General Stanley McChrystal, two highly regarded Special Operations leaders who had become critical of Trump, so that they could be court-martialed. Esper, who was the defense secretary at the time, wrote in his memoir that he and Milley talked Trump out of the plan. (Asked about criticism from McRaven, who oversaw the raid that killed Osama bin Laden, Trump responded by calling him a "Hillary Clinton backer and an Obama backer" and said, "Wouldn't it have been nice if we got Osama bin Laden a lot sooner than that?")

Trump has responded incredulously when told that American military personnel swear an oath to the Constitution, not to the president. According to the New York Times reporter Michael S. Schmidt's recent book, Donald Trump v. the United States, Trump asked Kelly, "Do you really believe you're not loyal to me?" Kelly answered, "I'm certainly part of the administration, but my ultimate loyalty is to the rule of law." Trump also publicly floated the idea of "termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," as part of the effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election and keep himself in power.

On separate occasions in 2020, Trump held private conversations in the White House with national-security officials about the George Floyd protests. "The Chinese generals would know what to do," he said, according to former officials who described the conversations to me, referring to the leaders of the People's Liberation Army, which carried out the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. (Pfeiffer denied that Trump said this.) Trump's desire to deploy U.S. troops against American citizens is well documented. During the nerve-racking period of social unrest following Floyd's death, Trump asked Milley and Esper, a West Point graduate and former infantry officer, if the Army could shoot protesters. "Trump seemed unable to think straight and calmly," Esper wrote in his memoir. "The protests and violence had him so enraged that he was willing to send in active-duty forces to put down the protesters. Worse yet, he suggested we shoot them. I wondered about his sense of history, of propriety, and of his oath to the Constitution." Esper told National Public Radio in 2022, "We reached that point in the conversation where he looked frankly at General Milley, and said, 'Can't you just shoot them, just shoot them in the legs or something?'" When defense officials argued against Trump's desire, the president screamed, according to witnesses, "You are all fucking losers!"

Trump has often expressed his esteem for the type of power wielded by such autocrats as the Chinese leader Xi Jinping; his admiration, even jealousy, of Vladimir Putin is well known. In recent days, he has signaled that, should he win reelection in November, he would like to govern in the manner of these dictators--he has said explicitly that he would like to be a dictator for a day on his first day back in the White House--and he has threatened to, among other things, unleash the military on "radical-left lunatics." (One of his four former national security advisers, John Bolton, wrote in his memoir, "It is a close contest between Putin and Xi Jinping who would be happiest to see Trump back in office.")

Military leaders have condemned Trump for possessing autocratic tendencies. At his retirement ceremony last year, Milley said, "We don't take an oath to a king, or a queen, or to a tyrant or dictator, and we don't take an oath to a wannabe dictator ... We take an oath to the Constitution, and we take an oath to the idea that is America, and we're willing to die to protect it." Over the past several years, Milley has privately told several interlocutors that he believed Trump to be a fascist. Many other leaders have also been shocked by Trump's desire for revenge against his domestic critics. At the height of the Floyd protests, Mattis wrote, "When I joined the military, some 50 years ago, I swore an oath to support and defend the Constitution. Never did I dream that troops taking that same oath would be ordered under any circumstance to violate the Constitutional rights of their fellow citizens."

Trump's frustration with American military leaders led him to disparage them regularly. In their book A Very Stable Genius, Carol Leonnig and Philip Rucker, both of The Washington Post, reported that in 2017, during a meeting at the Pentagon, Trump screamed at a group of generals: "I wouldn't go to war with you people. You're a bunch of dopes and babies." And in his book Rage, Bob Woodward reported that Trump complained that "my fucking generals are a bunch of pussies. They care more about their alliances than they do about trade deals."

Trump's disdain for American military officers is motivated in part by their willingness to accept low salaries. Once, after a White House briefing given by the then-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Joseph Dunford, Trump said to aides, "That guy is smart. Why did he join the military?" (On another occasion, John Kelly asked Trump to guess Dunford's annual salary. The president's answer: $5 million. Dunford's actual salary was less than $200,000.)

Trump has often expressed his love for the trappings of martial power, demanding of his aides that they stage the sort of armor-heavy parades foreign to American tradition. Civilian aides and generals alike pushed back. In one instance, Air Force General Paul Selva, who was then serving as vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told the president that he had been partially raised in Portugal, which, he explained, "was a dictatorship--and parades were about showing the people who had the guns. In America, we don't do that. It's not who we are."

For Republicans in 2012, it was John McCain who served as a model of "who we are." But by 2015, the party had shifted. In July of that year, Trump, then one of several candidates for the Republican presidential nomination, made a statement that should have ended his campaign. At a forum for Christian conservatives in Iowa, Trump said of McCain, "He's not a war hero. He is a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured."

It was an astonishing statement, and an introduction to the wider public of Trump's uniquely corrosive view of McCain, and of his aberrant understanding of the nature of American military heroism. This wasn't the first time Trump had insulted McCain's war record. As early as 1999, he was insulting McCain. In an interview with Dan Rather that year, Trump asked, "Does being captured make you a hero? I don't know. I'm not sure." (A brief primer: McCain, who had flown 22 combat missions before being shot down over Hanoi, was tortured almost continuously by his Communist captors, and turned down repeated offers to be released early, insisting that prisoners be released in the order that they'd been captured. McCain suffered physically from his injuries until his death, in 2018.) McCain partisans believe, with justification, that Trump's loathing was prompted in part by McCain's ability to see through Trump. "John didn't respect him, and Trump knew that," Mark Salter, McCain's longtime aide and co-author, told me. "John McCain had a code. Trump only has grievances and impulses and appetites. In the deep recesses of his man-child soul, he knew that McCain and his achievements made him look like a mutt."

Trump, those who have worked for him say, is unable to understand the military norm that one does not leave fellow soldiers behind on the battlefield. As president, Trump told senior advisers that he didn't understand why the U.S. government placed such value on finding soldiers missing in action. To him, they could be left behind, because they had performed poorly by getting captured.

My reporting during Trump's term in office led me to publish on this site, in September 2020, an article about Trump's attitudes toward McCain and other veterans, and his views about the ideal of national service itself. The story was based on interviews with multiple sources who had firsthand exposure to Trump and his views. In that piece, I detailed numerous instances of Trump insulting soldiers, flag officers and veterans alike. I wrote extensively about Trump's reaction to McCain's death in August 2018: The president told aides, "We're not going to support that loser's funeral," and he was infuriated when he saw flags at the White House lowered to half-mast. "What the fuck are we doing that for? Guy was a fucking loser," he said angrily. Only when Kelly told Trump that he would get "killed in the press" for showing such disrespect did the president relent. In the article, I also reported that Trump had disparaged President George H. W. Bush, a World War II naval aviator, for getting shot down by the Japanese. Two witnesses told me that Trump said, "I don't get it. Getting shot down makes you a loser." (Bush ultimately evaded capture, but eight other fliers were caught and executed by the Japanese).

The next year, White House officials demanded that the Navy keep the U.S.S. John S. McCain, which was named for McCain's father and grandfather--both esteemed admirals--out of Trump's sight during a visit to Japan. The Navy did not comply.

Trump's preoccupation with McCain has not abated. In January, Trump condemned McCain--six years after his death--for having supported President Barack Obama's health-care plan. "We're going to fight for much better health care than Obamacare," Trump told an Iowa crowd. "Obamacare is a catastrophe. Nobody talks about it. You know, without John McCain, we would have had it done. John McCain for some reason couldn't get his arm up that day. Remember?" This was, it appears, a malicious reference to McCain's wartime injuries--including injuries suffered during torture--which limited his upper-body mobility.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are 'losers' and 'suckers'

I've also previously reported on Trump's 2017 Memorial Day visit to Arlington National Cemetery. Kelly, who was then the secretary of homeland security, accompanied him. The two men visited Section 60, the 14-acre section that is the burial ground for those killed in America's most recent wars (and the site of Trump's Arlington controversy earlier this year). Kelly's son Robert, a Marine officer killed in 2010 in Afghanistan, is buried in Section 60. Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned to his father and said, "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" At first, Kelly believed that Trump was making a reference to the selflessness of America's all-volunteer force. But later he came to realize that Trump simply does not understand nontransactional life choices. I quoted one of Kelly's friends, a fellow retired four-star general, who said of Trump, "He can't fathom the idea of doing something for someone other than himself. He just thinks that anyone who does anything when there's no direct personal gain to be had is a sucker." At moments when Kelly was feeling particularly frustrated by Trump, he would leave the White House and cross the Potomac to visit his son's grave, in part to remind himself about the nature of full-measure sacrifice.

Last year Kelly told me, in reference to Mark Milley's 44 years in uniform, "The president couldn't fathom people who served their nation honorably."

The specific incident I reported in the 2020 article that gained the most attention also provided the story with its headline--"Trump: Americans Who Died in War Are 'Losers' and 'Suckers.'" The story concerned a visit Trump made to France in 2018, during which the president called Americans buried in a World War I cemetery "losers." He said, in the presence of aides, "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." At another moment during this trip, he referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who had lost their lives at Belleau Wood as "suckers" for dying for their country.

Trump had already been scheduled to visit one cemetery, and he did not understand why his team was scheduling a second cemetery visit, especially considering that the rain would be hard on his hair. "Why two cemeteries?" Trump asked. "What the fuck?" Kelly subsequently canceled the second visit, and attended a ceremony there himself with General Dunford and their wives.


White House Chief of Staff John Kelly and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Joseph Dunford visit the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery and Memorial in Belleau, France, in November 2018. (Shealah Craighead / White House)



The article sparked great controversy, and provoked an irate reaction from the Trump administration, and from Trump himself. In tweets, statements, and press conferences in the days, weeks, and years that followed, Trump labeled The Atlantic a "second-rate magazine," a "failing magazine," a "terrible magazine," and a "third-rate magazine that's not going to be in business much longer"; he also referred to me as a "con man," among other things. Trump has continued these attacks recently, calling me a "horrible, radical-left lunatic named Goldberg" at a rally this summer.

In the days after my original article was published, both the Associated Press and, notably, Fox News, confirmed the story, causing Trump to demand that Fox fire Jennifer Griffin, its experienced and well-regarded defense reporter. A statement issued by Alyssa Farah, a White House spokesperson, soon after publication read, "This report is false. President Trump holds the military in the highest regard."

Shortly after the story appeared, Farah asked numerous White House officials if they had heard Trump refer to veterans and war dead as suckers or losers. She reported publicly that none of the officials she asked had heard him use these terms. Eventually, Farah came out in opposition to Trump. She wrote on X last year that she'd asked the president if my story was true. "Trump told me it was false. That was a lie."

When I spoke to Farah, who is now known as Alyssa Farah Griffin, this week, she said, "I understood that people were skeptical about the 'suckers and losers' story, and I was in the White House pushing back against it. But he said this to John Kelly's face, and I fundamentally, absolutely believe that John Kelly is an honorable man who served our country and who loves and respects our troops. I've heard Donald Trump speak in a dehumanizing way about so many groups. After working for him in 2020 and hearing his continuous attacks on service members since that time, including my former boss General Mark Milley, I firmly and unequivocally believe General Kelly's account."

(Pfeiffer, the Trump spokesperson, said, in response, "Alyssa is a scorned former employee now lying in her pursuit to chase liberal adulation. President Trump would never insult our nation's heroes.")

Last year, I published a story in this magazine about Milley that coincided with the end of his four-year term. In it, I detailed his tumultuous relationship with Trump. Milley had resisted Trump's autocratic urges, and also argued against his many thoughtless and impetuous national-security impulses. Shortly after that story appeared, Trump publicly suggested that Milley be executed for treason. This astonishing statement caused John Kelly to speak publicly about Trump and his relationship to the military. Kelly, who had previously called Trump "the most flawed person I have ever met in my life," told CNN's Jake Tapper that Trump had referred to American prisoners of war as "suckers" and described as "losers" soldiers who died while fighting for their country.

"What can I add that has not already been said?" Kelly asked. "A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.' A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are 'losers' and wouldn't visit their graves in France."

When we spoke this week, Kelly told me, "President Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country. There are many, many people who have heard him say these things. The visit to France wasn't the first time he said this."

Kelly and others have taken special note of the revulsion Trump feels in the presence of wounded veterans. After Trump attended a Bastille Day parade in France, he told Kelly and others that he would like to stage his own parade in Washington, but without the presence of wounded veterans. "I don't want them," Trump said. "It doesn't look good for me."

Milley also witnessed Trump's disdain for the wounded. Milley had chosen a severely wounded Army captain, Luis Avila, to sing "God Bless America" at his installation ceremony in 2019. Avila, who had completed five combat tours, had lost a leg in an improvised-explosive-device attack in Afghanistan, and had suffered two heart attacks, two strokes, and brain damage as a result of his injuries. Avila is considered a hero up and down the ranks of the Army.

It had rained earlier on the day of the ceremony, and the ground was soft; at one point Avila's wheelchair almost toppled over. Milley's wife, Hollyanne, ran to help Avila, as did then-Vice President Mike Pence. After Avila's performance, Trump walked over to congratulate him, but then said to Milley, within earshot of several witnesses, "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded." Never let Avila appear in public again, Trump told Milley.

An equally serious challenge to Milley's sense of duty came in the form of Trump's ignorance of the rules of war. In November 2019, Trump intervened in three different brutality cases then being adjudicated by the military. In the most infamous case, the Navy SEAL Eddie Gallagher had been found guilty of posing with the corpse of an ISIS member. Though Gallagher was found not guilty of murder, witnesses testified that he'd stabbed the prisoner in the neck with a hunting knife. In a highly unusual move, Trump reversed the Navy's decision to demote him. A junior Army officer named Clint Lorance was also the recipient of Trump's sympathy. Trump pardoned Lorance, who had been convicted of ordering the shooting of three unarmed Afghans, two of whom died. And in a third case, a Green Beret named Mathew Golsteyn was accused of killing an unarmed Afghan he thought was a Taliban bomb maker. "I stuck up for three great warriors against the deep state," Trump said at a Florida rally.

In the Gallagher case, Trump intervened to allow Gallagher to keep his Trident insignia, one of the most coveted insignia in the entire U.S. military. The Navy's leadership found this intervention particularly offensive because tradition held that only a commanding officer or a group of SEALs on a Trident Review Board were supposed to decide who merited being a SEAL. Milley tried to convince Trump that his intrusion was hurting Navy morale. They were flying from Washington to Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, to attend a "dignified transfer," a repatriation ceremony for fallen service members, when Milley tried to explain to Trump the damage that his interventions were doing.

In my story, I reported that Milley said, "Mr. President, you have to understand that the SEALs are a tribe within a larger tribe, the Navy. And it's up to them to figure out what to do with Gallagher. You don't want to intervene. This is up to the tribe. They have their own rules that they follow."

Trump called Gallagher a hero and said he didn't understand why he was being punished.

"Because he slit the throat of a wounded prisoner," Milley said.

"The guy was going to die anyway," Trump said.

Milley answered, "Mr. President, we have military ethics and laws about what happens in battle. We can't do that kind of thing. It's a war crime." Trump said he didn't understand "the big deal." He went on, "You guys"--meaning combat soldiers--"are all just killers. What's the difference?"

Milley then summoned one of his aides, a combat-veteran SEAL officer, to the president's Air Force One office. Milley took hold of the Trident pin on the SEAL's chest and asked him to describe its importance. The aide explained to Trump that, by tradition, only SEALs can decide, based on assessments of competence and character, whether one of their own should lose his pin. But the president's mind was not changed. Gallagher kept his pin.

One day, in the first year of Trump's presidency, I had lunch with Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law, in his White House office. I turned the discussion, as soon as I could, to the subject of his father-in-law's character. I mentioned one of Trump's recent outbursts and told Kushner that, in my opinion, the president's behavior was damaging to the country. I cited, as I tend to do, what is in my view Trump's original sin: his mockery of John McCain's heroism.

This is where our conversation got strange, and noteworthy. Kushner answered in a way that made it seem as though he agreed with me. "No one can go as low as the president," he said. "You shouldn't even try."

I found this baffling for a moment. But then I understood: Kushner wasn't insulting his father-in-law. He was paying him a compliment. In Trump's mind, traditional values--values including those embraced by the armed forces of the United States having to do with honor, self-sacrifice, and integrity--have no merit, no relevance, and no meaning.
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The Perverse Consequences of Tuition-Free Medical School

The latest philanthropic trend, no matter how well intended, might be making health-care inequality worse.

by Rose Horowitch




Updated at 1:58 p.m. ET on October 22, 2024

Six years ago, the New York University Grossman School of Medicine, in Manhattan, announced that it would become tuition-free for all students. The change was made possible in part thanks to a $100 million donation from Kenneth Langone, a Home Depot co-founder, and his wife, Elaine. "It would enable graduates to pick lower-paying fields like primary care and pediatrics, where more good doctors are desperately needed, without overwhelming debt to force them out," Kenneth said in an interview at the time. In a triumphant report, the school declared, "The ultimate success of this tuition-free initiative will be measured over time by the clinical and research achievements of future graduates, as well as the improvements in diversity of the physician ranks."

The school's shift to a tuition-free model has no doubt been a tremendous boon to those students fortunate enough to gain admission. But judged against the standards set out by the Langones and NYU itself, the initiative has been a failure. The percentage of NYU medical students who went into primary care was about the same in 2017 and 2024, according to an analysis by Chuck Dinerstein, the medical director at the American Council on Science and Health. The locations of the hospitals where students do their residencies--often a clue about where they will end up practicing long-term--also remained essentially unchanged. And although applications from underrepresented minority students increased by 102 percent after the school went tuition-free, the proportion of Black students declined slightly over the following years, according to data from the Association of American Medical Colleges and provided by Jared Boyce, a medical student at the University of Wisconsin. (The share of Latino students grew by a few percentage points.) Perhaps most alarming of all, doing away with tuition appears to have made the student body wealthier: The percentage of incoming students categorized as "financially disadvantaged" fell from 12 percent in 2017 to 3 percent in 2019.

Despite the lackluster results, bankrolling tuition-free medical education has become a popular social cause of the uber-wealthy. This past February, Ruth L. Gottesman, the widow of the billionaire investor David Gottesman, donated $1 billion to make the Albert Einstein College of Medicine, in the Bronx, tuition-free in perpetuity. In July, Michael Bloomberg gave $1 billion to Johns Hopkins University, though his gift will cover tuition only for students whose families make less than $300,000 annually. The Langones gave another $200 million last year to NYU's Long Island School of Medicine to make that campus tuition-free too. Each of these donations has been hailed as a game changer for the medical profession. They may well allow for the medical education of some brilliant doctors who might otherwise never have entered the field because of financial obstacles. But health economists are nearly unanimous that such gifts, no matter how generous and well intended, will do little to achieve their broader stated aims--and might even be making health-care inequality worse.

The philanthropists have picked up on some real problems. Recent graduates have turned away from primary care--usually defined as internal medicine, family medicine, pediatrics, and obstetrics and gynecology--in favor of more lucrative specialties. At the same time, the nation is projected to have a shortage of up to 40,400 primary-care physicians by 2036. The problem is worse in poorer areas, many of them in rural communities or urban centers, which have shortages of all physician types. Meanwhile, the profession has a long-running diversity problem. As of 2022, only about 6 percent of the nation's doctors identified as Black and only 7 percent as Hispanic.

Derek Thompson: Why America has so few doctors

In theory, tuition-free medical school is an antidote to these problems. Medical-school debt has ballooned, from an average of about $147,000 (in today's dollars) in 2000 to $235,000 in 2024. Freed from that burden, graduates could pursue less lucrative specialties and work in underserved areas, where the pay is generally lower, without worrying about how they'll pay off their debt over time. Talented students from low-income backgrounds who are currently dissuaded from entering the field because of the cost would be more likely to apply and matriculate.

But in practice, eliminating tuition at elite medical schools is a terribly designed solution based on an intuitive but false premise. Rising tuition is not really the cause of the medical profession's problems. Although medical students take out hundreds of thousands of dollars of loans, even the bottom quartile of physicians by income can expect to earn about $6 million in their lifetime. "Even for primary-care physicians, tuition is a fairly small share of their lifetime income," Maria Polyakova, a health economist at Stanford, told me. Her research finds that the overall income differential between specialties--primary-care physicians can expect to make about $200,000 a year, compared with more than $500,000 for a specialist--is what dictates which fields people enter. The argument that making med school free would cause many more students to go into primary care "is just not supported by the data," she told me.

The donations also appear unlikely to affect where people practice medicine. The schools that have gone tuition-free are all prestigious programs in major cities. None of them ranks even in the top 100 medical schools with the most graduates practicing in underserved areas. "You can't take somebody that grew up in the suburbs and transfer them into New York City as a medical student and really expect that they're going to take a job in Iowa," Dinerstein told me. "Some will, but just not in general." Although there's plenty of need in the areas surrounding elite medical schools, making tuition free doesn't create any new incentives for students to opt for community health centers over distinguished hospitals. "The medical schools that have gone tuition-free, they take strivers," Dinerstein said. "And strivers, for all the things they had to do to get to medical school, are not going to stop now."

In fact, tuition-free status could perversely be making it harder for low-income and underrepresented minority students to go to medical school. In the year after NYU went tuition-free, the number of applicants shot up by 47 percent. Because the number of slots did not increase proportionally, this made getting admitted dramatically more difficult. High-income applicants have extensive advantages at all levels of higher-education admissions, so making a school more selective virtually guarantees that its student body will become more wealthy, not less, which is exactly what happened at NYU.

In an email, Arielle Sklar, an NYU spokesperson, said that tuition-free initiatives should not be evaluated solely on the metrics: "Reducing student indebtedness was a moral imperative to ensure that the best and the brightest from all backgrounds can pursue their passions in medicine, ultimately benefiting society." Theodore DeWeese, the dean of the Johns Hopkins medical school, said in a statement that previous financial-aid investments had improved diversity. "We don't know for sure whether making medical school tuition-free--with living expenses covered for the neediest students--will lead graduates to return to their communities or choose to serve in lower-paying specialties, but we know they are less likely to do this without significant assistance," he wrote.

People who are generous enough to give their money away have the right to do with it what they wish, and lavish donations to replace tuition at medical schools are better than many other ways that billionaires choose to spend. At the very least, they improve the lives of individual students who don't have to pay tuition. Bob Kocher, who advised Barack Obama on health policy, said that his family could never have afforded medical school. A full scholarship allowed him to enter primary care, which he now balances with a career in venture capital. Jorge Moreno, a medical professor at Yale, believes that the full effects of the donation will take years to appear, but that more and more students will eventually choose primary care.

From the May 1966 issue: Our backward medical schools

But plowing billions of dollars into an approach with results ranging from neutral to regressive is deeply unfortunate, given that better alternatives exist. If the goal is to help low-income students and to train more primary-care doctors, targeted relief for low-income students or for people who go into primary care would work better than blanket subsidies. Toyese Oyeyemi, the director of Social Mission Alliance, a nonprofit that tries to improve equity in the medical profession, told me that donations need to be coupled with admissions reform or accountability efforts to have any effect. And experts generally agree that the real bottleneck to getting more physicians is the cap on student and residency slots. Philanthropic money would be better spent expanding class sizes, establishing new schools, or lobbying Congress to allocate more federal funding to increase residency spots, instead of subsidizing demand. "People have plenty desire to go into medicine," Joshua Gottlieb, a health economist at the University of Chicago, told me. "You're making medicine more attractive for the people who were already at these top schools." (To be fair, NYU's Long Island School of Medicine, to which the Langones donated $200 million, mostly focuses on primary care.)

So far, the most obvious beneficiary of tuition-free policies might be the schools themselves. In 2017, NYU Langone was ranked the 11th-best medical school in the country for research by U.S News & World Report. Five years and $100 million later, it was the second-best. (The rankings are based in part on students' standardized-test scores and undergraduate GPAs, which improved as the top students were lured by the promise of a free ride. This year, U.S. News replaced its numbered list with a tiered ranking system. Some medical schools, including NYU, declined to participate.) "That's really the margin where this seems most relevant, is one med school competing with another med school," Gottlieb told me. This is the irony of elite medical schools going tuition-free. A public-spirited policy intended to help disadvantaged people and benefit society ends up giving more benefits to those who were already ahead. Medical schools that are already prestigious jockey for even higher rankings. Students from wealthy families get an extra leg up. And the whole thing gets wrapped up in the language of social justice.

In NYU's statement about making history, the school wrote: "And while we are fortunate to be the first top-ranked medical school to offer full-tuition scholarships to all of our medical students, it is our sincere hope that we will not be the last." Perhaps it should have been.



This article originally overstated the projected primary-care-doctor shortage as roughly 86,000 by 2036; in fact, that is the estimated shortage for all doctors, not just those in primary care.
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Six Political Memoirs Worth Reading

Hackish campaign memoirs shouldn't indict the entire genre--there are truly excellent books written about power from the inside.

by Franklin Foer




In the months leading up to a presidential election, bookstores fill with campaign memoirs. These titles are, for the most part, ghostwritten. They are devoid of psychological insights and bereft of telling moments, instead typically giving their readers the most stilted of self-portraits, produced in hackish haste. They are, really, a pretext for an aspirant's book tour and perhaps an appearance on The View--in essence, a campaign advertisement squeezed between two covers.

But these self-serving vehicles shouldn't indict the larger genre of political autobiography. Truly excellent books have been written about statecraft and power from the inside. And few professions brim with more humanity, in all of its flawed majesty: Politicians must confront both the irresistible temptations of high office and the inevitable shattering of high ideals, which means that they supply some very good stories. After all, some of the world's most important writers began as failed leaders and frustrated government officials--think Niccolo Machiavelli, Nikolai Gogol, and Alexis de Tocqueville.

The books on this list were published years ago, but their distance from the present moment makes them so much more interesting than the quickies that have been churned out for the current election season. Several of them are set abroad, yet the essential moral questions about power that they document are universal. Each is a glimpse into the mind and character of those attracted to the most noble and the most crazed of professions, and offers a bracing reminder of the virtues and dangers of political life.








Fire and Ashes, by Michael Ignatieff 

Intellectuals can't help themselves. They look at the buffoons and dimwits who speechify on the stump and think, I can do better. Take Michael Ignatieff, who briefly ditched his life as a Harvard professor and journalist to become the head of Canada's Liberal Party. In 2011, at the age of 64, he ran for prime minister--and led his party to its worst defeat since its founding in 1867. In Fire and Ashes, his memoir of his brief political career, he writes about the humiliations of the campaign trail, and his own disastrous performance on it, in the spirit of self-abasement. (The best section of the book is about the confusing indignities--visits to the dry cleaner, driving his own car--of returning to everyday life after leaving politics.) In the course of losing, Ignatieff acquired a profound new respect for the gritty business of politics and all the nose counting, horse trading, and baby kissing it requires. His crashing defeat is the stuff of redemption, having forced him to appreciate the rituals of the political vocation that he once dismissed as banal.

Michael Ignatieff: Why would anyone become a politician?






Witness, by Whittaker Chambers 

This 1952 memoir is still thrust in the hands of budding young conservatives, as a means of inculcating them into the movement. Published during an annus mirabilis for conservative treatises, just as the American right was beginning to emerge in its modern incarnation, Witness is draped in apocalyptic rhetoric about the battle for the future of mankind--a style that helped establish the Manichaean mentality of postwar conservatism. But the book is more than an example of an outlook: It tells a series of epic stories. Chambers narrates his time as an underground Communist activist in the '30s, a fascinating tale of subterfuge. An even larger stretch of the book is devoted to one of the great spectacles in modern American politics, the Alger Hiss affair. In 1948, after defecting from his sect, Chambers delivered devastating testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee accusing Hiss, a former State Department official and a paragon of the liberal establishment, of being a Soviet spy. History vindicates Chambers's version of events, and his propulsive storytelling withstands the test of time.






Life So Far, by Betty Friedan 

Humans have a deep longing to canonize political heroes as saints. But many successful activists are unpleasant human beings--frequently, in fact, royal pains in the ass. Nobody did more than Friedan to popularly advance the cause of feminism in the 1960s, but her method consisted of stubborn obstreperousness and an unstinting faith in her own righteousness. Her memoir is both a disturbing account of her marriage to an abusive man and the inside story of the founding of the National Organization for Women. Friedan's charmingly self-aware prose provides a window into how feminist ideas were translated into an agenda--and a peek into the mind of one of America's most effective, if occasionally self-defeating, reformers.

Read: Melania really doesn't care






Palimpsest, by Gore Vidal 

Vidal wrote some of the greatest American novels about politics--Burr, Lincoln, 1876. In this magnificently malicious memoir, he trains that political acumen on himself. He could write so vividly about the salons, cloakrooms, and dark corridors of Washington because he extracted texture, color, and understanding from his own life. His grandfather was T. P. Gore, a senator from Oklahoma. Jacqueline Onassis was his relative by marriage, and he writes about growing up alongside her on the banks of the Potomac. And for years, he baldly admits, he harbored the illusion that he might become a great politician himself, unsuccessfully running for Congress in 1960, and then for Senate in 1982. Vidal didn't have a politician's temperament, to say the least: He lived to feud. Robert F. Kennedy became Vidal's nemesis after kicking him out of the White House for an embarrassing display of drunkenness; William F. Buckley, whom Vidal debated live in prime time during the political conventions of 1968, was another hated rival. The critic John Lahr once said that "no one quite pisses from the height that Vidal does," which is pretty much the perfect blurb for this journey into a mind bursting with schadenfreude, hauteur, and an abiding affection for politics.






This Child Will Be Great, by Ellen Johnson Sirleaf

In defeat, Ignatieff came to appreciate the nobility of politics. The life of Liberia's Sirleaf, Africa's first elected female president--or, to borrow a cliche, "Africa's Iron Lady"--is closer to the embodiment of that ideal. She led Liberia after suffering under the terrifying reigns of Samuel Doe and Charles Taylor, who corruptly governed their country; Taylor notoriously built an army of child soldiers and used rape as a weapon. As a leader of the opposition to these despots, Sirleaf survived imprisonment, exile, and an abusive husband. She narrowly avoided execution at the hands of a firing squad. Her literary style is modest, sometimes wonky--she's a trained economist--but her memoir contains the complicated, tragic story of a nation, which she describes as "a conundrum wrapped in complexity and stuffed inside a paradox." (That story is, in fact, a damning indictment of U.S. foreign policy.) Her biography is electrifying, an urgently useful example of persistence in the face of despair.

Read: A dissident is built different






Cold Cream, by Ferdinand Mount

Only a fraction of this hilarious, gorgeous memoir is about politics, but it's so delightful that it merits a place on this list. Like Vidal and Igantieff, Mount is an intellectual who tried his hand at electoral politics. But when he ran for the British Parliament as a Tory, he had shortcomings: He spoke with "a languid gabble that communicated all too vividly my inner nervous state ... I found myself overcome with boredom by the sound of my own voice. This sudden sensation of tedium verging on disgust did not go away with practice." A few years later, he turned up as a speechwriter for Margaret Thatcher, as well as her chief policy adviser. As he chronicles life at 10 Downing Street, his ironic sensibility is the chief source of pleasure. His descriptions of Thatcher, especially her inability to read social cues, mingle with his admiration for her leadership and ideological zeal. There are shelves of gossipy books by aides; Mount's wry retelling of his stint in the inner sanctum is my favorite.
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No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get

A decade ago, the world's heaviest pumpkin weighed 2,000 pounds. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

by Yasmin Tayag




There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.



It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. But you might have said the same thing about the previous world-record holder, a 2,702-pound beast grown in Italy in 2021, or the world-record holder before that, a Belgian 2,624-pounder in 2016. Each year around this time, giant pumpkins across the globe are forklifted into pickup trucks and transported to competitions where they break new records.



Michael Jordan set the record at California's Half Moon Bay Safeway World Championship Pumpkin Weigh-Off, considered the Super Bowl of North American pumpkin-growing. The first winner of the competition, in 1974, weighed just 132 pounds. In 2004, the winner clocked in at 1,446 pounds. "At that time, we thought, Gee whiz, can we push these things any farther?" Wizzy Grande, the president of the Great Pumpkin Commonwealth, an organization that establishes global standards for competition, told me. Yet in just another decade, the record passed the 2,000-pound mark. "We've zoomed past that now," Travis Gienger, the grower from Minnesota who cultivated Michael Jordan, told me. For champion growers, there's only one thing to do next: try to break 3,000.


Last year, Michael Jordan weighed in at a world-record 2,749 pounds. (Alex Washburn / AP)



Giant pumpkins aren't quite supersize versions of what you find in the grocery store. All competitive pumpkins are Curcubita maxima, the largest species of squash--which, in the wild, can grow to 200 pounds, about 10 times heavier than the common Halloween pumpkin. But decades of selective breeding--crossing only the largest plants--has created colossal varieties.



Virtually all of today's champions trace their lineage to Dill's Atlantic Giant, a variety bred in the 1970s by a Canadian grower named Howard Dill. Very competitive growers source their seeds from one another, through seed exchanges and auctions, where a single seed can be sold for thousands of dollars, Michael Estadt, an assistant professor at Ohio State University Extension who has cultivated giant pumpkins, told me. Seeds from Gienger's champions are in high demand, yet even he is constantly aiming to improve the genetics of his line. "I'm looking for heavy," he said.



Yet even a pumpkin with a prizewinning pedigree won't reach its full size unless it's managed well. Like babies, they require immense upkeep, even before they are born. Months before planting, at least 1,000 square feet of soil per pumpkin must be fertilized and weeded. Once seedlings are planted, they have to be watered daily for their entire growing period, roughly four months. No mere garden hose can do the trick; each plant needs at least one inch of water a week, which allows the pumpkin to gain up to 70 pounds in a single day. The fruit and leaves must also be inspected at least once daily for pests and disease--no small feat as their surface area balloons. Quickly spotting and excising the eggs of an insect called the squash-vine borer, then bandaging the wounded vine, is paramount. One day, you might have a great pumpkin, "then boom, the next day, all of the vine is completely dead," says Julie Weisenhorn, a horticulture educator at the University of Minnesota who has grown giant pumpkins--named Seymour (744 pounds) and Audrey (592 pounds).



Growers can keep pushing the pumpkin weight limit by ensuring that a plant isn't pollinated by a variety that has subpar genes. To do so, they hand-pollinate, painstakingly dusting pollen from a plant's male flowers into the female ones. This usually leads the plant to bear three or four fruit, but only the most promising is allowed to survive. The rest are killed off in an attempt to direct all of the plant's resources toward a single giant. In the same vein, wayward vines are nipped, and emerging roots thrust deep into the ground, in hopes of harnessing every last nutrient for the potential champion.



Still, some factors are beyond anyone's control. The weather can literally make or break a pumpkin. Too much rain can cause a pumpkin to grow too quickly, cracking open its flesh, which would disqualify it from competition. Too much sunlight hardens the flesh, making it prone to fractures. It's not uncommon for giant pumpkins to have custom-built personal sunshades. North America's giant-pumpkin capitals--Half Moon Bay, Nova Scotia, and Minnesota--have nature on their side, with low humidity and nighttime temperatures. Cooler nights mean less respiration, which means less wasted energy.



Yet nature bests even the world's champions. This year, Gienger couldn't break the record he set with Michael Jordan; he blames cold and wet weather, which made it harder to feed micronutrients to his pumpkin, Rudy. (At 2,471 pounds, it still won the Half Moon Bay competition.) And no matter how big a pumpkin grows, it needs to pack a few extra pounds for the road: Once they're cut from the vine, they rapidly lose their weight in water. A pumpkin can drop roughly 10 pounds in a single day.



All of the experts I spoke with believe that 3,000 pounds is within reach. "It's still an upward trend," said Grande, who noted that a 2,907-pounder has already been recorded, albeit a damaged one. Pumpkin genetics are continually improving; more 2,000-pounders have been grown in the past year than ever before, according to Grande. Growers are constantly developing new practices. Each year, the Great Pumpkin Conference holds an international summit for growers and scientists to trade techniques (last year's was in Belgium, and this year's will be in the Green Bay Packers' Lambeau Field). Shifting goals have precipitated new (and expensive) methods: Carbon dioxide and gibberellic acid are being used as growth stimulants; some pumpkins are fully grown in greenhouses.



The reason giant-pumpkin weights increased 20-fold in half a century is the same reason runners keep running faster marathons, that skyscrapers keep clawing at the sky, and that people spend so much on anti-aging. To push nature's limits is a reliably exhilarating endeavor; to be the one to succeed is a point of pride. Food companies, in particular, build their entire businesses on developing the biggest and best. Wild strawberries are the size of a nickel, but domesticated ones are as huge as Ping-Pong balls. Industrial breeding turned the scrawny, two-and-a-half-pound chickens of the 1920s into today's six-pounders. There's still room for them to grow: Strawberries can get as big as a saucer, and the heaviest chicken on record was a 22-pounder named Weirdo. But foods sold commercially are subject to other constraints on growth, such as transportation, storage, processing, and customer preference. Unusually big foods are associated with less flavor, and their size can be off-putting. When it comes to food, there is such a thing as too big.



Giant pumpkins, by contrast, have a singular purpose: to become as heavy as possible. They don't have to be beautiful, taste good, or withstand transport, because they are not food. When companies develop boundary-pushing crops and animals, that tends to be an isolationist enterprise, shrouded in secrecy. But in the giant-pumpkin community, there is less incentive to guard seeds and techniques. Most competitions are low-stakes local affairs, and nobody ever became rich off giant pumpkins, not even Howard Dill.



Breaking records is largely seen as a communal effort. "The secret to our success is that we are a sharing community," Grande said. In a few contests, the investment is worth it--the Half Moon Bay prize for world-record-breakers is $30,000--but "it's not a get-rich-quick scheme," Estadt told me. People do it, he said, "for the thrill of the win."



All of the pumpkin experts I spoke with acknowledged that there must be a limit. But nobody has any idea what it is. Four thousand pounds, 5,000--as far as growers can tell, these are as feasible as any other goal. Every milestone they reach marks another human achievement, another triumph over nature. But even the most majestic of pumpkins inevitably meets the same fate: devoured by livestock, and returned to the earth.
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ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

The power of a robust honor code--and abundant institutional resources

by Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes. A little hip, a little nerdy, a little tattooed; unmistakably English majors. The scene had the trappings of a campus-movie set piece: blue skies, green greens, kids both working and not working, at once anxious and carefree.

I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads. "I'm an English major," one told me. "I want to write." Another added: "Chat doesn't write well anyway. It sucks." A third chimed in, "What's the point of being an English major if you don't want to write?" They all murmured in agreement.

What's the point, indeed? The conventional wisdom is that the American public has lost faith in the humanities--and lost both competence and interest in reading and writing, possibly heralding a post-literacy age. And since the emergence of ChatGPT, which can produce long-form responses to short prompts, universities have tried, rather unsuccessfully, to stamp out the use of what has become the ultimate piece of cheating technology, resulting in a mix of panic and resignation about the influence AI will have on education. But at Haverford, the story seemed different. Walking onto campus was like stepping into a time machine, and not only because I had graduated from the school a decade earlier. The tiny, historically Quaker college on Philadelphia's Main Line still maintains its old honor code, and students still seem to follow it instead of letting a large language model do their thinking for them. For the most part, the students and professors I talked with seemed totally unfazed by this supposedly threatening new technology.

Read: The best way to prevent cheating in college

The two days I spent at Haverford and nearby Bryn Mawr College, in addition to interviews with people at other colleges with honor codes, left me convinced that the main question about AI in higher education has little to do with what kind of academic assignments the technology is or is not capable of replacing. The challenge posed by ChatGPT for American colleges and universities is not primarily technological but cultural and economic.

It is cultural because stemming the use of Chat--as nearly every student I interviewed referred to ChatGPT--requires an atmosphere in which a credible case is made, on a daily basis, that writing and reading have a value that transcends the vagaries of this or that particular assignment or resume line item or career milestone. And it is economic because this cultural infrastructure isn't free: Academic honor and intellectual curiosity do not spring from some inner well of rectitude we call "character," or at least they do not spring only from that. Honor and curiosity can be nurtured, or crushed, by circumstance.

Rich private colleges with honor codes do not have a monopoly on academic integrity--millions of students and faculty at cash-strapped public universities around the country are also doing their part to keep the humanities alive in the face of generative AI. But at the wealthy schools that have managed to keep AI at bay, institutional resources play a central role in their success. The structures that make Haverford's honor code function--readily available writing support, small classes, and comparatively unharried faculty--are likely not scalable in a higher-education landscape characterized by yawning inequalities, collapsing tenure-track employment, and the razing of public education at both the primary and secondary levels.

When OpenAI's ChatGPT launched on November 30, 2022, colleges and universities were returning from Thanksgiving break. Professors were caught flat-footed as students quickly began using the generative-AI wonder app to cut corners on assignments, or to write them outright. Within a few weeks of the program's release, ChatGPT was heralded as bringing about "the end of high-school English" and the death of the college essay. These early predictions were hyperbolic, but only just. As The Atlantic's Ian Bogost recently argued, there has been effectively zero progress in stymying AI cheating in the years since. One professor summarized the views of many in a recent mega-viral X post: "I am no longer a teacher. I'm just a human plagiarism detector. I used to spend my grading time giving comments for improving writing skills. Now most of that time is just checking to see if a student wrote their own paper."

While some institutions and faculty have bristled at the encroachment of AI, others have simply thrown in the towel, insisting that we need to treat large language models like "tools" to be "integrated" into the classroom.

I've felt uneasy about the tacit assumption that ChatGPT plagiarism is inevitable, that it is human nature to seek technological shortcuts. In my experience as a student at Haverford and then a professor at a small liberal-arts college in Maine, most students genuinely do want to learn and generally aren't eager to outsource their thinking and writing to a machine. Although I had my own worries about AI, I was also not sold on the idea that it's impossible to foster a community in which students resist ChatGPT in favor of actually doing the work. I returned to Haverford last month to see whether my fragile optimism was warranted.

When I stopped a professor walking toward the college's nature trail to ask if ChatGPT was an issue at Haverford, she appeared surprised by the question: "I'm probably not the right person to ask. That's a question for students, isn't it?" Several other faculty members I spoke with said they didn't think much about ChatGPT and cheating, and repeated variations of the phrase I'm not the police.

Haverford's academic climate is in part a product of its cultural and religious history. During my four years at the school, invocations of "Quaker values" were constant, emphasizing on personal responsibility, humility, and trust in other members of the community. Discussing grades was taboo because it invited competition and distracted from the intrinsic value of learning.

The honor code is the most concrete expression of Haverford's Quaker ethos. Students are trusted to take tests without proctors and even to bring exams back to their dorm rooms. Matthew Feliz, a fellow Haverford alum who is now a visiting art-history professor at Bryn Mawr--a school also governed by an honor code--put it this way: "The honor code is a kind of contract. And that contract gives students the benefit of the doubt. That's the place we always start from: giving students the benefit of the doubt."

Read: The first year of AI college ends in ruin 

Darin Hayton, a historian of science at the college, seemed to embody this untroubled attitude. Reclining in his office chair, surrounded by warm wood and, for 270 degrees, well-loved books, he said of ChatGPT, "I just don't give a shit about it." He explained that his teaching philosophy is predicated on modeling the merits of a life of deep thinking, reading, and writing. "I try to show students the value of what historians do. I hope they're interested, but if they're not, that's okay too." He relies on creating an atmosphere in which students want to do their work, and at Haverford, he said, they mostly do. Hayton was friendly, animated, and radiated a kind of effortless intelligence. I found myself, quite literally, leaning forward when he spoke. It was not hard to believe that his students did the same.

"It seems to me that this anxiety in our profession over ChatGPT isn't ultimately about cheating." Kim Benston, a literary historian at Haverford and a former president of the college, told me. "It's an existential anxiety that reflects a deeper concern about the future of the humanities," he continued. Another humanities professor echoed these remarks, saying that he didn't personally worry about ChatGPT but agreed that the professorial concern about AI was, at bottom, a fear of becoming irrelevant: "We are in the sentence-making business. And it looks like they don't need us to make sentences any more."

I told Benston that I had struggled with whether to continue assigning traditional essays--and risk the possibility of students using ChatGPT--or resort to using in-class, pen-and-paper exams. I'd decided that literature classes without longer, take-home essays are not literature classes. He nodded. The impulse to surveil students, to view all course activity through a paranoid lens, and to resort to cheating-proof assignments was not only about the students or their work, he suggested. These measures were also about nervous humanities professors proving to themselves that they're still necessary.

My conversations with students convinced me that Hayton, Benston, and their colleagues' build-it-and-they-will-come sentiment, hopelessly naive though it may seem, was largely correct. Of the dozens of Haverford students I talked with, not a single one said they thought AI cheating was a substantial problem at the school. These interviews were so repetitive, they almost became boring.

The jock sporting bright bruises from some kind of contact sport? "Haverford students don't really cheat." The econ major in prepster shorts and a Jackson Hole T-shirt? "Students follow the honor code." A bubbly first-year popping out of a dorm? "So far I haven't heard of anyone using ChatGPT. At my high school it was everywhere!" More than a few students seemed off put by the very suggestion that a Haverfordian might cheat. "There is a lot of freedom here and a lot of student autonomy," a sophomore psychology major told me. "This is a place where you could get away with it if you wanted to. And because of that, I think students are very careful not to abuse that freedom." The closest I got to a dissenting voice was a contemplative senior who mused: "The honor code is definitely working for now. It may not be working two years from now as ChatGPT gets better. But for now there's still a lot of trust between students and faculty."

To be sure, despite that trust, Haverford does have occasional issues with ChatGPT. A student who serves on Haverford's honor council, which is responsible for handling academic-integrity cases, told me, "There's generally not too much cheating at Haverford, but it happens." He said that the primary challenge is that "ChatGPT makes it easy to lie," meaning the honor council struggles to definitively prove that a student who is suspected of cheating used AI. Still, both he and a fellow member of the council agreed that Haverford seems to have far fewer issues with LLM cheating than peer institutions. Only a single AI case came before the honor council over the past year.

In another sign that LLMs may be preoccupying some people at the college, one survey of the literature and language faculty found that most teachers in these fields banned AI outright, according to the librarian who distributed the query. A number of professors also mentioned that a provost had recently sent out an email survey about AI use on campus. But in keeping with the general disinterest in ChatGPT I encountered at Haverford, no one I talked with seemed to have paid much attention to the email.

Wandering over to Bryn Mawr in search of new perspectives, I found a similar story. A Classics professor I bumped into by a bus stop told me, "I try not to be suspicious of students. ChatGPT isn't something I spend time worrying about. I think if they use ChatGPT, they're robbing themselves of an opportunity." When I smiled, perhaps a little too knowingly, he added: "Of course a professor would say that, but I think our students really believe that too." Bryn Mawr students seemed to take the honor code every bit as seriously as that professor believed they would, perhaps none more passionately than a pair of transfer students I came across, posted up under one of the college's gothic stone archways.

"The adherence to it to me has been shocking," a senior who transferred from the University of Pittsburgh said of the honor code. "I can't believe how many people don't just cheat. It feels not that hard to [cheat] because there's so much faith in students." She explained her theory of why Bryn Mawr's honor code hadn't been challenged by ChatGPT: "Prior to the proliferation of AI it was already easy to cheat, and they didn't, and so I think they continue not to." Her friend, a transfer from another large state university, agreed. "I also think it's a point of pride," she observed. "People take pride in their work here, whereas students at my previous school were only there to get their degree and get out."

The testimony of these transfer students most effectively made the case that schools with strong honor codes really are different. But the contrast the students pointed to--comparatively affordable public schools where AI cheating is ubiquitous, gilded private schools where it is not--also hinted at a reality that troubles whatever moralistic spin we might want to put on the apparent success of Haverford and Bryn Mawr. Positioning honor codes as a bulwark against academic misconduct in a post-AI world is too easy: You have to also acknowledge that schools like Haverford have dismantled--through the prodigious resources of the institution and its customers--many incentives to cheat.

It is one thing to eschew ChatGPT when your professors are available for office hours, and on-campus therapists can counsel you if you're stressed out by an assignment, and tutors are ready to lend a hand if writer's block strikes or confusion sets in, and one of your parents' doctor friends is happy to write you an Adderall prescription if all else fails. It is another to eschew ChatGPT when you're a single mother trying to squeeze in homework between shifts, or a non-native English speaker who has nowhere else to turn for a grammar check. Sarah Eaton, an expert on cheating and plagiarism at Canada's University of Calgary, didn't mince words: She called ChatGPT "a poor person's tutor." Indeed, several Haverford students mentioned that, although the honor code kept students from cheating, so too did the well-staffed writing center. "The writing center is more useful than ChatGPT anyway," one said. "If I need help, I go there."

But while these kinds of institutional resources matter, they're also not the whole story. The decisive factor seems to be whether a university's honor code is deeply woven into the fabric of campus life, or is little more than a policy slapped on a website. Tricia Bertram Gallant, an expert on cheating and a co-author of a forthcoming book on academic integrity, argues that honor codes are effective when they are "regularly made salient." Two professors I spoke with at public universities that have strong honor codes emphasized this point. Thomas Crawford at Georgia Tech told me, "Honor codes are a two-way street--students are expected to be honest and produce their own work, but for the system to function, the faculty must trust those same students." John Casteen, a former president and current English professor at the University of Virginia, said, "We don't build suspicion into our educational model." He acknowledged that there will always be some cheaters in any system, but in his experience UVA's honor-code culture "keeps most students honest, most of the time."

And if money and institutional resources are part of what makes honor codes work, recent developments at other schools also show that money can't buy culture. Last spring, owing to increased cheating, Stanford's governing bodies moved to end more than a century of unproctored exams, using what some called a "nuclear option" to override a student-government vote against the decision. A campus survey at Middlebury this year found that 65 percent of the students who responded said they'd broken the honor code, leading to a report that asserted, "The Honor Code has ceased to be a meaningful element of learning and living at Middlebury for most students." An article by the school newspaper's editorial board shared this assessment: "The Honor Code as it currently stands clearly does not effectively deter students from cheating. Nor does it inspire commitment to the ideals it is meant to represent such as integrity and trust." Whether schools like Haverford can continue to resist these trends remains to be seen.

Last month, Fredric Jameson, arguably America's preeminent living literary critic, passed away. His interests spanned, as a lengthy New York Times obituary noted, architecture, German opera, and sci-fi. An alumnus of Haverford, he was perhaps the greatest reader and writer the school ever produced.

Read: The decade in which everything was great but felt terrible

If Jameson was a singular talent, he was also the product of a singular historical moment in American education. He came up at a time when funding for humanities research was robust, tenure-track employment was relatively available, and the humanities were broadly popular with students and the public. His first major work of criticism, Marxism and Form, was published in 1971, a year that marked the high point of the English major: 7.6 percent of all students graduating from four-year American colleges and universities majored in English. Half a century later, that number cratered to 2.8 percent, humanities research funding slowed, and tenure-line employment in the humanities all but imploded.

Our higher-education system may not be capable of producing or supporting Fredric Jamesons any longer, and in a sense it is hard to blame students for resorting to ChatGPT. Who is telling them that reading and writing matter? America's universities all too often treat teaching history, philosophy, and literature as part-time jobs, reducing professors to the scholarly equivalent of Uber drivers in an academic gig economy. America's politicians, who fund public education, seem to see the humanities as an economically unproductive diversion for hobbyists at best, a menace to society at worst.

Haverford is a place where old forms of life, with all their wonder, are preserved for those privileged enough to visit, persisting in the midst of a broader world from which those same forms of life are disappearing. This trend did not start with OpenAI in November 2022, but it is being accelerated by the advent of magic machines that automate--imperfectly, for now--both reading and writing.

At the end of my trip, before heading to the airport, I walked to the Wawa, a 15-minute trek familiar to any self-respecting Haverford student, in search of a convenience-store sub and a bad coffee. On my way, I passed by the duck pond. On an out-of-the-way bench overlooking the water feature, in the shadow of a tree well older than she was, a student was sitting, her brimming backpack on the grass. There was a curl of smoke issued from a cigarette, or something slightly stronger, and a thick book open on her lap, face bent so close to the page her nose was almost touching it. With her free hand a finger traced the words, line by line, as she read.
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This Influencer Says You Can't Parent Too Gently

Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta wants parents to avoid punishing their kids and focus on "loving connection" instead. Do her methods work--or do they turn kids into little tyrants?

by Olga Khazan


Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta at home with her children in Santa Cruz, California (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



The kids held it together pretty well until right after gymnastics. At the end of a long day that included school, a chaotic playdate, and a mostly ignored lunch of sandwiches, the parenting coach Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta picked up her twins from the tumbling gym around 5:30. The two 8-year-olds joined their 6-year-old sister inside Chelsey's silver minivan.

Chelsey, an energetic 41-year-old, promotes gentle parenting, a philosophy in which prioritizing a good relationship with your kid trumps getting them to obey you. I was tagging along with her family for a few days to see how her strategy--stay calm, name emotions, don't punish kids for acting out--works in practice.

During the long, hot, winding ride back home, things began to devolve. One of the girls didn't want any music. One wanted music and to sing along. One was turning the heater up too high--at least according to her sister, who was overheating. (I agreed not to name the kids or to disclose which one behaved in which way.)

Read: The fairy-tale promises of Montessori parenting

Chelsey pulled over to settle everyone down. In the soothing, melodic tone that she recommends parents use with their children, she assured the girls that having some dinner would make them feel a lot better.

"No it won't," one of the girls said.

"You're feeling like it won't," Chelsey said, validating her daughter's feelings--another one of her parenting tricks.

"Don't talk to me like I'm 3 years old," the girl shot back.

By the time they arrived home, two girls were in tears. There were fruitless demands for screen time and ice cream. Chelsey held one sobbing child while another chopped vegetables. A freshly prepared soup was ignored, and the girls ate that ubiquitous kid comfort food: pasta with shredded cheese.

To an untrained eye, it might look like Chelsey's methods didn't work that night. The evening seemed to substantiate the fears of parents and experts who think gentle parenting might be too gentle, turning kids into entitled monarchs and parents into their exhausted therapists. But Chelsey says her goal wasn't to get the kids to behave better. It was to maintain her loving connection to them. She blamed herself for placing too many demands on them throughout the day, and for not preparing them for the presence of a reporter. "They were super dysregulated," she told me later. "They didn't have the capacity to cooperate."

I wouldn't have handled the post-gymnastics meltdown exactly the way Chelsey did, but I'm also not sure how I would have handled it at all. (My son is six months old, so I have a little time before he starts complaining about my song choices.) I understand that you're not supposed to yell at your kids, but also that, occasionally, you're supposed to get them to do what you say--like briefly stop looking at a screen or eat some actual food. This is the essential conundrum that brings people to gentle parenting.

By day, Chelsey runs a parent-coaching business with her own mom, Robin Hauge. I'm like a lot of the parents who turn to them for help, and like a lot of the Millennials who are nervously having kids these days: schooled in the latest child-psychology research, in possession of disposable income, and desperately trying to do better than my own parents. Many clients, Robin told me, are "searching for something different than they had." Maybe that something, I thought, is gentle parenting.


Top left: Chelsey at home before heading to pick up her kids from school. Bottom right: Her mother, Robin, during a visit with the family. (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



I found Chelsey through TikTok, where she has some 300,000 followers. Almost as soon as the blue plus sign materialized on my pregnancy test last July, the app's algorithm magically took note and began serving me her videos.

My husband and I spurred this process along, cramming, as we were, for the midterm known as "baby." We bought books. We downloaded name apps. We fought sectarian wars over the relative correctness of rival infant-sleep strategies. The parenting internet was happy to oblige. At one point, I saw an Instagram post that explained how to talk to my kid about avocados. (Hint: Do not say "they're good for you!") It was all so confusing, and I desperately wanted to do it right.

Chelsey seemed to offer a step-by-step parenting plan. In one video, she shows just how solicitous gentle parents should be toward their children. Role-playing both the parent and the child, she demonstrated what not to do when your kid refuses to put her jacket on.

Wearing a pink bike helmet, Chelsey portrays a willful child screaming, "I don't want to put my stupid jacket on!" Then, slightly louder, Chelsey plays the mom, saying, "I don't care! It's cold outside. Put your jacket on!" Playing the child again, Chelsey grabs the jacket and thrashes it around the room.

Then Chelsey breaks character to address her TikTok audience. By yelling over her child, Chelsey explains, she escalated the situation. If this happens, she says, the parent should soften her demeanor. They could, for example, apologize. "You know what, sweet pea? That was really tricky with the jacket," the parent should say. "I'm so sorry ... I'm going to work on using my inside voice." Then she could cook her kid's favorite dinner to make up for it. If your child doesn't respond when you apologize, Chelsey says, that's fine--it's on you to repair the relationship.

Read: How raising a child is like writing a novel

Chelsey also explains how a parent should handle a child screaming about her jacket. Instead of yelling back, she says, you should speak in a whisper and carry the jacket yourself, or stuff it into their backpack. "Frankly," she says, "I would not force a kid to put a jacket on."

Watching the video, I tried to imagine my parents apologizing to me after I refused to do something they said. This was difficult, because my parents have never apologized to me, and also, until I was well into my 20s, I never refused to do anything they said.

Russian parents like mine, who believe that children should always listen to their parents and that getting cold is a death sentence, would have long ago hit "Unfollow." Indeed, when I recently told my cousin about gentle parenting, he scoffed. "This is the road to prison," he said.

I don't have many parenting role models who aren't Russian. Most of my American friends don't have kids. I myself grew up in the '90s in West Texas, where a "gentle" punishment meant detention instead of a beating. I want to do better by my son--if only I can figure out how.


Left: Chelsey brushes her daughter's hair in the morning before school. Right: One of her daughters holds a chicken in the school garden. (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



Chelsey and her husband, Samuel, live with the girls in an airy house tucked into a redwood forest north of Santa Cruz, California. Their days consist of work-from-home sprints interrupted by taxiing their kids to school and activities, a lifestyle that's common in their area.

In 2018, Chelsey, who has a Ph.D. in education, was working as a research associate at Stanford, parenting three children under 3, and also helping raise her teenage niece, who had come from Mexico to stay with the family for a while. By her own description, she was flailing. One morning, all three of the little girls fought over the one purple spoon in a set of rainbow-colored spoons. Chelsey tried suggesting the yellow spoon, or the red spoon, or that they take turns with the purple spoon. No dice. "It was like, everybody all crying all the time," she told me.

Noticing her struggles, Robin, Chelsey's mom, who runs a school for children with behavioral problems, thought Chelsey might benefit from taking a parenting class she offered, in which she taught parents how to handle challenging children. Perhaps sensing how such a proposal would land with her own adult daughter, she had Chelsey's cousin bring up the idea. "You can't suggest anything to your daughter," Robin told me.

Chelsey was skeptical. But she now says the course "changed everything." Previously, she had tried to learn about gentle parenting--which is also sometimes called respectful parenting, and arose in the middle of the 20th century out of concerns that parents were too harsh--from reading books, but she didn't understand how to put the ideas into practice. The class made Chelsey realize that she was speaking to her kids negatively much of the time--stop hitting your sister! Often, what the kids needed was not more instructions but what she calls "connection," or feeling loved and seen by their parents. (The correct way to resolve the spoon fight, Chelsey says, was to validate each child's reality, saying something like "You really wanted the purple spoon. The orange spoon doesn't taste good." The child might still pout, but that's okay.)

Chelsey and Robin both say that Chelsey and her brother were parented gently--Robin never yelled, for instance. But there was a difference between experiencing gentle parenting herself and seeing how it could apply to her own kids.

After the class was over, Robin never said "I told you so." That's something "you never do as a mother," she told me. One of Robin's first recommendations is to rid your interactions with your child of these types of "zingers." They feel like an "eff you," she said. (I always thought that was the point.)

Chelsey left her job at Stanford to help her mother teach a course called Guiding Cooperation. Together, they grew that course into a business. They charge a fee that starts at $5,000 per family for a 12-week parenting program that includes video lessons along with group and individual coaching. At any given time, the program includes about 40 to 50 families, they said, whose kids typically range in age from 2 to 13.

In one Zoom group-coaching session I observed, Chelsey asked her parent-clients to close their eyes and imagine sitting at a table with all the materials they'd need to work on a beloved project. "Around the table are all of the people that are the perfectly right people to do this project with," she said softly. "Maybe you're creating; maybe there's bowls of yarn, or computers, laptops."

Then, suddenly, she started clapping loudly. "Get the laptops, get everything! There's a giant fire! Take that out of the room!" she yelled.

Chelsey asked the parents how that felt. They said alarming, panicky, and angry. Chelsey explained that many children are in this state when parents try to transition them from one activity to another too quickly. "The same body sensations happen for our kids," she explained.

This is a recurring theme of Chelsey and Robin's advice--that kids have many of the same emotions adults do. When they're overwhelmed, they sometimes cry and scream. Don't you? When punished, they don't think about what they've done; they stew.

The goal of their programs is to decrease tantrums, but not through punishments or even rewards like sticker charts (too transactional, and kids often stop caring about the stickers). Chelsey says she has never given her girls a time-out. Rather than compliance, Chelsey and Robin seek cooperation--meaning the child does what you say because they want to do it. "I don't even use the word obey or disobey," Robin told me.

Instead of ordering kids to stop doing something, Chelsey advocates "positive opposites"--telling kids what they can do instead. Don't instruct them not to jump on the couch; tell them to jump on the trampoline.


One of Chelsey's daughters in the playroom (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



Praise for good behavior is a part of Chelsey's philosophy, but she warns that this, too, requires care. Many parents go with "good job," for instance. But Chelsey argues that this is confusing, because children don't have jobs. Instead, she suggests commenting on specific things children do well, such as "You came down to dinner on time! Cool!" and "You're sitting next to your sister keeping your hands on your own body? That's awesome!"

During transitions, she recommends talking to younger kids in a sing-songy voice and in a kind of broken English: Okay, water bottle in backpack, now we're walking to car. She says it's easier for kids to process information this way. Chelsey and Robin suggest trying these strategies three to five times before switching tactics if they don't seem to be working.

Psychologists I interviewed said that some of these strategies are evidence-based and effective. Most kids respond well to praise, for example, and tactics like singing and offering alternatives can make it more fun for kids to do what they're told. However, they argue that consequences are also important, and that showering kids with positive attention when they misbehave can backfire. Time-out, in particular, has been proved to change behavior and improve academic performance, says Corey Lieneman, a clinical child psychologist at the University of Nebraska who co-wrote a book about time-out. For older kids, she told me, taking away privileges such as video games is effective--and is, in a way, a form of time-out. Lieneman also said there's nothing wrong with using rewards, because "no little kid is going to just want to do all of the things that we want them to do."

Read: No spanking, no time-out, no problems

Chelsey and Robin admit that their method can be difficult, but they argue that this is just how much effort it takes to be a parent--especially when you have strong-willed kids. They push back on the typical reassurance that all a parent really needs is to be "good enough"--the early-child psychologist D. W. Winnicott's notion that a parent need not be perfect, but "ordinary devoted." "Good-enough parenting is not actually good enough for all children," Chelsey says in another TikTok video. If you have a more challenging child, she says, "you're gonna have to be more intentional, you're gonna have to be more careful with your language, you're gonna have to spend more time co-regulating. And honestly, what a gift that is, to have a child who demands more."


Left: Playroom fun. Right: One of Chelsey's daughters reaches for a clay bird at school. (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



There's no way to objectively measure Chelsey's success. She and her mom say that no one has ever asked for their money back, and that most parents see good results.

But some parents may struggle to raise their kids this way. For one thing, although Chelsey argues that you would feel less busy if you yelled at your kids less, some parents work so much that there's no time to prepare a special apology dinner. The U.S. surgeon general recently deemed parental stress a public-health concern, in part because of the sheer amount of time this kind of intensive parenting requires.

I spoke with one mom, Katerina, who hasn't taken Chelsey's class but who learned about gentle parenting through her own reading. (She asked to go by her first name only because she has a public-facing role at work.) For a while, she said, she tried to be an ultra-gentle parent with her two girls, but she found it hard to find time to validate all of their feelings and still get dinner on the table. "It requires a certain level of commitment and capacity that I think most moms don't have," she told me. She ultimately landed on trying to talk through her kids' feelings most of the time, but also sometimes using rewards and consequences, such as taking away her 9-year-old's chocolate for lying. "She accepted her fate," she told me.

And although children's emotions are obviously important, some parenting researchers feel that gentle parenting doesn't sufficiently emphasize how kids' actions can affect other people. What if, in refusing to put her jacket on, the child made her sister late for school too? (Robin and Chelsey counter that they are teaching kids how to be empathetic by modeling empathy toward them.) "Societies all around the world also focus on how your actions and your words affect other people's feelings," Michaeleen Doucleff, an NPR science correspondent and the author of Hunt, Gather, Parent: What Ancient Cultures Can Teach Us About the Lost Art of Raising Happy, Helpful Little Humans, told me. Some gentle-parenting experts promote empathizing with kids by saying things like I know, it's so hard to share. "Well, is it? Is it hard to share?" Doucleff said. Do you actually want your kid to think that?

Rebecah Freeling, another Bay Area parenting coach, who specializes in kids with behavioral problems, says that gentle parenting can leave some parents struggling to set boundaries. What happens if you're validating feelings and heaping on praise, but your kid still does drugs behind your back?

Chelsey says kids should never be punished, other than through occasional "natural and logical consequences"--like if a child throws and breaks the TV remote and it will no longer turn on the TV. Even something egregious, such as a teenager skipping school, Chelsey says should be handled by trying to determine, "What is going on at school, that you are not going?"

The most obvious problem with this approach is that it doesn't adequately prepare children for the real world, where a boss is less likely to ask "What is going on at work, that you are not going?" than she is to fire you if you don't show up.

Read: Is it wrong to tell kids to apologize?

But children, Chelsey counters, "are going to learn to be responsible adults when their nervous systems are honored." She also seems to have a rather rosy view of corporate America: If you're failing at work, "I hope your boss is supporting you to get back to a place of regulation so that you can do the work."




Chelsey and her children in the school garden (Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic)



In Freeling's view, however, it's acceptable for a teen to, say, lose a preordained amount of screen time if they won't fulfill basic responsibilities. Some parents who have tried gentle parenting come to Freeling saying that they feel bullied by their kids, or like they can't ever say no. Some, Freeling said, sound like they're describing an abusive relationship with a spouse: I do everything he asks, and he's still hitting me. 

Sometimes, even connecting with your kid can start to feel transactional--I'm connecting. Why aren't you listening? One mother told Freeling that after she stopped trying to apply gentle parenting, "she could now free herself from the belief that she wasn't loving her child right."

When I asked Robin if people have trouble remembering the techniques she and Chelsey teach, she said, "One hundred percent." Indeed, their tactics seem hard to recall, and to execute, when everyone is tired and hungry and preoccupied--so much so that even Chelsey sometimes deviates from her own advice. She says she doesn't make her kids share, but when I was with them, one of the girls tried to call dibs on a bag of potato chips, and Chelsey told her to give some to her sisters. When one of the girls began eating cantaloupe with a ladle, Chelsey told her, "Not for eating, honey," which is not a positive opposite. "It would have been stronger had I said, 'We eat with a spoon,'" she acknowledged later.

After a few days with Chelsey and Robin, though, I came around to the view that their work is more than just a series of expensive scripts that you'll strain to remember mid-meltdown. I realized that sometimes the point of this kind of program is to be not a permanent cure but a kind of ongoing emotional support. Watching Chelsey's group-coaching sessions, I noticed that many parents seemed worried they were the only ones who couldn't get their kids to behave. One mom, whose child had ripped something off the wall on the way out of preschool, said she feels "shame around the perceived idea that I can't control my kid."

As dozens of people have already warned me, parenting is the "hardest job you'll ever have," and I got the sense that, for her clients and TikTok followers, Chelsey is shouldering some of this intensely personal toil. There is something about Chelsey that makes people feel like it's all going to be okay--you're going to do better than your parents, but you'll also mess up a lot, and that's normal.

"In the '90s, gentle parenting was, like, smacking your kid with the spoon instead of your hand," said Mary Brock, one of the parents on the call. Later, she told me she likes how Chelsey and Robin listen to her, and give her encouragement without judgment. "I wish I had a gentle parent," Brock added. "That's what this class does for me."

Chelsey often says that the first step to calming your kids is to calm yourself. Maybe gentle parenting, then, is less about soothing kids than it is about soothing their parents.
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Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election

Many Americans know exactly who Trump is, and they like it.

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.

Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country," a fact that Goldberg had first reported in September 2020. (Team Trump, unsurprisingly, continues to deny the story.) Not long after the publication of yesterday's article, The New York Times published excerpts from interviews with Kelly in which Kelly said--on tape, no less--that Trump fits the definition of a fascist.

Like many of Trump's critics, I've repeatedly asked one question over the years: What's it going to take? When will Republican leaders and millions of Trump voters finally see the immorality of supporting such a man? Surely, with these latest revelations, we've reached the Moment, the Turning Point, the Line in the Sand, right?

Wrong. As New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu--one of the many former Trump critics now back on the Trump train--said today on CNN in response to a question about Kelly's comments: "With a guy like [Trump], it's kinda baked into the vote."

The belief that at some point Trump voters will have finally had enough is an ordinary human response to seeing people you care about--in this case fellow citizens--associate with someone you know to be awful. Much like watching a friend in an unhealthy relationship, you think that each new outrage is going to be the one that provokes the final split, and yet it never does: Your friend, instead of breaking off the relationship, makes excuses. He didn't mean it. You don't understand him like I do.

But this analogy is wrong, because it's based on the faulty assumption that one of the people in the relationship is unhappy. Maybe the better analogy is the friend you didn't know very well in high school, someone who perhaps was quiet and not very popular, who shows up at your 20th reunion on the arm of a loudmouthed boor--think a cross between Herb Tarlek and David Duke--who tells offensive stories and racist jokes. She thinks he's wonderful and laughs at everything he says.

But what she really enjoys, all these years after high school, is how uncomfortable he's making you.

And this, in brief, is the problem for Kamala Harris in this election. She and others have likely hoped that, at some point, Trump will reveal himself as such an obvious, existential threat that even many Republican voters will walk away from him. (She delivered a short statement today emphasizing Kelly's comments.) For millions of the GOP faithful, however, Trump's daily attempts to breach new frontiers of hideousness are not offensive but reassuring. They want Trump to be awful--precisely because the people they view as their political foes will be so appalled if he wins. If Trump's campaign was focused on handing out tax breaks and lowering gas prices, he'd be losing, because for his base, none of that yawn-inducing policy stuff is transgressive enough to be exciting. (Just ask Nikki Haley and Ron DeSantis, who each in their own way tried to run as a Trump alternative.)

Some Trump voters may believe his lies. But plenty more want Trump to be terrifying and stomach-turning so that reelecting him will be a fully realized act of social revenge. Harris cannot propose any policy, offer any benefit, or adopt any position that competes with that feeling.

Exactly why so many Americans feel this way is a complicated story--I wrote an entire book about it--but a toxic combination of social resentment, entitlement, and racial insecurity drives many Trump voters to believe not only that other Americans are looking down on them but that they are doing so while living an undeservedly good life. These others must be punished or at least brought down to a common level of misery to balance the scales, and Trump is the guy to do it.

This unfocused rage is an addiction fed by Trump and conservative media, and the MAGA base wants it stoked continuously. If Trump were suddenly to become a sensible person who started talking coherently about trade policy and defense budgets, they would feel betrayed, like hard drinkers in a tavern who suspect that the bartender is watering down the high-proof stuff. My friend Jonathan Last--the editor of The Bulwark--has been wondering about this same problem, and says that some Trump supporters "are not (yet) comfortable with admitting this truth to themselves."

He believes that most of them are either caught in a comforting blanket of denial or the fog of detached nihilism. I'm not so sure. I am struck by how often Trump voters--and I am speaking here of rank-and-file voters, not crass opportunists such as Sununu or wealthy wingmen such as Elon Musk--are almost incapable of articulating support for Trump without reference to what Trump will do to other people or without descending into "whataboutism" about Harris. (Yes, Trump said bad things, but what about Harris's position on gender-affirming medical care for federal prisoners, as if liberal policies are no different from, say, threats to use the military against American citizens.)

Where all of this leaves us is that Harris could lose the election, not because she didn't offer the right policies, or give enough interviews, or inspire enough people. She could lose because just enough people in four or five states flatly don't care about any of that.

Some voters, to be sure, have bought into the mindless tropes that Democrats are communists or Marxists or some other term they don't understand. But the truly loyal Trump voters are people who are burning with humiliation. They can't get over the trauma of losing in 2020, the shame of buying Trump's lie about rigged elections, and the shock of seeing each of their champions--Tucker Carlson, Rudy Giuliani, Steve Bannon, and others--turn out to be liars and charlatans who have been fired, financially imperiled, or even imprisoned.

Rather than reckoning with the greatest mistake they've ever made at the ballot box, they have decided that their only recourse is to put Trump back in the Oval Office. For them, restoring Trump would be both vindication and vengeance. It would prove that 2016 was not a fluke, and horrify people both they and Trump hate.

I am not hopeful that Democrats will rally in large enough numbers to prevent this outcome. Harris's campaign has wisely avoided a slew of traps and pitfalls, but too many Democrats are reverting to form, complaining about wonky intraparty policy differences while Trump fulminates against democracy itself. (Some of the nation's media outlets have contributed to this sense of complacency by "sanewashing" Trump's most unhinged moments.) I am also not sure that swing voters will really swing against Trump, but one ray of hope is that revelations from people like Kelly do seem to matter: A new analysis indicates that voters trust criticism from Trump's former colleagues and allies more than standard political zingers from the opposition.

I genuinely want to be wrong about all this. I hope that many of the people now supporting Trump will have an attack of conscience on their way to their polling station. But as Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, once wrote for The Atlantic, Trump is "cultural heroin," and the hard choice of civic virtue will never match the rush of racism, hatred, and revenge that Trump offers in its place.

Related:

	Trump: "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had."
 	Donald Trump's fascist romp
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Today's News

	In response to comments that the former Trump chief of staff John Kelly made to The New York Times, White House Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said that President Joe Biden believes that Donald Trump is a fascist.
 	An estimated 3,000 North Korean soldiers arrived in Russia this month, according to the White House. Their role in the region remains unclear.
 	At least five people died and 22 people were injured at the headquarters of a Turkish state-run military manufacturer, in what Turkish officials described as a "terrorist attack."
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Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jackie Carlise



ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

By Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes ...
 I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads.


Read the full article.
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	Welcome to the trolligarchy.
 	Hating the regime, waiting for war
 	Why Randy Newman is least loved for his best work
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Read. These are six political memoirs that are actually worth reading, Franklin Foer writes.

Debate. Are obscure meme costumes sucking the joy out of Halloween?
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The Positions That the Democrats Won't Defend

In trans-rights controversies, conservatives see proof that the left is promoting its own values by fiat.

by Helen Lewis




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


Under normal circumstances, you would not expect a crowd of regular Americans--even those engaged enough to go to a political rally--to recognize an assistant secretary of health and human services. But the crowd at Donald Trump's appearance earlier this month at the Santander Arena, in Reading, Pennsylvania, started booing as soon as Rachel Levine's image appeared on the Jumbotron.

That's because Levine is the highest-profile transgender official in the Biden administration, and she has become a public face of the American left's support for medical gender transition by minors. Having heard the Reading crowd's ugly, full-throated reaction to Levine's mere image, I understand why the prospect of a second Trump term might alarm transgender Americans--or the parents of gender-nonconforming children. I also more clearly understand Trump's strategy: to rile up voters over positions that he thinks the Democrats won't dare defend.

Back in 2016, the Republican presidential nominee portrayed himself as a moderate on trans rights, saying that Caitlyn Jenner was welcome to use whatever bathroom she wanted to at Trump Tower. But Trump's rhetoric has become steadily more inflammatory, and his positions have hardened. Many commentators have nevertheless been surprised by the ferocity of Republican attacks on this issue. In 2022, the party's efforts to exploit trans-rights controversies for electoral gain repelled more voters than they attracted, and recent polling in three swing states shows that more than half of respondents agreed that "society should accept transgender people as having the gender they identify with."

Read: The slop candidate

Yet polls have also detected considerable public skepticism on three specific points: gender-related medical interventions for minors, the incarceration of trans women in women's jails, and trans women's participation in female sports. In Pennsylvania, one attack ad is on repeat throughout prime-time television. It ends: "Kamala's for they/them; President Trump is for you." The Republicans have spent $17 million on ads like this, according to NPR. "Republicans see an issue that can break through, especially with Trump voters who've been supporting Democratic candidates for Senate," Semafor's Dave Weigel wrote recently.

Trump has always used his audiences as an editor, refining his talking points based on the raw feedback of boos and cheers. At the rally in Reading, the image of Levine--pictured in the admiral's uniform she wears as head of the U.S. Public Health Service Commissioned Corps--was part of a montage dedicated to condemning what Trump called the "woke military." This video juxtaposed clips from Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket--meant to represent good old-fashioned military discipline--with more recent footage of drag queens lip-synching to Kylie Minogue's "Padam Padam." Never mind that Full Metal Jacket is an anti-war film showing how sustained brutalization corrodes the soul.

This video is part of Republicans' larger argument that their opponents are big-city elitists who have attempted to change the culture by imposing radical policies from above and then refused to defend them when challenged--and instead called anyone who disagreed a bigot. Many on the left see transgender acceptance as the next frontier of the civil-rights movement and favor far-reaching efforts to uproot discrimination. Yet activists and their supporters have waved away genuinely complex questions: Some claim, despite the available evidence from most sports, that biological males have no athletic advantage over females--perhaps because this is an easier argument to make than saying that the inclusion of trans women should outweigh any question of fairness to their competitors.

Others default to the idea that underage medical transition is "lifesaving" and therefore cannot be questioned--even though systematic evidence reviews by several European countries found a dearth of good research to support that assertion. According to emails unsealed earlier this year in an Alabama court case, Levine successfully urged the influential World Professional Association for Transgender Health to eliminate minimum-age guidelines for gender-transition hormones and surgeries.

The Republicans are using trans issues as a symbol of "wokeness" more generally--what conservatives paint as a rejection of common sense, and as a top-down imposition of alienating values by fiat. In right-wing online echo chambers, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz is known as "Tampon Tim" for signing a state law calling for menstrual products to be placed in both girls' and boys' bathrooms. Throughout the speeches in Trump's Reading event, talk of "men playing in women's sports" and an exhortation to "keep men out of women's sports" reliably drew the biggest cheers of the night. (Dave McCormick, the Republican candidate for Senate, brought up the issue, as did Trump himself.) The former president's 90-minute speech had an extended riff on underage transition--and how schools might avoid telling parents about their child's shifting gender. "How about this--pushing transgender ideology onto minor children?" Trump said, in an abrupt segue from a bit about fracking. "How about that one? Your child goes to school, and they take your child. It was a he, comes back as a she. And they do it, often without parental consent."

Lines like this would not succeed without containing at least a kernel of truth. Under the policies of many districts, students can change their pronouns at school and use the bathroom of their chosen gender without their parents' knowledge. A recent California law prohibits districts from requiring that parents be informed. In the presidential debate, many commentators laughed at the bizarre phrasing of Trump's claim that Kamala Harris "wants to do transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." But the charge was basically true: While running for the 2020 Democratic nomination, Harris replied "Yes" to an ACLU questionnaire that asked her if she would use "executive authority to ensure that transgender and non-binary people who rely on the state for medical care--including those in prison and immigration detention--will have access to comprehensive treatment associated with gender transition, including all necessary surgical care."

This year, Harris has mostly avoided such issues. She has tacitly moved her position from the left toward the center without explaining the shift or answering whether she believes she was previously wrong--a microcosm of her campaign in general.

As with abortion, a compromise position on gender exists that would satisfy a plurality of voters. Essentially: Let people live however makes them happy, but be cautious about medicalizing children and insist on fair competition in female sports. But Harris has been unwilling or unable to articulate it, and candidates in downballot races have followed her lead. You can see why: Even as polls suggest that many voters are more hesitant than the median Democratic activist, any backsliding by candidates from the progressive line alienates influential LGBTQ groups. In Texas, the Democrat candidate for Senate, Colin Allred, has faced such a barrage of ads about female sports from the Ted Cruz campaign that he cut his own spot in response. "Let me be clear; I don't want boys playing girls' sports," Allred says in the clip. The LGBTQ publication The Advocate wrote this up as him having "embraced far-right language around gender identity."

Read: The improbable coalition that is Harris's best hope

Like Allred, the Harris campaign has realized, belatedly, that silence is hurting the candidate's cause. When the vice president was interviewed by Bret Baier on Fox News last week, she made sure to raise a New York Times story about how the Trump administration had also offered taxpayer-funded gender medicine in prisons. "I will follow the law," Harris said. "And it's a law that Donald Trump actually followed."

Is that enough to neutralize the attacks? Seems unlikely: The Republican ads have not disappeared from the airwaves, because they bolster the party's broader theme that Harris is more radical than she pretends to be. Which is the real Kamala Harris--the tough prosecutor of the 2010s or the ultraprogressive candidate of 2019 and 2020?

Presumably her campaign believes that every day spent talking about gender medicine for teens is one not spent discussing Trump's mental fitness or disdain for democratic norms. In the absence of her articulating a compromise position, however, the Republicans are defining the contours of the debate in ways that could prove fateful--for Harris, for trans people, and for the country as a whole.
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        'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'
        John Hendrickson

        Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last n...

      

      
        The Swing States Are in Good Hands
        Paul Rosenzweig
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'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'

What will happen if Donald Trump loses the election?

by John Hendrickson




Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."

Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last night at the Gwinnett County event, sponsored by Charlie Kirk's Turning Point Action, I asked Trump's supporters to consider the inverse: What do you think will happen if Trump loses? 

The more Trump rallies I attended, the more this question had been gnawing at me. He has framed this presidential contest as a "final battle," and he may well win. But if he doesn't, I wanted to know if he and his supporters would really go quietly. I heard a range of answers last night, from promises to accept the outcome to predictions of a new Civil War.

I approached the former Trump-administration official Peter Navarro, who was signing copies of his book The New MAGA Deal: The Unofficial Deplorables Guide to Donald Trump's 2024 Policy Platform. Earlier this year, Navarro spent four months in prison. Like another Trump ally, Steve Bannon, Navarro had been found in contempt of Congress after failing to comply with subpoenas from the House Select Committee on January 6. If Trump loses the election, Navarro told me that "the country will disintegrate," and he warned of "very hard times." I asked him if he thought something akin to another January 6 might occur. "By asking that question you're trying to stir up shit, man," he said. He told me that my query would be better suited for President Joe Biden and the Democrats. "Those assholes put me in prison," he said. "Do you hear me?"

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

Another former Trump-administration official, Ben Carson, took a more conciliatory approach to my question. "I think we'll have to regroup and try to figure out how we can save our country," Carson said. He told me he doubted that another event like the storming of the Capitol would take place. "I think regardless of who wins or loses, we've got to tone down the dissension and the hatred that's going on in our country, or it's going to be destroyed," Carson said.

Rank-and-file Trump supporters had varying opinions on the matter. I chatted with one attendee, Joshua Barnes, while he waited in line to buy strawberry smoothies for himself and his wife at a food truck outside the arena. The couple had driven four hours that morning from their home in Alabama to hear Trump speak live for the first time. "If she does become president, as much as I would hate it, you kind of do have to accept it," Barnes said, referring to Vice President Kamala Harris. He told me he did not want another insurrection to occur, but he acknowledged the possibility of something worse: a period of postelection unrest, or even civil war. (He pointed me to a Rasmussen survey from the spring that had shown a distressingly high percentage of respondents saying the same thing.)

A man from Gwinnett County named Rich who works in construction told me that this was his fourth Trump rally. "I'm a pretty good judge of character, and when people are trying to shovel me a load of garbage, it's like, No, it stinks, okay?" he said of Harris and the Democrats. He predicted protests no matter who loses, but did not anticipate another January 6, which he referred to as a "situation" and not an insurrection. As for something closer to a civil war? "I think anything's possible; I don't think it's out of the question, and I really can't elaborate on that," he said, adding only that he was hoping it wouldn't happen.

In the parking lot, I met a man named Mark Williams, who told me he ran the biggest political printing business in Georgia. I took a seat in a folding chair behind his table of yard signs and other wares, and he offered me a red-white-and-blue can of Conservative Dad's Ultra Right 100% Woke-Free American Beer. ("Eat steak, lift weights, be uncensorable, drink a little beer," read the slogan.) Though Williams supports Trump, he was levelheaded about both the current election and the previous one. He did not believe Trump's claim that he'd really won in 2020. "I think we're more accepting than the media gives us credit for," Williams said of he and his fellow Republicans. "The actions of a few get painted with that big brush," he said, pointing to January 6. "So, yeah, there's going to be some crazy people that do some crazy shit; that just happens. But the actions of most of us, I mean, we'll bitch about it and scream at each other and all that kind of stuff, but we're not going to break into the Capitol and stuff. I'm as big a Trump supporter as anybody, but I didn't feel compelled to go breaking into the Capitol. And those people that did that did wrong. And I don't know that all of them did wrong, but the ones that did, they needed to be punished."

Williams told me he had never considered a new civil war seriously until he attended Kid Rock's Rock the Country festival in Rome, Georgia, earlier this year. He described some of the chatter he heard at the festival, such as When we have to go out on the field and fight these people, y'all going to be there with us? "It did surprise me a little bit, the tone that some of these guys were taking; I think there's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war," he said. "I think that if there was an overwhelming view of a crooked election or something like that--yeah, I could see it happening."

Many of the Trump supporters I interviewed sounded worried about future political violence. Some identified as pacifists. Others believed that unrest was almost a given. A 23-year-old named Ben told me he had skipped his classes at the University of Georgia to attend yesterday's rally. I asked him if he thought January 6 could happen again in the event of a Trump defeat. "Yes," he said. "I think it'll be real this time." He told me that he wasn't sure what he, personally, would do if Trump lost. "I wouldn't want to act on instinct, but I would be angry," he said. He volunteered that he believed that Church and state needed to be remarried. "If Trump was dictator, I would support him," he said. He insisted that he wasn't trolling me.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

When Trump addressed the crowd, he made no secret of his authoritarian aspirations. He raised the possibility of suing 60 Minutes over its editing of an interview with Harris, and made the baffling claim that gang members were taking over Times Square with weapons that the U.S. military doesn't have. ("But we have guys that want to confront them, and they're gonna be allowed to confront them, and we're gonna get 'em the hell out of here.") Once again, he promised to carry out the largest deportation operation in history. He also said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, which would grant him authority to detain, relocate, or deport foreigners deemed an enemy, and called for the death penalty for any migrant who kills an American citizen.

That last point is a particularly charged issue in Georgia. A 63-year-old attendee I met named Linda told me her daughters had been in the same sorority as Laken Riley, the 22-year-old student who was murdered earlier this year while jogging. Riley's alleged assailant is a man from Venezuela who entered the U.S. illegally, and her death has become a conservative rallying cry, especially for Trump, as it was again last night. ("I feel like we'll be more like Venezuela if the Democrats get in there," Linda told me.)

After losing Georgia in 2020, Trump tried to overturn the state's election results. In the four years since, he's only grown more unstable, and he's predicated his 2024 campaign on retribution. This time around, Trump has been encouraging his supporters to vote early, and he's pushing a new catchphrase: "Too big to rig." He's not thinking about what happens if he loses; he wants a landslide victory.
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The Swing States Are in Good Hands

The places most crucial to the election have leaders who are committed to a fair process.

by Paul Rosenzweig




In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised by Donald Trump supporters, partisan election administration by Republican state officials, and unjustifiably receptive consideration of election lawsuits by Republican-nominated judges.

The good news is that in the states most likely to be decisive, that group of people is not in control. The mechanisms of election administration are, generally speaking, in the hands of responsible public officials rather than partisan warriors--mostly Democrats, but a few clearheaded Republicans as well.

Consider Georgia, where the most senior officials are all elected Republicans who have, in one way or another, expressed their support for former President Trump. Yet both the governor, Brian Kemp, and the secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, have a notable and honorable history of commitment to free, fair, and well-managed elections. For example, both recently opposed the transparently partisan efforts of the state election board to change election rules. If the past is prologue, we can reasonably expect that the contest in Georgia will be close, but we can also expect that the process by which the votes are counted will be fair and open.

Read: Republicans' new dangerous attempt to break the election

The same is true of all the other battleground states. Those states--Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Arizona, and Nevada--are, of course, led by elected politicians who have partisan views, but none is a leader whose nature suggests a desire to manipulate election administration for partisan advantage. Most of the states (Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Arizona) are led by Democratic governors who can be counted on to deliver the results fairly.

That leaves Nevada, which, besides Georgia, is the only Republican-led swing state. Nevada's governor, Joe Lombardo, has expressed moderate views on the election process: In an April 2022 interview with The Nevada Independent, Lombardo said he did not believe that any fraud occurred in the 2020 presidential election and saw no reason to believe that President Joe Biden had not been "duly elected." Of equal note, the secretary of state for Nevada, who has more direct responsibility for election administration, is an elected Democratic official who has committed to a fair election process.

All told, none of the elected officials in any of the battleground states who have direct responsibility for election integrity is an election denier or someone who appears keen on having a partisan dispute over the results. One could not, for example, imagine any of these governors using their state's National Guard for improper reasons.

Likewise, the court systems in the crucial battleground states are generally well structured to avoid partisanship. Republicans have already filed suits in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Wisconsin, Nevada, Georgia, and Arizona, and doubtless many more will be filed. But as the former Trump White House lawyer Ty Cobb has said: "The one thing they need in court is evidence ... They didn't have any last time, and they're unlikely to have any this time."

Once again, Georgia provides an instructive example of how Trump's efforts to legally game the system are likely to play out. Last week, a Fulton County Superior Court judge stopped a new election rule that would have required officials to count all Georgia ballots by hand. In a separate ruling, the court also said that certification of the election results was a mandatory duty--eliminating the possibility, which some Trump allies had been considering, of withholding certification and preventing Kamala Harris from receiving the state's electoral votes should she win. Separately, a different judge barred even more of the election board's efforts to change the rules at the last minute. At least one Republican appeal has already been unsuccessful.

Read: The danger is greater than in 2020. Be prepared.

The likeliest ultimate arbiter of election disputes will, in most instances, be the supreme courts of the battleground states. Partisan tenor is somewhat less salient in the courts, but even taking it into account here, structural protections are mostly quite strong. Democratic jurists hold majorities on the supreme courts in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Nonpartisan appointments are made in Nevada.

And though the courts in Georgia and Arizona are controlled by Republican-appointed jurists, neither court has exhibited excessive partisan tendencies. Indeed, the all-Republican supreme court in Arizona recently unanimously upheld a ballot-access rule against an effort by the Republican Maricopa County recorder to limit the number of voters. Only the Republican supreme court in North Carolina has acted in a worryingly partisan manner, approving a Republican gerrymander that a Democratic court had previously rejected. This is thankfully an outlier; the overall correlation of factors suggests, again, that reasonable jurists will be in charge of adjudicating disputes about election outcomes.

Finally, at the national level, fair, good-faith efforts are being made to protect the processes by which the election will be certified. Unlike on January 6, 2021, when Trump put Congress at risk by delaying the deployment of the D.C. National Guard, this time the federal government is well prepared to forestall disruption in the nation's capital. The Department of Homeland Security has already designated the electoral count as a National Special Security Event, for which ample protection is deployed. And, of course, the D.C. National Guard is now under the orders of Biden, who can be relied on to maintain election integrity.

Is all this cause for unbridled happiness? Of course not. The U.S. Supreme Court, for example, remains an uncertain actor. And that we even need these reassurances is a distressing sign of how dysfunctional our current politics are. But a smooth--or, at least, mostly smooth--election is still possible, and the key ingredients are in place to make it happen. This itself matters. As the former federal judge Thomas Griffith recently wrote: "Tearing down faith in an election administration system when the facts show that it is reliable and trustworthy is not conservative." It is also deeply dangerous. Let's do our best to keep the faith.
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This Election Is No <em>West Wing</em> Reunion

Martin Sheen is doing his very best to pep up stressed-out Democrats.

by Mark Leibovich




The fictional president Josiah Bartlet dropped into a Democratic canvassing headquarters in a Madison, Wisconsin, strip mall last Sunday morning. He was there on behalf of Kamala Harris, addressing a room full of jittery volunteers stranded in a real-life political campaign.

Bartlet--or rather, Martin Sheen, the actor who played him on the beloved TV show The West Wing--was an emissary from a bygone era of better political angels that may or may not have ever existed off-screen. The show aired from 1999 to 2006 but has continued, on streaming platforms, to inspire fresh generations of operatives with its portrayal of a noble Democratic White House untainted by House of Cards, Veep, and the Trump-era darkness that would follow.

"While acting is what I do for a living," Sheen told the crowd, "activism is what I do to stay alive." He looked out at his audience, about 100 people set to embark on a day of canvassing and door-knocking. His voice acquired a note of paternal warmth: "I see all the faces in here." All of this work is "worth it," he assured everyone. "I see that the light is on."

Personally, I saw anxiety. Fear and exhaustion, too. I might have been projecting, but it seemed palpable in this den of last-minute activity--the strain and burden of another jump-ball election, with stakes entirely too high and margins entirely too thin and nerves entirely too frayed.

With two weeks left in this writer's-room-nightmare of a campaign, and Wisconsin still up for grabs, all the usual platitudes felt far too plausible: Everyone was talking about Democracy being at stake and the threat of fascism on the other side and America facing an existential moment and all of that. None of it felt like the usual overwrought melodrama.

Who could blame volunteers for wanting a little escapism and some doughnuts on a Sunday morning? Sheen brought along three of his West Wing co-stars: Bradley Whitford (who played deputy chief of staff Josh Lyman), Richard Schiff (communications director Toby Ziegler), and Mary McCormack (deputy national security adviser Kate Harper). They were upbeat but quick with their reality checks. "This ain't no stinkin' television show," Whitford said. "The stakes are real."

Ever since The West Wing ceased production, the cast has enjoyed its own next act as a kind of progressive wish-cast ensemble. First Lady Jill Biden hosted several of the actors and creators at a White House celebration of the show's 25th anniversary last month. They have toured some of the well-trodden battlegrounds of the campaign trail. I've encountered them periodically through the years, popping up at the various headquarters, candidate events, and hotel lobbies of Iowa; New Hampshire; Washington, D.C.; and assorted other political petting zoos.

"We're not just a bunch of people from television paying lip service here," Whitford said on Sunday. "What you are doing is so important." The cast likes to think The West Wing is also so important, or at least carries with it some level of relevance today, in these very different political times.

After the canvassing headquarters, the West Wing troupe headed to a packed theater across town. "We're going to win!" Whitford declared onstage. He sounded like he really believed it. Then again, he is an actor.

Schiff echoed his co-star's message, but lacked the same volume--and conviction. "I'm going to say it softer than Brad, but we're going to win," he said. The crowd cheered. Hope can be galvanizing, even if laundered through Hollywood characters who vacated their fictional offices nearly two decades ago.

Yes, it's easy to be cynical. The West Wing was a TV show--a very good one, depicting a world very much still yearned for, even if gathering dust. You can question the utility of these celebrity drop-bys. But at the same time, why not? What's the harm of nostalgia to keep the throngs awake in these final, weary days?

I admit that I came away less skeptical than I went in. "I know I'm preaching to the choir," Whitford told the Democratic volunteers. "But I just want to make you sing!" And everyone sang: "The Star Spangled Banner" to kick off the morning and "America the Beautiful" as the cast left the stage.

Sheen, who is now 84, looks tremendously well preserved--but thankfully has no interest in serving in any role beyond the pretend president emeritus that he still plays in the eyes of his adoring public. He told me that someone will come up to him at least once a day, often more, and address him as "Mr. President." He had just boarded a plane at LAX the day before, and a fellow passenger greeted him: "Good morning, Mr. President, is Air Force One in the shop?" He happily plays along--being gracious is not hard work. Changing minds and coaxing votes and winning elections is hard work.

On Sunday, Sheen emphasized that the struggle is its own reward. He likes to tell an old Irish story about a man who dies and arrives at the gates of heaven. "Saint Peter says, 'Show me your scars,'" Sheen said. But the man has no scars to show, and Saint Peter tells him what a pity that is. "Was there nothing worth fighting for?" Saint Peter asks. At this point in the story, Sheen's voice gained several octaves, and he launched into the crescendo of his speech: "We are rightly called to find something in our lives worth fighting for. Something deeply personal and uncompromising." Nothing that has value in life, he argued, comes easy.

"You're my president!" a woman standing next to me shouted. Within seconds of his pep talk ending, Sheen was swarmed. Volunteers posed for pictures and clutched Harris-Walz signs for him to autograph.

A young woman who walked up to Sheen/Bartlett seemed quite emotional. It can be a momentous experience, meeting an actual fake president. "It was all because of your show that I got into politics," the young woman, Amanda Boss, told him. Boss said she'd started watching West Wing at the age of 5. She loved how fast everyone talked and walked and how important everything seemed to be, at all times. She told me she had never met a president before. I was compelled to remind her that Saint Bartlet was a fictional character.

"Yes," she said. "But he was real in my head."
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Why Are We Humoring Them?

When Donald Trump and Elon Musk can turn death threats into punch lines, the joke is on the rest of us--and that's the point.

by Megan Garber




In September, Secret Service agents apprehended a man carrying an AK-47-style gun near Donald Trump's Palm Beach golf course--in an apparent attempt, the FBI concluded, to assassinate the former president. To some, the thwarted violence was a bleak testament to the times: one more reminder that politics, when approached as an endless war, will come with collateral damage. To Elon Musk, however, it was an opportunity. The billionaire, treating his control of X as a means of owning the libs, gave the Palm Beach news a MAGA-friendly twist. "And no one is even trying to assassinate Biden/Kamala," Musk wrote on the platform, punctuating the line with a thinking-face emoji.

Musk was wrong--authorities have arrested several people for death threats made against the president and vice president--and he eventually deleted the post. But he did not apologize for the mistake. Instead, earlier this month, Musk used an appearance on Tucker Carlson's X-based show as a chance to workshop the line. "Nobody's even bothering to try to kill Kamala," Musk told Carlson, "because it's pointless. What do you achieve?"

At this, both men guffawed. Musk, having found an appreciative audience, kept going, finding new ways to suggest that the vice president was not worth the trouble of assassinating. Carlson's reply: "That's hilarious."

First as tragedy, then as farce, the adage goes. If only the old order still applied. Not that long ago, public figures such as Carlson and Musk might have been embarrassed to be seen using political violence as a punch line. But embarrassment, these days, is a partisan affliction. It can ail only the soft, the sincere--the people willing to be caught caring in public. The brand of politics that Musk and Carlson practice is swaggering and provocative and, as a result, entirely devoid of shame. And so the two men, wielding their mockery, make a show of each chortle and smirk. They may consider their delight to be defiant--a rebuke to the humorless masses who see the violence and not the lol--but it is not defiant. It is dull. This is the way of things now. The tragedy and the farce, the menace that winks, the joke that threatens, the emoji that cries with joy and the one that simply cries: They bleed together, all of them. Irony storms the Capitol. Cynicism reigns.

Read: Political violence feeds on itself

Trump, that louche comedian, is partially to blame. His humor--some of it crude, some of it cruel, most of it treating politics and the people who engage in them as the butt of an endless joke--is more than a performance. It is also permission. Musk and Carlson laughed at the thought of Harris's death both because they wanted to and because they knew they could. Trump and his crowbar will come for every Overton window. Now no claim is too much. No joke is too soon. Deportations, assassinations, the casual suggestion that America is due for its own version of Kristallnacht: Invoked as ideas and implications, they might be threats. They might be omens. For Trump and the many who humor him, though, they're simply material--fodder for jokes in a set that never ends.

"Not The Onion," people might warn one another on social media, as they share the video of Trump's nearly 40-minute attempt to turn a town hall into a one-man dance party. "Beyond parody," they might moan, as J. D. Vance spreads racist lies about immigrants snatching and eating their neighbors' pets. The disclaimers are hardly necessary. Americans, whatever their political convictions, have become accustomed to politics that read as dark comedy--and to politicians who commit fully to the bit. These leaders don't merely lie or misspeak or make light of life and death. To them, leadership itself is a joke. They're trolling one another. They're trolling us. They've made mischief a mandate.

Call it the trolligarchy--and have no doubt that its regime is inescapable. Trump says that if reelected he'll be a dictator on "day one" and then insists that he's only joking. Under Musk, X's email for press inquiries auto-responds to reporters' questions with a poop emoji. Marjorie Taylor Greene, who won a congressional seat in Georgia by turning trolling into a campaign strategy, has been using the House bill-amendment process as an opportunity for cheap acts of score-settling. In a proposed amendment to a bill meant to allocate funding to aid Ukraine as it defends itself against Russia's invasion, she stipulated, among other things, that any colleague who voted for it would be conscripted into Ukraine's military.

"Messaging bills" may be fairly common among politicians seeking new ways to rack up political points. And Greene's amendment was roundly defeated. Her stunt, though, wrote tragedy and farce into the congressional record. Roll Call, reporting on it, quoted social-media posts from Matt Glassman, an analyst at Georgetown University's Government Affairs Institute. There have "always been chucklehead Members of the House," Glassman wrote of Greene's antics. "But the prominence of many of the chuckleheads in the GOP and the ever-increasing general level of chucklehead behavior worries me."

Life under the trolligarchy requires constant acts of micro-translation: Did she mean it? Was he joking? Were they lying? The lulz, as a result, can be exhausting. The scholar Dannagal Goldthwaite Young, analyzing fMRI studies that illustrate how the brain processes jokes, argues that humor can impose a cognitive tax. Jokes, for all their delights, ask more of their audiences than other forms of discourse do: They require more split-second parsing, more energy, more work. And a troll is a joke unhinged--which makes it extra taxing. Its terms are particularly murky. Its claims are especially suspect. Under its influence, the old categories fail. Nihilism takes over. Fatigue sets in. Sincerity and irony, like stars whose centers cannot hold, collapse into each other.

Humor is an age-old political tradition--Common Sense, the pamphlet that persuaded many Americans to become revolutionaries, was powerful in part because it was often quite funny--but trolling, as a mode of political engagement, is not comedy. It is its antithesis. Nazis of both the past and present have tried to hide in plain sight by characterizing their racism as merely ironic. As The New Yorker's Emily Nussbaum wrote in a 2017 essay, jokes deployed as rhetoric played a crucial role in helping Trump win the presidency.

Read: Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini

Since then, the trolling has only intensified. But it has also become--in a twist that can read as a cosmic kind of troll--ever more banal. In 2008, The New York Times published "The Trolls Among Us," a lengthy introduction to a subculture that was then emerging from the dark recesses of the internet. The article is remarkably prescient. It treats trolling as a novelty but frames it as a new moral problem. It parses the cruelty that has become a standard feature of online engagement. But it was also written when trolls' power was relatively contained. Trolling, today, having slipped the surly bonds of 4chan, is no longer subculture. It is culture.

Many trolls of the early internet hid behind pseudonyms and anonymity; they largely performed for one another rather than for a mass audience. But trolling, as a political style, demands credit for the chaos it sows. Trump, the "troll in chief," channels that status as brand identity. He will happily lie, his followers know; maybe he'll lie on their behalf. He will trick his opponents. He will set traps. He will reveal his rivals' foolishness. He will humiliate them. That old Times article captured one of the abiding ironies of this brave new mode of digital engagement. Trolling may manifest as pranks. But many practitioners insist that their hijinks have ethical ends. Trolls claim to be puncturing pieties, saving the sanctimonious from themselves. They're righting social wrongs as they subject "elites" to a barrage of corrective humiliations meant to reveal empathy and equality and other such values as nothing more than smug little lies.

Trolling, in that way, can be self-rationalizing, and therefore particularly powerful when its logic comes for our politics. Trump once gave a speech in the rain and then bragged about the sun shining down on his performance. His bravado was propaganda in its most basic and recognizable form--overt, insistent, blunt. It did what propaganda typically will, imposing its preferred reality onto the one that actually exists. But the lie was also so casual, so basic, so fundamentally absurd--even the heavens, Trump says, will do his bidding--that it barely registered as propaganda at all.

Read: The slop candidate

Trump came of age as a public figure in the 1980s, long before irony was alleged to have died--a time, on the contrary, when cynicism had become cultural currency. It was a period when earnestness, or at least the appearance of it, was curdling into a liability. Trump has taken the irony-infused assumptions of those years and used them as tools of power. His lies invade and destroy, trampling the truths that stand in their way with casual, cunning brutality. But Trump's jokes can be similarly, if more subtly, ruinous. A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding--even about matters of life and death.

That attitude, once it takes hold of the body politic, spreads rapidly. People talk about "irony poisoning" because irony, in the end, has so few antidotes. Greene's attempt to troll her colleagues as they determined aid to Ukraine led to several more proposed amendments--this time from Jared Moskowitz, a Democratic representative from Florida. One proposed to appoint Greene as "Vladimir Putin's Special Envoy to the United States Congress." Another suggested renaming Greene's office for Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister who is widely denigrated for his appeasement of Hitler.

Recommending that a congressional office be called the Neville Chamberlain Room may not be a great joke; it's even worse, though, as a mode of government. Democracy is an earnest enterprise: It requires us--challenges us--to care. It assumes that people will disagree, about the small things and the big ones. It further assumes that they will settle differences through acts of debate. But cynicism makes argument impossible. "How do you fight an enemy who's just kidding?" Nussbaum asked in her 2017 essay, and the question still has no good answer. The old insult comic remains onstage, serving up the same routine to a crowd that cackles and roars. He'll roast anyone in his path. He'll soak up the applause. He'll trust that, in all the levity, people will miss the obvious: When the comedy keeps punching down, anyone can become the butt of the joke.
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The Positions That the Democrats Won't Defend

In trans-rights controversies, conservatives see proof that the left is promoting its own values by fiat.

by Helen Lewis




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


Under normal circumstances, you would not expect a crowd of regular Americans--even those engaged enough to go to a political rally--to recognize an assistant secretary of health and human services. But the crowd at Donald Trump's appearance earlier this month at the Santander Arena, in Reading, Pennsylvania, started booing as soon as Rachel Levine's image appeared on the Jumbotron.

That's because Levine is the highest-profile transgender official in the Biden administration, and she has become a public face of the American left's support for medical gender transition by minors. Having heard the Reading crowd's ugly, full-throated reaction to Levine's mere image, I understand why the prospect of a second Trump term might alarm transgender Americans--or the parents of gender-nonconforming children. I also more clearly understand Trump's strategy: to rile up voters over positions that he thinks the Democrats won't dare defend.

Back in 2016, the Republican presidential nominee portrayed himself as a moderate on trans rights, saying that Caitlyn Jenner was welcome to use whatever bathroom she wanted to at Trump Tower. But Trump's rhetoric has become steadily more inflammatory, and his positions have hardened. Many commentators have nevertheless been surprised by the ferocity of Republican attacks on this issue. In 2022, the party's efforts to exploit trans-rights controversies for electoral gain repelled more voters than they attracted, and recent polling in three swing states shows that more than half of respondents agreed that "society should accept transgender people as having the gender they identify with."

Read: The slop candidate

Yet polls have also detected considerable public skepticism on three specific points: gender-related medical interventions for minors, the incarceration of trans women in women's jails, and trans women's participation in female sports. In Pennsylvania, one attack ad is on repeat throughout prime-time television. It ends: "Kamala's for they/them; President Trump is for you." The Republicans have spent $17 million on ads like this, according to NPR. "Republicans see an issue that can break through, especially with Trump voters who've been supporting Democratic candidates for Senate," Semafor's Dave Weigel wrote recently.

Trump has always used his audiences as an editor, refining his talking points based on the raw feedback of boos and cheers. At the rally in Reading, the image of Levine--pictured in the admiral's uniform she wears as head of the U.S. Public Health Service Commissioned Corps--was part of a montage dedicated to condemning what Trump called the "woke military." This video juxtaposed clips from Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket--meant to represent good old-fashioned military discipline--with more recent footage of drag queens lip-synching to Kylie Minogue's "Padam Padam." Never mind that Full Metal Jacket is an anti-war film showing how sustained brutalization corrodes the soul.

This video is part of Republicans' larger argument that their opponents are big-city elitists who have attempted to change the culture by imposing radical policies from above and then refused to defend them when challenged--and instead called anyone who disagreed a bigot. Many on the left see transgender acceptance as the next frontier of the civil-rights movement and favor far-reaching efforts to uproot discrimination. Yet activists and their supporters have waved away genuinely complex questions: Some claim, despite the available evidence from most sports, that biological males have no athletic advantage over females--perhaps because this is an easier argument to make than saying that the inclusion of trans women should outweigh any question of fairness to their competitors.

Others default to the idea that underage medical transition is "lifesaving" and therefore cannot be questioned--even though systematic evidence reviews by several European countries found a dearth of good research to support that assertion. According to emails unsealed earlier this year in an Alabama court case, Levine successfully urged the influential World Professional Association for Transgender Health to eliminate minimum-age guidelines for gender-transition hormones and surgeries.

The Republicans are using trans issues as a symbol of "wokeness" more generally--what conservatives paint as a rejection of common sense, and as a top-down imposition of alienating values by fiat. In right-wing online echo chambers, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz is known as "Tampon Tim" for signing a state law calling for menstrual products to be placed in both girls' and boys' bathrooms. Throughout the speeches in Trump's Reading event, talk of "men playing in women's sports" and an exhortation to "keep men out of women's sports" reliably drew the biggest cheers of the night. (Dave McCormick, the Republican candidate for Senate, brought up the issue, as did Trump himself.) The former president's 90-minute speech had an extended riff on underage transition--and how schools might avoid telling parents about their child's shifting gender. "How about this--pushing transgender ideology onto minor children?" Trump said, in an abrupt segue from a bit about fracking. "How about that one? Your child goes to school, and they take your child. It was a he, comes back as a she. And they do it, often without parental consent."

Lines like this would not succeed without containing at least a kernel of truth. Under the policies of many districts, students can change their pronouns at school and use the bathroom of their chosen gender without their parents' knowledge. A recent California law prohibits districts from requiring that parents be informed. In the presidential debate, many commentators laughed at the bizarre phrasing of Trump's claim that Kamala Harris "wants to do transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." But the charge was basically true: While running for the 2020 Democratic nomination, Harris replied "Yes" to an ACLU questionnaire that asked her if she would use "executive authority to ensure that transgender and non-binary people who rely on the state for medical care--including those in prison and immigration detention--will have access to comprehensive treatment associated with gender transition, including all necessary surgical care."

This year, Harris has mostly avoided such issues. She has tacitly moved her position from the left toward the center without explaining the shift or answering whether she believes she was previously wrong--a microcosm of her campaign in general.

As with abortion, a compromise position on gender exists that would satisfy a plurality of voters. Essentially: Let people live however makes them happy, but be cautious about medicalizing children and insist on fair competition in female sports. But Harris has been unwilling or unable to articulate it, and candidates in downballot races have followed her lead. You can see why: Even as polls suggest that many voters are more hesitant than the median Democratic activist, any backsliding by candidates from the progressive line alienates influential LGBTQ groups. In Texas, the Democrat candidate for Senate, Colin Allred, has faced such a barrage of ads about female sports from the Ted Cruz campaign that he cut his own spot in response. "Let me be clear; I don't want boys playing girls' sports," Allred says in the clip. The LGBTQ publication The Advocate wrote this up as him having "embraced far-right language around gender identity."

Read: The improbable coalition that is Harris's best hope

Like Allred, the Harris campaign has realized, belatedly, that silence is hurting the candidate's cause. When the vice president was interviewed by Bret Baier on Fox News last week, she made sure to raise a New York Times story about how the Trump administration had also offered taxpayer-funded gender medicine in prisons. "I will follow the law," Harris said. "And it's a law that Donald Trump actually followed."

Is that enough to neutralize the attacks? Seems unlikely: The Republican ads have not disappeared from the airwaves, because they bolster the party's broader theme that Harris is more radical than she pretends to be. Which is the real Kamala Harris--the tough prosecutor of the 2010s or the ultraprogressive candidate of 2019 and 2020?

Presumably her campaign believes that every day spent talking about gender medicine for teens is one not spent discussing Trump's mental fitness or disdain for democratic norms. In the absence of her articulating a compromise position, however, the Republicans are defining the contours of the debate in ways that could prove fateful--for Harris, for trans people, and for the country as a whole.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/trump-rachel-levine-trans-issues/680333/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Three Factors That Will Decide the Election

The convergence of three powerful forces will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt.

by George Packer




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


Charleroi is a small mill town south of Pittsburgh whose dozen blocks, running along the tracks of the Norfolk Southern Railway, are nestled in a valley between the Monongahela River and the worn-down foothills of western Appalachia. Going back more than a century, Charleroi (nicknamed "Magic City") has made glassware, with a peak population of more than 11,000, a unionized workforce, and a dominant Democratic Party. By the 1970s the factories had begun to disappear, and with them many of the people. By 2020, after half a century of deindustrialization, Charleroi was a town of vacant stores and about 4,200 souls, most of them Republicans. It's the saga of the Rust Belt, writ small and ongoing.

When I asked Joe Manning, the borough manager, what moved Charleroi from blue to red, he replied: "2016. I know people who were lifelong, dyed-in-the-wool, staunch Democrats who, during that period, went out and changed their registration so that they could vote for Trump."

Following Donald Trump's victory that year, academics and journalists embarked on a search for an explanation. Progressives quickly lighted on racism as the sole answer. This conclusion was a costly mistake. Analytically, it ignored important causes that anticipated coming trends; politically, it alienated the unconverted and made discussion more difficult. Kamala Harris appears determined not to repeat the mistake as she downplays identity as a theme in her campaign. Race is only part of the reason for Trump's persistent base of support, and one that's grown less significant. The starkest division in American politics is class, as defined by education--the wide gap between voters with and without a college degree--which explains why more working-class Latino and Black citizens have begun to vote Republican. But in a more complex way, political behavior in the Trump era is determined by how class and race interact. The most convincing accounts of the 2016 presidential election found that the leading determinant of support for Trump was residence in a declining white community that had recently seen the arrival of nonwhite immigrants, which brought rapid cultural change and created a sense that the country was becoming unrecognizable.

Watch: Shifting campaign strategies

In 2020, Getro Bernabe, an American-trained officer with the Haitian Coast Guard, fled Haiti's gang violence and arrived in Charleroi looking for work. "It was like a ghost town," he told me. "It looked like a beautiful place, but now abandoned." In the past few years Charleroi has gained 2,000 immigrants, mostly Haitians drawn by empty houses and low-wage jobs, raising the town's population close to its 1970 number. "The newcomers, the new residents in Charleroi, are like a glimmer of light to the economy of this town," Bernabe said. "I like one of the core values of America--it is on the American coin." He meant E pluribus unum, which he interpreted as referring to a unified nation of people from different backgrounds and beliefs. "That's the beauty of America to me."

Kristin Hopkins-Calcek, the borough-council president, has lived her whole life in Charleroi. "I watched the town deteriorate over time, and it was very hurtful for us that stayed," she told me when we met in the council chamber. "Coming from owning a house here, watching my son fall into addiction, and seeing the fentanyl and Oxy problem that we had here, and the overdoses, the crime, and even to some extent the prostitution in town, and the ruination and the blight of our property, and the absentee landlords, and, it seems when you're older, like the instant decline of our town--when the immigrants came in, it was a breath of fresh air. There were people on the streets; there were businesses opening."

Charleroi is a fragile place: buoyed by the new grocery stores and bakeries of immigrant entrepreneurs, and new renters and taxpayers; strained by insufficient resources, traffic mishaps, and resentment. There's no prosperous professional class in Charleroi. Its half-deserted streets and sidewalks are shared by two working-class populations: aging white residents whose families have lived here for generations, and younger Black immigrants who arrived in the past few years. This is Trump country--festooned with Trump flags, Trump yard signs, and, on the deck of a trailer in the woods outside town, a Trump banner boasting: IMPEACHED. ARRESTED. CONVICTED. SHOT. STILL STANDING. In a variety shop on Fallowfield Avenue, half the items for sale are Trump paraphernalia.

Last month, two disasters befell Charleroi almost simultaneously. On September 4, the Pyrex factory on the river, which has produced glassware since the 1890s, told its more than 300 union workers that the owners will close the plant by the end of the year and move operations to Ohio. Then Trump heard about Charleroi.


A campaign sign for Republican presidential nominee and former President Donald Trump is seen as an immigrant walks along a street in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



Joe Manning was watching the presidential debate on September 10 when Trump repeated a false story about Haitians eating the cats and dogs of Springfield, Ohio. "Oh my goodness," Manning thought, "let it just be Springfield." His wish went unanswered. On September 12, at a rally in Arizona, Trump locked onto Charleroi. "What a beautiful name, but it's not so beautiful now," he said. "It has experienced a 2,000 percent increase in the population of Haitian migrants under Kamala Harris. So, Pennsylvania, remember this when you go to vote. This is a small town, and all of a sudden they got thousands of people ... The town is virtually bankrupt. This flood of illegal aliens is bringing massive crime to the town and every place near it." At a rally in Pennsylvania on September 24, he repeated the attack on Charleroi: "Has your beautiful town changed? It's composed of lawless gangs."

The "2,000 percent" figure was nonsensical. The Haitians in Charleroi came legally, in search of jobs, and found ones that Americans wouldn't take, such as food preparation on assembly lines in 40-degree temperatures. The town isn't bankrupt, there are no gangs, and crime has not gone up, according to Hopkins-Calcek, who sits on the regional police board. "The most heinous crime recently was an infanticide," Manning told me, "and the parents were both arrested, and they're both as white as us."

None of this mattered to Trump. He had found a small, tender wound in a crucial swing state and stuck a finger inside. Then he moved on to other targets, but the effect in Charleroi was overwhelming. Manning and Hopkins-Calcek received threats. A flyer addressed to "White Citizens of Charleroi" and signed by "Trinity White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan" circulated, warning: "Arm yourselves white America, protect your families. White people are the only victims to immigrant brutality." Passing drivers were emboldened to shout at Haitians, "Trump is coming!" Bernabe, who is the borough's immigrant-community liaison, heard from people who were afraid to send their children to school and thinking of leaving the state. "All of a sudden, we've been seeing a certain fear among the immigrant people, like they feel like they are not welcome, comfortable," he told me earlier this month. "You see them less and less outside." Charleroi began to look like the ghost town it had recently been.

For Hopkins-Calcek, Trump's damage brought back the nightmare of her town's descent. "It got really quiet, and it got scary again," she said, beginning to cry. "When they went back in the houses, it felt like it was bad again." With the imminent departure of Charleroi's legacy industry, along with its tax revenue, "I feel as if we're being kicked when we're down," she said.

Trump never mentioned the Pyrex factory.

One afternoon earlier this month, I sat with five members of the United Steel Workers Local 53G in a McDonald's near the Charleroi railroad tracks. They had spent most of the day negotiating the end of their livelihood with lawyers from Anchor Hocking--the glassware company, owned by a New York investment firm called Centre Lane Partners, that plans to close the Pyrex factory. Daniele Byrne, the local's vice president, and her husband, Rob, an electrician, have worked at the Charleroi plant for a total of 71 years. Before Daniele, her grandfather put in 50 years and set his wall clock by the noon whistle. As severance, the company was offering two months' health insurance, plus a day's pay for every year of employment--about $8,000 for two-thirds of Daniele's life.

She didn't hide her disgust. "Here you go, be on your way, merry Christmas, happy Kwanzaa," she said. "What's the Jewish one?"

Rob asked if I had read Glass House, a book about Lancaster, Ohio, a fading industrial town three hours west, where Anchor Hocking has a glass plant and plans to move the Charleroi factory, along with up to half its workforce. "It's about the 1 percent economy that started Trumpism," Rob said. "How they control everything, buying and selling and making all these maneuvers. The billionaires keep getting more and more while everybody else suffers."

The workers' hostility toward corporations and billionaires didn't translate automatically into support for a candidate or party. Their alienation from politics and distrust of elites was too great. The word I kept hearing, in Charleroi and around western Pennsylvania, was care--as in, "They don't care about us." It conveyed a deep sense of abandonment.

Half a dozen Haitians work at the Pyrex factory. Daniele, who's in charge of scheduling, told me they were better workers than the American ones. "I don't think the problem is the immigrants," Rob said. But he and the others had complaints about the sudden arrival of so many foreigners in their small town: overcrowded school buses and classrooms, overextended teachers, government benefits the locals didn't get, and--despite what I'd heard from town officials--higher crime. They claimed that a new immigrant-owned grocery store had put up a sign barring white shoppers. Finding this implausible, I asked Getro Bernabe about it later. He explained that the sign had advertised food from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, while omitting American food. When he rushed to the store and told the owner that local people were complaining, she was aghast: "My God, I didn't think of that."

Read: Harris's best answer to Trump's resilient appeal

"Please, put American," Bernabe urged, but to avoid problems she replaced the sign with one that said simply Queen's Market. When I visited the store, it was selling live crabs, dried fish, and other products that seemed a little unusual for western Pennsylvania. The owner, an American citizen of Sierra Leonean origin, had put a sign behind the counter that said Trump 2024. This detail, which went against the grounds for local displeasure, hadn't become a story.

False rumors can be more revealing than true ones, and there are tensions in Charleroi that shouldn't be either wished away or inflamed. "It's not hatred so much as--" Daniele began.

"Envy," Rob said. "Jealousy."

Longtime residents felt as if they didn't matter. The Pyrex closing got far less attention than Trump's commentary on Haitians. Every four years, the political and media class takes an interest in towns like Charleroi for a few autumn weeks. "If Kamala comes here, she's right now in the battle of the Haitians because she wants the immigrants here and he wants them gone," Daniele said. "They forget about us and go straight to the immigrants again." She added, "I don't pay attention to politics; I'll be honest. I think they're all crooks. I'd sooner watch Barney Miller. I can't wait 'til November's over so I can watch regular commercials about what razors to buy." The workers didn't hate all politicians--just the ones who made promises they didn't keep and exploited the problems of people like them. Pennsylvania's Senator Bob Casey is pushing the federal government to examine Anchor Hocking's acquisition of the factory in a bankruptcy sale earlier this year for a possible violation of antitrust law. This effort won credit even from the scathing Daniele Byrne.

Two nights after we met, Rob and Daniele went to see the Steelers play the Cowboys in Pittsburgh. A friend had gotten me a ticket, and early in the first quarter, people near me suddenly began turning to look behind us and cheer. Thirty feet above, a man in a black blazer and black cap was standing in a luxury box, waving a yellow Steelers towel and grinning. It was Elon Musk--fresh from hopping around onstage at Trump's return to the scene of his shooting in nearby Butler, now basking in a football crowd's adoration of wealth and celebrity.

When I told Daniele, she said: "Ah, the fucker."


A resident chats with an immigrant in downtown Charleroi on September 24, 2024. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



The convergence of working-class decline, corporate greed, and nativist anger will shape next month's election in places like Charleroi and throughout the Rust Belt. Northwest of town, Pennsylvania's Seventeenth Congressional District is represented by Congressman Chris Deluzio. He's a first-term Democrat, having narrowly won in 2022 in a competitive district of farmland, Pittsburgh suburbs, and mill towns along the Ohio River. Deluzio is a 40-year-old Navy veteran and attorney, neatly groomed, polite, and analytical in a way that doesn't scream "populist." But he's running for reelection on the bet that his pro-labor, anti-corporate positions will prevail over the hostility toward immigrants that Trump and other Republicans are stirring up. (The campaign of Deluzio's opponent, State Representative Rob Mercuri, didn't respond to my request for an interview.)

"The Wall Street guys bankrolling Trump and my opponent are the guys who devastated these communities," Deluzio told me as we drove between campaign events. "They tried to strip us for parts for decades. The mills didn't just leave; they were taken away by an ideology and a set of policies that said cheaper and weaker labor rules and cheaper and weaker environmental rules is what they're after. Your family's hard work and sacrifice didn't matter to these guys." After a Norfolk Southern freight train carrying toxic chemicals derailed last year in East Palestine, Ohio, just across the state line from Deluzio's district, he drafted legislation to tighten the regulation of rail freight, which Ohio's Senator J. D. Vance co-sponsored. The Railway Safety Act, opposed by the Koch political network, is currently stalled by Republicans in both houses of Congress. Even though few of Deluzio's constituents were directly affected by the spill, it's the kind of issue that he hopes will distinguish Democrats like him from pro-corporate, anti-regulation Republicans.

Deluzio argued that Trump villainizes new immigrants to distract local people--themselves the descendants of immigrants and legitimately anxious about rapid change in their towns--from the true causes of their pain: monopolistic corporations and the politicians they fund. He acknowledged that the national Democratic Party failed for years to make this case and pursued trade policies that undermined it. An idea took hold that college-educated voters would soon outnumber the party's old base of a moribund working class. "For every blue-collar Democrat we lose in western Pennsylvania, we will pick up two moderate Republicans in the suburbs in Philadelphia," Senator Chuck Schumer predicted in 2016, shortly before Trump won Pennsylvania, and with it the presidency.

The Biden administration has tried to earn the loyalty of working-class voters with pro-union policies and legislation to create jobs in depressed regions. But people I spoke with in western Pennsylvania seemed to have only a vague idea how the Democratic Party is trying to woo them back. The rising cost of living mattered more to them than low unemployment and new manufacturing and Harris's tax plans. When underinformed and undecided voters say that they want to hear more details about a candidate's policies, it usually means they don't believe that policies will make any difference in their lives. To overcome ingrained skepticism after decades of disinvestment, a politician has to show up, look voters in the eye, shake their hand, and then deliver help--or at least be seen to care enough to try.

Curtis and Annie Lloyd live in Darlington, a rural borough on the Ohio border a few miles from the site of last year's chemical spill. When the Lloyds saw a gray cloud rise into the sky near their house, they found it almost impossible to get solid information about the freight disaster: The county paper is a ghost of its former self, and social media predictably swarmed with conflicting and false stories. But Trump paid a visit to the area, Annie told me, while President Biden didn't for more than a year--and that made a stronger impression than Deluzio's effort, thwarted by Republicans, to pass regulatory reform. "People are living their lives, and they don't delve that easily into policy," she said. "All they know is Trump was here buying everyone McDonald's."

Fifteen miles away, in the town of Rochester, I met a woman named Erin Gabriel at the headquarters of the Beaver County Democratic Party. The office was a hive of activity, with canvassers on their way in or out and Harris/Walz signs stacked against the walls. Gabriel told me that politics was personal to her. While working full-time and chairing the county party, she cares for her three disabled children (her teenage daughter, Abby, who suffers from a devastating neurodegenerative disease, was sitting in the next room with headphones on). "Every single government policy affects my children," Gabriel said. Without the Affordable Care Act, Abby would have no health insurance for the rest of her life. During Trump's presidency, Gabriel's congressman, a Republican, promised her that he would do everything he could to protect Abby's access to health care. Then he voted for Trump's bill to overturn Obamacare.

"That's when I got really active," Gabriel said. "This is visceral to me."

For a moment, southwestern Pennsylvania has outsize power and attention. Yard signs appeared everywhere; cashiers in bakeries counted sales of their Trump and Harris cookies. National politics is tribal and hardly open to persuasion. Local politics feels different--less hateful and more flexible, with plenty of ticket splitting. Rico Elmore, a young Republican councilman in Rochester, told me, "We have to find the commonalities and say, 'We may be different on criminal-justice reform, on taxes, on immigration, but we can come together. My streets need paved; you believe they need paved. Let's get it done. Let's find those common goals and work towards that.'"

Elmore, a Black Air Force guardsman, was at the rally in Butler where Trump was shot, and rushed to render first aid to Corey Comperatore, the man who was killed; Comperatore's family then invited Elmore to speak at Trump's second Butler rally. He's a rising star in local Republican politics, and in 2022, in an unsuccessful race for state representative, he knocked on 13,000 doors. He found even Democrats willing to listen, and from both sides he heard something that almost everyone I met, even the strongest partisans, also voiced: an overwhelming desire to move past polarization. Elmore wondered whether America is headed for the fate of the Roman empire. "Are we at that point in history? What are we doing to prevent that from happening? We are becoming a nation that is being divided and will fall. We cannot stand divided."

On a crystalline October afternoon, Chris Deluzio went door-to-door in a new subdivision of Allegheny County. He was wearing a half-zip pullover that said NAVY--a way, it seemed, to let constituents know that his status as their congressman and a former scholar at the University of Pittsburgh's Institute for Cyber Law, Policy, and Security didn't mean he wasn't one of them. Both Democrats and Republicans lived on the cul-de-sac of single-family homes. At one, a young man in a USC cap named Aaron was working on a truck in his driveway. "You already got my vote," he told Deluzio. Aaron described himself as a moderate Democrat from California who couldn't stand what Republicans were doing. "I grew up with Latinos my entire life, I love 'em. I actually miss 'em, being out here, and the way they talk about 'em, it bothers me. If I were on the Republican side, I'd be on the Schwarzenegger middle of the road."

"Does that exist anymore, those guys?" Deluzio asked.

"From what I see on that side, no. I see it in the blues, but just not on that side. It's just gone too far."

Gilad Edelman: The man who's sure that Harris will win

The next house had a Trump yard sign, but Deluzio rang the doorbell anyway. A big-bodied older man with a crew cut answered. He was a police officer in Ambridge, a town on the Ohio River. I had driven through Ambridge, where steel was once fabricated for the Empire State Building: another depressed mill town, with dollar stores, vape shops, and a World War II memorial park with a Four Freedoms monument that belongs to an earlier century.

The policeman, whose name was Mike, said that he had met the congressman in Ambridge. Deluzio reminded him that he had the endorsement of the county's police union. "I keep an open mind," Mike said. "I just have a problem with the border and the crime, because I see it down in Ambridge. It's just a big immigration problem." Most of the town's immigrants came from Latin American countries like Venezuela, Mike said, and they brought "DUIs, drunkenness, domestics, a lot of fights." He would vote on crime and border security.

An elderly woman called out something from the back of the house.

"My mom, she's on Social Security," Mike said, "and these people are getting $4,000 a month, and that's more than she gets. She's upset they get more--and I'm gonna tell you, my mom voted Democratic her whole life. She switched to Republican."

I'd heard complaints in Charleroi about government handouts to immigrants. Joe Manning, the borough manager, had explained, "I don't have a line item in my budget for Haitians. They don't need my resources. They're all gainfully employed."

But Deluzio didn't question Mike's story, or argue with him about crime and immigration, or try to persuade him of anything. He had made a connection. Maybe that would be enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/how-win-pennsylvania/680302/?utm_source=feed
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Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had'

The Republican nominee's preoccupation with dictators, and his disdain for the American military, is deepening.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.



In April 2020, Vanessa Guillen, a 20-year-old Army private, was bludgeoned to death by a fellow soldier at Fort Hood, in Texas. The killer, aided by his girlfriend, burned Guillen's body. Guillen's remains were discovered two months later, buried in a riverbank near the base, after a massive search.

Guillen, the daughter of Mexican immigrants, grew up in Houston, and her murder sparked outrage across Texas and beyond. Fort Hood had become known as a particularly perilous assignment for female soldiers, and members of Congress took up the cause of reform. Shortly after her remains were discovered, President Donald Trump himself invited the Guillen family to the White House. With Guillen's mother seated beside him, Trump spent 25 minutes with the family as television cameras recorded the scene.

In the meeting, Trump maintained a dignified posture and expressed sympathy to Guillen's mother. "I saw what happened to your daughter Vanessa, who was a spectacular person, and respected and loved by everybody, including in the military," Trump said. Later in the conversation, he made a promise: "If I can help you out with the funeral, I'll help--I'll help you with that," he said. "I'll help you out. Financially, I'll help you."

Natalie Khawam, the family's attorney, responded, "I think the military will be paying--taking care of it." Trump replied, "Good. They'll do a military. That's good. If you need help, I'll help you out." Later, a reporter covering the meeting asked Trump, "Have you offered to do that for other families before?" Trump responded, "I have. I have. Personally. I have to do it personally. I can't do it through government." The reporter then asked: "So you've written checks to help for other families before this?" Trump turned to the family, still present, and said, "I have, I have, because some families need help ... Maybe you don't need help, from a financial standpoint. I have no idea what--I just think it's a horrific thing that happened. And if you did need help, I'm going to--I'll be there to help you."



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




A public memorial service was held in Houston two weeks after the White House meeting. It was followed by a private funeral and burial in a local cemetery, attended by, among others, the mayor of Houston and the city's police chief. Highways were shut down, and mourners lined the streets.

Five months later, the secretary of the Army, Ryan McCarthy, announced the results of an investigation. McCarthy cited numerous "leadership failures" at Fort Hood and relieved or suspended several officers, including the base's commanding general. In a press conference, McCarthy said that the murder "shocked our conscience" and "forced us to take a critical look at our systems, our policies, and ourselves."

According to a person close to Trump at the time, the president was agitated by McCarthy's comments and raised questions about the severity of the punishments dispensed to senior officers and noncommissioned officers.

In an Oval Office meeting on December 4, 2020, officials gathered to discuss a separate national-security issue. Toward the end of the discussion, Trump asked for an update on the McCarthy investigation. Christopher Miller, the acting secretary of defense (Trump had fired his predecessor, Mark Esper, three weeks earlier, writing in a tweet, "Mark Esper has been terminated"), was in attendance, along with Miller's chief of staff, Kash Patel. At a certain point, according to two people present at the meeting, Trump asked, "Did they bill us for the funeral? What did it cost?"

According to attendees, and to contemporaneous notes of the meeting taken by a participant, an aide answered: Yes, we received a bill; the funeral cost $60,000.

Trump became angry. "It doesn't cost 60,000 bucks to bury a fucking Mexican!" He turned to his chief of staff, Mark Meadows, and issued an order: "Don't pay it!" Later that day, he was still agitated. "Can you believe it?" he said, according to a witness. "Fucking people, trying to rip me off."

Khawam, the family attorney, told me she sent the bill to the White House, but no money was ever received by the family from Trump. Some of the costs, Khawam said, were covered by the Army (which offered, she said, to allow Guillen to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery) and some were covered by donations. Ultimately, Guillen was buried in Houston.

Shortly after I emailed a series of questions to a Trump spokesperson, Alex Pfeiffer, I received an email from Khawam, who asked me to publish a statement from Mayra Guillen, Vanessa's sister. Pfeiffer then emailed me the same statement. "I am beyond grateful for all the support President Donald Trump showed our family during a trying time," the statement reads. "I witnessed firsthand how President Trump honors our nation's heroes' service. We are grateful for everything he has done and continues to do to support our troops."

Pfeiffer told me that he did not write that statement, and emailed me a series of denials. Regarding Trump's "fucking Mexican" comment, Pfeiffer wrote: "President Donald Trump never said that. This is an outrageous lie from The Atlantic two weeks before the election." He provided statements from Patel and a spokesman for Meadows, who denied having heard Trump make the statement. Via Pfeiffer, Meadows's spokesman also denied that Trump had ordered Meadows not to pay for the funeral.

The statement from Patel that Pfeiffer sent me said: "As someone who was present in the room with President Trump, he strongly urged that Spc. Vanessa Guillen's grieving family should not have to bear the cost of any funeral arrangements, even offering to personally pay himself in order to honor her life and sacrifice. In addition, President Trump was able to have the Department of Defense designate her death as occurring 'in the line of duty,' which gave her full military honors and provided her family access to benefits, services, and complete financial assistance."

The personal qualities displayed by Trump in his reaction to the cost of the Guillen funeral--contempt, rage, parsimony, racism--hardly surprised his inner circle. Trump has frequently voiced his disdain for those who serve in the military and for their devotion to duty, honor, and sacrifice. Former generals who have worked for Trump say that the sole military virtue he prizes is obedience. As his presidency drew to a close, and in the years since, he has become more and more interested in the advantages of dictatorship, and the absolute control over the military that he believes it would deliver. "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had," Trump said in a private conversation in the White House, according to two people who heard him say this. "People who were totally loyal to him, that follow orders." ("This is absolutely false," Pfeiffer wrote in an email. "President Trump never said this.")

A desire to force U.S. military leaders to be obedient to him and not the Constitution is one of the constant themes of Trump's military-related discourse. Former officials have also cited other recurring themes: his denigration of military service, his ignorance of the provisions of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, his admiration for brutality and anti-democratic norms of behavior, and his contempt for wounded veterans and for soldiers who fell in battle.

Retired General Barry McCaffrey, a decorated Vietnam veteran, told me that Trump does not comprehend such traditional military virtues as honor and self-sacrifice. "The military is a foreign country to him. He doesn't understand the customs or codes," McCaffrey said. "It doesn't penetrate. It starts with the fact that he thinks it's foolish to do anything that doesn't directly benefit himself."

I've been interested in Trump's understanding of military affairs for nearly a decade. At first, it was cognitive dissonance that drew me to the subject--according to my previous understanding of American political physics, Trump's disparagement of the military, and in particular his obsessive criticism of the war record of the late Senator John McCain, should have profoundly alienated Republican voters, if not Americans generally. And in part my interest grew from the absolute novelty of Trump's thinking. This country had never seen, to the best of my knowledge, a national political figure who insulted veterans, wounded warriors, and the fallen with metronomic regularity.

Today--two weeks before an election that could see Trump return to the White House--I'm most interested in his evident desire to wield military power, and power over the military, in the manner of Hitler and other dictators.

Trump's singularly corrosive approach to military tradition was in evidence as recently as August, when he described the Medal of Honor, the nation's top award for heroism and selflessness in combat, as inferior to the Medal of Freedom, which is awarded to civilians for career achievement. During a campaign speech, he described Medal of Honor recipients as "either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets or they're dead," prompting the Veterans of Foreign Wars to issue a condemnation: "These asinine comments not only diminish the significance of our nation's highest award for valor, but also crassly characterizes the sacrifices of those who have risked their lives above and beyond the call of duty." Later in August, Trump caused controversy by violating federal regulations prohibiting the politicization of military cemeteries, after a campaign visit to Arlington in which he gave a smiling thumbs-up while standing behind gravestones of fallen American soldiers.

His Medal of Honor comments are of a piece with his expressed desire to receive a Purple Heart without being wounded. He has also equated business success to battlefield heroism. In the summer of 2016, Khizr Khan, the father of a 27-year-old Army captain who had been killed in Iraq, told the Democratic National Convention that Trump has "sacrificed nothing." In response, Trump disparaged the Khan family and said, "I think I've made a lot of sacrifices. I work very, very hard. I've created thousands and thousands of jobs, tens of thousands of jobs, built great structures."

One former Trump-administration Cabinet secretary told me of a conversation he'd had with Trump during his time in office about the Vietnam War. Trump famously escaped the draft by claiming that his feet were afflicted with bone spurs. ("I had a doctor that gave me a letter--a very strong letter on the heels," Trump told The New York Times in 2016.) Once, when the subject of aging Vietnam veterans came up in conversation, Trump offered this observation to the Cabinet official: "Vietnam would have been a waste of time for me. Only suckers went to Vietnam."

In 1997, Trump told the radio host Howard Stern that avoiding sexually transmitted diseases was "my personal Vietnam. I feel like a great and very brave soldier." This was not the only time Trump has compared his sexual exploits and political challenges to military service. Last year, at a speech before a group of New York Republicans, while discussing the fallout from the release of the Access Hollywood tape, he said, "I went onto that (debate) stage just a few days later and a general, who's a fantastic general, actually said to me, 'Sir, I've been on the battlefield. Men have gone down on my left and on my right. I stood on hills where soldiers were killed. But I believe the bravest thing I've ever seen was the night you went onto that stage with Hillary Clinton after what happened.'" I asked Trump-campaign officials to provide the name of the general who allegedly said this. Pfeiffer, the campaign spokesman, said, "This is a true story and there is no good reason to give the name of an honorable man to The Atlantic so you can smear him."

In their book, The Divider: Trump in the White House, Peter Baker and Susan Glasser reported that Trump asked John Kelly, his chief of staff at the time, "Why can't you be like the German generals?" Trump, at various points, had grown frustrated with military officials he deemed disloyal and disobedient. (Throughout the course of his presidency, Trump referred to flag officers as "my generals.") According to Baker and Glasser, Kelly explained to Trump that German generals "tried to kill Hitler three times and almost pulled it off." This correction did not move Trump to reconsider his view: "No, no, no, they were totally loyal to him," the president responded.

This week, I asked Kelly about their exchange. He told me that when Trump raised the subject of "German generals," Kelly responded by asking, "'Do you mean Bismarck's generals?'" He went on: "I mean, I knew he didn't know who Bismarck was, or about the Franco-Prussian War. I said, 'Do you mean the kaiser's generals? Surely you can't mean Hitler's generals? And he said, 'Yeah, yeah, Hitler's generals.' I explained to him that Rommel had to commit suicide after taking part in a plot against Hitler." Kelly told me Trump was not acquainted with Rommel.
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Baker and Glasser also reported that Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, feared that Trump's "'Hitler-like' embrace of the big lie about the election would prompt the president to seek out a 'Reichstag moment.'"

Kelly--a retired Marine general who, as a young man, had volunteered to serve in Vietnam despite actually suffering from bone spurs--said in an interview for the CNN reporter Jim Sciutto's book, The Return of Great Powers, that Trump praised aspects of Hitler's leadership. "He said, 'Well, but Hitler did some good things,'" Kelly recalled. "I said, 'Well, what?' And he said, 'Well, (Hitler) rebuilt the economy.' But what did he do with that rebuilt economy? He turned it against his own people and against the world." Kelly admonished Trump: "I said, 'Sir, you can never say anything good about the guy. Nothing.'"

This wasn't the only time Kelly felt compelled to instruct Trump on military history. In 2018, Trump asked Kelly to explain who "the good guys" were in World War I. Kelly responded by explaining a simple rule: Presidents should, as a matter of politics and policy, remember that the "good guys" in any given conflict are the countries allied with the United States. Despite Trump's lack of historical knowledge, he has been on record as saying that he knew more than his generals about warfare. He told 60 Minutes in 2018 that he knew more about NATO than James Mattis, his secretary of defense at the time, a retired four-star Marine general who had served as a NATO official. Trump also said, on a separate occasion, that it was he, not Mattis, who had "captured" the Islamic State.

As president, Trump evinced extreme sensitivity to criticism from retired flag officers; at one point, he proposed calling back to active duty Admiral William McRaven and General Stanley McChrystal, two highly regarded Special Operations leaders who had become critical of Trump, so that they could be court-martialed. Esper, who was the defense secretary at the time, wrote in his memoir that he and Milley talked Trump out of the plan. (Asked about criticism from McRaven, who oversaw the raid that killed Osama bin Laden, Trump responded by calling him a "Hillary Clinton backer and an Obama backer" and said, "Wouldn't it have been nice if we got Osama bin Laden a lot sooner than that?")

Trump has responded incredulously when told that American military personnel swear an oath to the Constitution, not to the president. According to the New York Times reporter Michael S. Schmidt's recent book, Donald Trump v. the United States, Trump asked Kelly, "Do you really believe you're not loyal to me?" Kelly answered, "I'm certainly part of the administration, but my ultimate loyalty is to the rule of law." Trump also publicly floated the idea of "termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," as part of the effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election and keep himself in power.

On separate occasions in 2020, Trump held private conversations in the White House with national-security officials about the George Floyd protests. "The Chinese generals would know what to do," he said, according to former officials who described the conversations to me, referring to the leaders of the People's Liberation Army, which carried out the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. (Pfeiffer denied that Trump said this.) Trump's desire to deploy U.S. troops against American citizens is well documented. During the nerve-racking period of social unrest following Floyd's death, Trump asked Milley and Esper, a West Point graduate and former infantry officer, if the Army could shoot protesters. "Trump seemed unable to think straight and calmly," Esper wrote in his memoir. "The protests and violence had him so enraged that he was willing to send in active-duty forces to put down the protesters. Worse yet, he suggested we shoot them. I wondered about his sense of history, of propriety, and of his oath to the Constitution." Esper told National Public Radio in 2022, "We reached that point in the conversation where he looked frankly at General Milley, and said, 'Can't you just shoot them, just shoot them in the legs or something?'" When defense officials argued against Trump's desire, the president screamed, according to witnesses, "You are all fucking losers!"

Trump has often expressed his esteem for the type of power wielded by such autocrats as the Chinese leader Xi Jinping; his admiration, even jealousy, of Vladimir Putin is well known. In recent days, he has signaled that, should he win reelection in November, he would like to govern in the manner of these dictators--he has said explicitly that he would like to be a dictator for a day on his first day back in the White House--and he has threatened to, among other things, unleash the military on "radical-left lunatics." (One of his four former national security advisers, John Bolton, wrote in his memoir, "It is a close contest between Putin and Xi Jinping who would be happiest to see Trump back in office.")

Military leaders have condemned Trump for possessing autocratic tendencies. At his retirement ceremony last year, Milley said, "We don't take an oath to a king, or a queen, or to a tyrant or dictator, and we don't take an oath to a wannabe dictator ... We take an oath to the Constitution, and we take an oath to the idea that is America, and we're willing to die to protect it." Over the past several years, Milley has privately told several interlocutors that he believed Trump to be a fascist. Many other leaders have also been shocked by Trump's desire for revenge against his domestic critics. At the height of the Floyd protests, Mattis wrote, "When I joined the military, some 50 years ago, I swore an oath to support and defend the Constitution. Never did I dream that troops taking that same oath would be ordered under any circumstance to violate the Constitutional rights of their fellow citizens."

Trump's frustration with American military leaders led him to disparage them regularly. In their book A Very Stable Genius, Carol Leonnig and Philip Rucker, both of The Washington Post, reported that in 2017, during a meeting at the Pentagon, Trump screamed at a group of generals: "I wouldn't go to war with you people. You're a bunch of dopes and babies." And in his book Rage, Bob Woodward reported that Trump complained that "my fucking generals are a bunch of pussies. They care more about their alliances than they do about trade deals."

Trump's disdain for American military officers is motivated in part by their willingness to accept low salaries. Once, after a White House briefing given by the then-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Joseph Dunford, Trump said to aides, "That guy is smart. Why did he join the military?" (On another occasion, John Kelly asked Trump to guess Dunford's annual salary. The president's answer: $5 million. Dunford's actual salary was less than $200,000.)

Trump has often expressed his love for the trappings of martial power, demanding of his aides that they stage the sort of armor-heavy parades foreign to American tradition. Civilian aides and generals alike pushed back. In one instance, Air Force General Paul Selva, who was then serving as vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told the president that he had been partially raised in Portugal, which, he explained, "was a dictatorship--and parades were about showing the people who had the guns. In America, we don't do that. It's not who we are."

For Republicans in 2012, it was John McCain who served as a model of "who we are." But by 2015, the party had shifted. In July of that year, Trump, then one of several candidates for the Republican presidential nomination, made a statement that should have ended his campaign. At a forum for Christian conservatives in Iowa, Trump said of McCain, "He's not a war hero. He is a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured."

It was an astonishing statement, and an introduction to the wider public of Trump's uniquely corrosive view of McCain, and of his aberrant understanding of the nature of American military heroism. This wasn't the first time Trump had insulted McCain's war record. As early as 1999, he was insulting McCain. In an interview with Dan Rather that year, Trump asked, "Does being captured make you a hero? I don't know. I'm not sure." (A brief primer: McCain, who had flown 22 combat missions before being shot down over Hanoi, was tortured almost continuously by his Communist captors, and turned down repeated offers to be released early, insisting that prisoners be released in the order that they'd been captured. McCain suffered physically from his injuries until his death, in 2018.) McCain partisans believe, with justification, that Trump's loathing was prompted in part by McCain's ability to see through Trump. "John didn't respect him, and Trump knew that," Mark Salter, McCain's longtime aide and co-author, told me. "John McCain had a code. Trump only has grievances and impulses and appetites. In the deep recesses of his man-child soul, he knew that McCain and his achievements made him look like a mutt."

Trump, those who have worked for him say, is unable to understand the military norm that one does not leave fellow soldiers behind on the battlefield. As president, Trump told senior advisers that he didn't understand why the U.S. government placed such value on finding soldiers missing in action. To him, they could be left behind, because they had performed poorly by getting captured.

My reporting during Trump's term in office led me to publish on this site, in September 2020, an article about Trump's attitudes toward McCain and other veterans, and his views about the ideal of national service itself. The story was based on interviews with multiple sources who had firsthand exposure to Trump and his views. In that piece, I detailed numerous instances of Trump insulting soldiers, flag officers and veterans alike. I wrote extensively about Trump's reaction to McCain's death in August 2018: The president told aides, "We're not going to support that loser's funeral," and he was infuriated when he saw flags at the White House lowered to half-mast. "What the fuck are we doing that for? Guy was a fucking loser," he said angrily. Only when Kelly told Trump that he would get "killed in the press" for showing such disrespect did the president relent. In the article, I also reported that Trump had disparaged President George H. W. Bush, a World War II naval aviator, for getting shot down by the Japanese. Two witnesses told me that Trump said, "I don't get it. Getting shot down makes you a loser." (Bush ultimately evaded capture, but eight other fliers were caught and executed by the Japanese).

The next year, White House officials demanded that the Navy keep the U.S.S. John S. McCain, which was named for McCain's father and grandfather--both esteemed admirals--out of Trump's sight during a visit to Japan. The Navy did not comply.

Trump's preoccupation with McCain has not abated. In January, Trump condemned McCain--six years after his death--for having supported President Barack Obama's health-care plan. "We're going to fight for much better health care than Obamacare," Trump told an Iowa crowd. "Obamacare is a catastrophe. Nobody talks about it. You know, without John McCain, we would have had it done. John McCain for some reason couldn't get his arm up that day. Remember?" This was, it appears, a malicious reference to McCain's wartime injuries--including injuries suffered during torture--which limited his upper-body mobility.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are 'losers' and 'suckers'

I've also previously reported on Trump's 2017 Memorial Day visit to Arlington National Cemetery. Kelly, who was then the secretary of homeland security, accompanied him. The two men visited Section 60, the 14-acre section that is the burial ground for those killed in America's most recent wars (and the site of Trump's Arlington controversy earlier this year). Kelly's son Robert, a Marine officer killed in 2010 in Afghanistan, is buried in Section 60. Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned to his father and said, "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" At first, Kelly believed that Trump was making a reference to the selflessness of America's all-volunteer force. But later he came to realize that Trump simply does not understand nontransactional life choices. I quoted one of Kelly's friends, a fellow retired four-star general, who said of Trump, "He can't fathom the idea of doing something for someone other than himself. He just thinks that anyone who does anything when there's no direct personal gain to be had is a sucker." At moments when Kelly was feeling particularly frustrated by Trump, he would leave the White House and cross the Potomac to visit his son's grave, in part to remind himself about the nature of full-measure sacrifice.

Last year Kelly told me, in reference to Mark Milley's 44 years in uniform, "The president couldn't fathom people who served their nation honorably."

The specific incident I reported in the 2020 article that gained the most attention also provided the story with its headline--"Trump: Americans Who Died in War Are 'Losers' and 'Suckers.'" The story concerned a visit Trump made to France in 2018, during which the president called Americans buried in a World War I cemetery "losers." He said, in the presence of aides, "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." At another moment during this trip, he referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who had lost their lives at Belleau Wood as "suckers" for dying for their country.

Trump had already been scheduled to visit one cemetery, and he did not understand why his team was scheduling a second cemetery visit, especially considering that the rain would be hard on his hair. "Why two cemeteries?" Trump asked. "What the fuck?" Kelly subsequently canceled the second visit, and attended a ceremony there himself with General Dunford and their wives.


White House Chief of Staff John Kelly and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Joseph Dunford visit the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery and Memorial in Belleau, France, in November 2018. (Shealah Craighead / White House)



The article sparked great controversy, and provoked an irate reaction from the Trump administration, and from Trump himself. In tweets, statements, and press conferences in the days, weeks, and years that followed, Trump labeled The Atlantic a "second-rate magazine," a "failing magazine," a "terrible magazine," and a "third-rate magazine that's not going to be in business much longer"; he also referred to me as a "con man," among other things. Trump has continued these attacks recently, calling me a "horrible, radical-left lunatic named Goldberg" at a rally this summer.

In the days after my original article was published, both the Associated Press and, notably, Fox News, confirmed the story, causing Trump to demand that Fox fire Jennifer Griffin, its experienced and well-regarded defense reporter. A statement issued by Alyssa Farah, a White House spokesperson, soon after publication read, "This report is false. President Trump holds the military in the highest regard."

Shortly after the story appeared, Farah asked numerous White House officials if they had heard Trump refer to veterans and war dead as suckers or losers. She reported publicly that none of the officials she asked had heard him use these terms. Eventually, Farah came out in opposition to Trump. She wrote on X last year that she'd asked the president if my story was true. "Trump told me it was false. That was a lie."

When I spoke to Farah, who is now known as Alyssa Farah Griffin, this week, she said, "I understood that people were skeptical about the 'suckers and losers' story, and I was in the White House pushing back against it. But he said this to John Kelly's face, and I fundamentally, absolutely believe that John Kelly is an honorable man who served our country and who loves and respects our troops. I've heard Donald Trump speak in a dehumanizing way about so many groups. After working for him in 2020 and hearing his continuous attacks on service members since that time, including my former boss General Mark Milley, I firmly and unequivocally believe General Kelly's account."

(Pfeiffer, the Trump spokesperson, said, in response, "Alyssa is a scorned former employee now lying in her pursuit to chase liberal adulation. President Trump would never insult our nation's heroes.")

Last year, I published a story in this magazine about Milley that coincided with the end of his four-year term. In it, I detailed his tumultuous relationship with Trump. Milley had resisted Trump's autocratic urges, and also argued against his many thoughtless and impetuous national-security impulses. Shortly after that story appeared, Trump publicly suggested that Milley be executed for treason. This astonishing statement caused John Kelly to speak publicly about Trump and his relationship to the military. Kelly, who had previously called Trump "the most flawed person I have ever met in my life," told CNN's Jake Tapper that Trump had referred to American prisoners of war as "suckers" and described as "losers" soldiers who died while fighting for their country.

"What can I add that has not already been said?" Kelly asked. "A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.' A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are 'losers' and wouldn't visit their graves in France."

When we spoke this week, Kelly told me, "President Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country. There are many, many people who have heard him say these things. The visit to France wasn't the first time he said this."

Kelly and others have taken special note of the revulsion Trump feels in the presence of wounded veterans. After Trump attended a Bastille Day parade in France, he told Kelly and others that he would like to stage his own parade in Washington, but without the presence of wounded veterans. "I don't want them," Trump said. "It doesn't look good for me."

Milley also witnessed Trump's disdain for the wounded. Milley had chosen a severely wounded Army captain, Luis Avila, to sing "God Bless America" at his installation ceremony in 2019. Avila, who had completed five combat tours, had lost a leg in an improvised-explosive-device attack in Afghanistan, and had suffered two heart attacks, two strokes, and brain damage as a result of his injuries. Avila is considered a hero up and down the ranks of the Army.

It had rained earlier on the day of the ceremony, and the ground was soft; at one point Avila's wheelchair almost toppled over. Milley's wife, Hollyanne, ran to help Avila, as did then-Vice President Mike Pence. After Avila's performance, Trump walked over to congratulate him, but then said to Milley, within earshot of several witnesses, "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded." Never let Avila appear in public again, Trump told Milley.

An equally serious challenge to Milley's sense of duty came in the form of Trump's ignorance of the rules of war. In November 2019, Trump intervened in three different brutality cases then being adjudicated by the military. In the most infamous case, the Navy SEAL Eddie Gallagher had been found guilty of posing with the corpse of an ISIS member. Though Gallagher was found not guilty of murder, witnesses testified that he'd stabbed the prisoner in the neck with a hunting knife. In a highly unusual move, Trump reversed the Navy's decision to demote him. A junior Army officer named Clint Lorance was also the recipient of Trump's sympathy. Trump pardoned Lorance, who had been convicted of ordering the shooting of three unarmed Afghans, two of whom died. And in a third case, a Green Beret named Mathew Golsteyn was accused of killing an unarmed Afghan he thought was a Taliban bomb maker. "I stuck up for three great warriors against the deep state," Trump said at a Florida rally.

In the Gallagher case, Trump intervened to allow Gallagher to keep his Trident insignia, one of the most coveted insignia in the entire U.S. military. The Navy's leadership found this intervention particularly offensive because tradition held that only a commanding officer or a group of SEALs on a Trident Review Board were supposed to decide who merited being a SEAL. Milley tried to convince Trump that his intrusion was hurting Navy morale. They were flying from Washington to Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, to attend a "dignified transfer," a repatriation ceremony for fallen service members, when Milley tried to explain to Trump the damage that his interventions were doing.

In my story, I reported that Milley said, "Mr. President, you have to understand that the SEALs are a tribe within a larger tribe, the Navy. And it's up to them to figure out what to do with Gallagher. You don't want to intervene. This is up to the tribe. They have their own rules that they follow."

Trump called Gallagher a hero and said he didn't understand why he was being punished.

"Because he slit the throat of a wounded prisoner," Milley said.

"The guy was going to die anyway," Trump said.

Milley answered, "Mr. President, we have military ethics and laws about what happens in battle. We can't do that kind of thing. It's a war crime." Trump said he didn't understand "the big deal." He went on, "You guys"--meaning combat soldiers--"are all just killers. What's the difference?"

Milley then summoned one of his aides, a combat-veteran SEAL officer, to the president's Air Force One office. Milley took hold of the Trident pin on the SEAL's chest and asked him to describe its importance. The aide explained to Trump that, by tradition, only SEALs can decide, based on assessments of competence and character, whether one of their own should lose his pin. But the president's mind was not changed. Gallagher kept his pin.

One day, in the first year of Trump's presidency, I had lunch with Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law, in his White House office. I turned the discussion, as soon as I could, to the subject of his father-in-law's character. I mentioned one of Trump's recent outbursts and told Kushner that, in my opinion, the president's behavior was damaging to the country. I cited, as I tend to do, what is in my view Trump's original sin: his mockery of John McCain's heroism.

This is where our conversation got strange, and noteworthy. Kushner answered in a way that made it seem as though he agreed with me. "No one can go as low as the president," he said. "You shouldn't even try."

I found this baffling for a moment. But then I understood: Kushner wasn't insulting his father-in-law. He was paying him a compliment. In Trump's mind, traditional values--values including those embraced by the armed forces of the United States having to do with honor, self-sacrifice, and integrity--have no merit, no relevance, and no meaning.
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War Is Coming. Will Our Next President Be Ready?

The world stands on the brink of great-power conflict--yet neither candidate has mapped out for American voters how the U.S. can meet this challenge.

by Frederick Kempe




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


Americans on November 5 will be electing a wartime president. This isn't a prediction. It's reality.

Neither major-party candidate has yet spoken plainly enough to the American people about the perils represented by the growing geopolitical and defense-industrial collaboration among China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea. This axis of aggressors may be unprecedented in the potential peril it represents.

Neither candidate has outlined the sort of generational strategy that will be required by the United States to address this challenge. Irrespective of whether former President Donald Trump or Vice President Kamala Harris is elected, these threats will be the unavoidable context of their presidency. One of them will become the commander in chief at the most dangerous moment in geopolitics since the Cold War--and perhaps since World War II.

In that spirit, the Washington Post columnist George F. Will last week compared the 2024 elections to the 1940 elections, when the United States hadn't yet formally declared war on Imperial Japan, Hitler's Germany, or Mussolini's Italy.

What was different then was that one of the two candidates, the incumbent President Franklin D. Roosevelt, sensed that he was about to become a wartime president and was acting like one. Roosevelt, wrote Will, "was nudging a mostly isolationist nation toward involvement in a global conflict" with his 1937 "quarantine speech" on aggressor nations and through his subsequent military buildup.

Roosevelt's opponent was the Republican businessman Wendell Willkie, who, like Roosevelt, was more internationalist than isolationist, in the tradition of his party's elites of that time. "In three weeks," Will wrote, "Americans will not have a comparably reassuring choice when they select the president who will determine the nation's conduct during World War III, which has begun."

The point is that just as World War II began with "a cascade of crises," initiated by the coalescing axis of Japan, Germany, and Italy, so today a similar axis--of China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea--is taking shape. Will assesses that our current global crisis began no later than Russia's 2014 seizure of Crimea.

Writing in Texas National Security Review this summer, the diplomat-historian Philip Zelikow reckoned that the next president has a 20 to 30 percent chance of being involved in worldwide warfare, which he differentiates from a world war in that not all parties will be involved in every aspect or region.

Zelikow regards the next three years as a moment of maximum danger. Should the U.S. navigate this period successfully, alongside global allies and partners, the underlying strengths of the American economy, defense industry, tech sector, and society should kick in and show their edge over those of the authoritarians.

The problem in the short term is that the U.S. is facing adversaries, in Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese leader Xi Jinping, who may see a window of opportunity in our domestic distractions, a defense sector not yet capable of meeting the emerging challenges, and an electorate that questions the value and necessity of U.S. international engagement. Both of those foreign leaders might calculate that acting more forcefully now--against Ukraine in Putin's case, and Taiwan in Xi's--could produce a greater chance of success than doing so will a few years in the future.

"From Russia's western border to the waters where China is aggressively encroaching on Philippine sovereignty," Will wrote, "the theater of today's wars and almost-war episodes spans six of the globe's 24 time zones." This, he says, is what "the gathering storm" of world war looks like, borrowing the title of the first volume of Winston Churchill's World War II memoirs. Will charges the two presidential candidates with "reckless disregard" for failing to provide voters "any evidence of awareness of, let alone serious thinking about, the growing global conflagration."

If that sounds like hyperbole, consider Roosevelt's third inaugural address, in January 1941, almost a year before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which prompted the U.S. Congress to immediately declare war on Japan. These were his words:

To us there has come a time, in the midst of swift happenings, to pause for a moment and take stock--to recall what our place in history has been, and to rediscover what we are and what we may be. If we do not, we risk the real peril of isolation, the real peril of inaction. Lives of nations are determined not by the count of years, but by the lifetime of the human spirit.


War is not inevitable now, any more than it was then. When disregarded, however, gathering storms of the sort that we're navigating gain strength.

"In the face of great perils never before encountered," Roosevelt concluded, "our strong purpose is to protect and to perpetuate the integrity of democracy. For this we muster the spirit of America, and the faith of America."



This article was adapted from a recent edition of Frederick Kempe's newsletter at the Atlantic Council, Inflection Points.
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The Improbable Coalition That Is Harris's Best Hope

The battleground state of Michigan reveals the Democrat's most plausible path to winning the presidency.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


Big margins in the biggest places represent Kamala Harris's best chance of overcoming Donald Trump's persistent strength in the decisive swing states. Across those battlegrounds, Harris's campaign is banking on strong showings both in major urban centers with large minority populations and in the white-collar inner suburbs growing around the cities. Despite widespread dissatisfaction with the economy under President Joe Biden, those are the places where she can find the highest concentrations of voters likely to reject Trump anyway, because they view him as a threat to their rights, their values, and the rule of law.

Posting significant advantages in these large metropolitan areas represents Harris's best--if not only--opportunity to squeeze past Trump in the most closely contested swing states, particularly the Rust Belt battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin that remain her most likely path to an Electoral College majority.

When Harris visited Michigan last weekend, her itinerary underscored this priority. On Friday night, she appeared before a sizable, enthusiastic audience in Oakland County, a well-educated and prosperous Detroit suburb that has shifted dramatically from red to blue over the past three decades. Then, on Saturday morning, Harris held an event with the singer Lizzo in downtown Detroit on the first day that city residents were eligible to vote early. Yesterday, Harris returned to Oakland County to campaign with former Republican Representative Liz Cheney as part of a day-long sweep by the two women through white-collar suburbs outside Philadelphia and Milwaukee as well.

"That pairing and that geography tells you we think we have a lot of room to run up the score" in those places, Lauren Hitt, a spokesperson for the Harris campaign, told me. Over the weekend, the campaign released strategy memos that cited expanded margins in well-educated suburban communities as the key to Harris's ability to hold Michigan and Pennsylvania next month. The campaign hasn't released similar blueprints for the other battleground states, but its formula for victory in all of them looks the same.

Read: Harris's best answer to Trump's resilient appeal

Trump is betting heavily on his ability to combine his historical advantage with working-class white voters with improved performance among working-class Black and Latino voters, especially men--and polls show him making progress toward that goal. Harris's hopes, particularly in the key Rust Belt battlegrounds, depend on preserving enough of her party's traditional advantage among striving minority voters clustered in the biggest cities, while expanding the Democrats' edge among the affluent families who step out of their gleaming SUVs at the Whole Foods and Panera stores a few miles away. If Harris is to prevent Trump's reelection under a more explicitly authoritarian banner, that incongruous electoral alliance among voters whose lives rarely intersect in other ways may represent the last line of defense for American democracy.

Running up the score in the most populous places has underwritten the Democratic advance in virtually all of the states where the party has prospered since the 1990s. Almost by definition, the few remaining swing states in U.S. politics are those whose populations are closely balanced between the Democratic-leaning big cities and inner suburbs and the Republican-leaning small towns and rural communities.

This year, with college-educated voters, especially women, continuing to recoil from Trump, Harris appears on track for strong performances in the large well-educated suburbs around major cities. That's particularly true in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, the three states that made Trump president in 2016 when he dislodged them from what I called "the blue wall." To win those states, much less the Sun Belt battlegrounds where she faces longer odds, Harris will need every vote she can squeeze out of these suburban communities.

Across all the battlegrounds, Trump is pressuring Harris with a powerful pincer movement. From one side, the former president appears poised once again to record towering margins among largely rural, working-class white voters, who are frustrated with higher prices and drawn to his vitriolic attacks on immigrants, elites, and liberals. From the other direction, polls show Trump with an opportunity to make those small but potentially pivotal gains among urban voters of color, particularly men. Harris is unlikely to repel that multifront assault unless she can further improve on Biden's already significant 2020 margins in the suburbs around major cities from Philadelphia to Phoenix.

These dynamics were at play in Harris's appearances around the Detroit area last weekend; Trump also appeared in the region last week. When Harris rallied supporters Friday night in Oakland County's Waterford Township, the fervor of resistance to Trump among the college-educated, professional middle-class voters was fully apparent--even more so than I'd seen in Trump's earlier campaigns.

The people who were heading into the rally repeatedly reached, unprompted, for the same dire analogy. "Take him at his word," Powell Miller, an attorney from nearby Rochester, told me. Citing Trump's recent threat to use the military against "the enemy from within," he said: "I wish the people of Germany in 1933 took Mr. Hitler at his word." That sentiment was echoed by June McCallumore, a retired history teacher who wore a T-shirt that read Vote Like Your Granddaughters' Rights Depend on It. "It's like '30s Germany," she told me. "I know people don't like you to compare anybody to Nazi Germany, but I've studied history."

Miller and McCallumore were astonished at the backing Trump has sustained after everything that has happened since his defeat in the 2020 election: the January 6 insurrection, the Supreme Court decision overturning the constitutional right to abortion, his manifold legal troubles, and his lurch toward more overtly racist, xenophobic, authoritarian, and plain vulgar language.

"It is shocking to me how many people support him and drank the Kool-Aid," Miller told me--though he saw one encouraging sign among some lifelong Republican acquaintances who have told him Trump has grown so unstable and vindictive that they're planning to support Harris.

Inside Harris's crowded rally in a large exposition hall, the mingled ardor and anxiety was just as intense. "She has to win," Susan Carey, a retired media director for an ad agency, told me, her voice almost quaking. "My husband and I are doing everything we can to make that happen. I think our democracy depends on it. The other option to me is just unthinkable." She said that she has recently volunteered to join Democratic voter-mobilization efforts in the county. "Personally, I'm terrified," she said. "Everyone who is not voting for Trump is incredulous: You can't understand how this stuff is even happening."

The next day in Detroit, the picture was more complicated. I spent much of the day at a community event called the Just F**kin Care Fest, sponsored by Detroit Action, a grassroots group that organizes in low-income minority neighborhoods, focusing on the people who are most alienated from the political process. Guiding Detroit Action's work is a recent study of Black public opinion that calls these disaffected residents the "Rightfully Cynical," a mostly younger group that it contrasts with the older "Legacy Civil Rights" residents, who retain faith in the political process and more reliably turn out for elections.

As rappers and DJs performed at the festival, I saw plenty of evidence that Harris's replacement of President Joe Biden as the nominee has rekindled excitement among the legacy generation of Black voters. "A lot of people who are working and middle class can relate to her, that she knows what it is like to struggle," Panella Page, a retired Air Force veteran, told me. Black women, she said, "are the most disrespected" members of American society, so to see a woman of color "running for commander in chief is substantial." But Page observed more division among younger generations of Black voters. "What they like about Trump is he's an entrepreneur," she said, "he's a businessman" who, they think, can create more economic opportunity for them.

Mark Leibovich: Mike Pence is haunting this election

A few minutes after I spoke with Page, Piper Carter, a cultural trainer for Detroit Action, took the microphone and, moving through the crowd, issued a passionate warning. "Who is kind of frightened in this moment, politically?" she asked the audience. "Who is very concerned right now that we might lose democracy?" She looked around the crowd, which had offered only a few muted murmurs of assent. "I don't hear enough concern," she told them, before adding ominously, "We are the lamb that's on the altar."

After Carter returned the mic to the emcee, I caught up with her. The problem was not, she told me, that minority communities did not see Trump as a danger; it was that the failure of any election to improve their neighborhoods had dulled their expectation that voting would produce material change. "Every single time that Detroiters said they wanted something through their vote, it didn't happen," she told me. "So it's difficult to care, because there's a lot of trauma and pain. It's not because people don't care; it's [that it is] harmful to care."

Also at the Detroit Action event was Prentiss Haney, a senior adviser for the Democracy Power and Innovation Fund, which works with the organizing group and helped fund the recent study. He told me that focusing solely on Trump is a luxury that most of the people they encounter can't afford: Economically marginalized Black voters are too consumed by the daily struggle to stay afloat to view Trump as the existential danger that the more financially secure voters I met at Harris's rally in Oakland County do. "There is a part of the Black electorate that already feels so threatened that the threat [from Trump] is not front and center to them," Haney told me.

A few blocks away, the city had closed off several streets for a large party sponsored by the Detroit Pistons to promote early voting on its opening day. As local rappers performed, a steady flow of mostly young people filed into the city clerk's office to cast a ballot. About 800 people ultimately voted at the event, among about 2,000 Detroiters who cast a ballot at similar centers that day.

Because the city's population has declined so much over the years, Detroit is not the electoral powerhouse it once was: In 2020, Biden won about 240,000 votes from the city, way down from the roughly 325,000 it generated for Barack Obama in 2008. But Daniel Baxter, the longtime COO for the Detroit Department of Elections, told me at the Pistons block party that the stream of early voters on Saturday reinforced the signal from the large number of absentee ballots already returned: He expects turnout among eligible Detroit voters to rise slightly from the 51 percent who showed up in 2020--and significantly from its level in 2016, which was the only recent presidential election when turnout in the city fell below half of eligible voters. That year, Hillary Clinton lost Michigan by 10,700 votes.

In the Rust Belt battlegrounds, the electoral math for Democrats includes holding their own in the region's unusually large number of midsize, mainly blue-collar cities such as Erie and Scranton in Pennsylvania, Saginaw and Flint in Michigan, and Eau Claire and Green Bay in Wisconsin. Both campaigns have devoted significant time and advertising spending to these places. But history suggests that Harris's fate will turn on whether she can maximize the party's advantage in the largest communities that drive these states' growth of both population and economic activity.

Biden improved over Clinton's 2016 margins in the counties centered on Detroit, Philadelphia, and Milwaukee--but only by relatively modest amounts, as Trump's improvement among nonwhite voters that he already demonstrated in 2020 could be more pronounced this year. The bigger shift toward the Democrats in 2020 came in the inner suburbs around those cities. Biden won Michigan's Oakland County by roughly twice as large a margin (108,000 votes) as Clinton did in 2016, or as Obama did in 2012; Biden also made significant gains in well-educated Kent County, around Grand Rapids, and Washtenaw County, which encompasses the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor.

Similarly, Biden won the big four suburban counties outside Philadelphia by a breathtaking combined margin of about 293,000 votes, roughly 115,000 more than Clinton's four years earlier. In Wisconsin, Biden won booming Dane County, centered on Madison, by about 35,000 more votes than Clinton got in 2016, and he cut her deficit in Waukesha, a historically Republican-leaning suburb outside Milwaukee, by about 10,000 votes. (Harris appeared with Cheney in Waukesha yesterday.)

Frederick Kempe: The U.S. is electing a wartime president

In all of these suburban counties, the share of college graduates exceeds the national average. Although they remain predominantly white, they have added more middle-class Black, Asian, and Latino families in recent years. In most of these places, the Democratic share of the vote improved in the 2022 governors' elections even over Biden's 2020 performance. These were the first statewide votes after the Supreme Court overturned the constitutional right to abortion: The abortion issue, Democratic pollsters uniformly believe, remains very salient not only among college-educated suburban women, but also among men in that demographic. On Friday night in Oakland County, the loudest applause for Harris's speech came when she pledged to sign legislation restoring a nationwide right to abortion.

Given the discontent over the economy, and the ferocity of Trump's advertising campaign that portrays Harris as an extreme cultural liberal (particularly on crime, immigration, and transgender rights), she will find it difficult to avoid even deeper voter deficits than Biden saw among the smaller, outlying communities of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. At the Harris rally in Oakland County, Paul Witulski, a union shop steward who lives in Macomb County--a heavily blue-collar area fabled as the birthplace of the white, working-class "Reagan Democrats" in the 1980s--told me that pro-Trump fervor is so unconditional in his neighborhood that he fears his house would be vandalized if he planted a Harris sign in his yard.

Given, also, the indications of incremental Trump gains among voters of color, particularly men, Harris's campaign would consider it a win just to preserve Biden's margins in the urban cores of Detroit, Philadelphia, and Milwaukee (not to mention in the Sun Belt cities of Atlanta, Phoenix, and Las Vegas). In any scenario, Harris won't win as large a share of the vote in the white-collar suburbs as she does among the more diverse voters in the central cities. But the potential for the vice president to improve on Biden's vote share among college-educated women of all races, and possibly among the men in their lives, makes these affluent suburbs the one type of community where she might consistently accumulate a larger advantage than Democrats did in 2020. That represents her best chance to hold back the tide of support that has carried Trump closer to the presidency than seemed possible when he left Washington in disgrace nearly four years ago.
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Trump Is Speaking Like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini

The former president has brought dehumanizing language into American presidential politics.

by Anne Applebaum




To support The Atlantic's journalism, please consider subscribing today.



Rhetoric has a history. The words democracy and tyranny were debated in ancient Greece; the phrase separation of powers became important in the 17th and 18th centuries. The word vermin, as a political term, dates from the 1930s and '40s, when both fascists and communists liked to describe their political enemies as vermin, parasites, and blood infections, as well as insects, weeds, dirt, and animals. The term has been revived and reanimated, in an American presidential campaign, with Donald Trump's description of his opponents as "radical-left thugs" who "live like vermin."

This language isn't merely ugly or repellent: These words belong to a particular tradition. Adolf Hitler used these kinds of terms often. In 1938, he praised his compatriots who had helped "cleanse Germany of all those parasites who drank at the well of the despair of the Fatherland and the People." In occupied Warsaw, a 1941 poster displayed a drawing of a louse with a caricature of a Jewish face. The slogan: "Jews are lice: they cause typhus." Germans, by contrast, were clean, pure, healthy, and vermin-free. Hitler once described the Nazi flag as "the victorious sign of freedom and the purity of our blood."

Peter Wehner: Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?

Stalin used the same kind of language at about the same time. He called his opponents the "enemies of the people," implying that they were not citizens and that they enjoyed no rights. He portrayed them as vermin, pollution, filth that had to be "subjected to ongoing purification," and he inspired his fellow communists to employ similar rhetoric. In my files, I have the notes from a 1955 meeting of the leaders of the Stasi, the East German secret police, during which one of them called for a struggle against "vermin activities" (there is, inevitably, a German word for this: Schadlingstatigkeiten), by which he meant the purge and arrest of the regime's critics. In this same era, the Stasi forcibly moved suspicious people away from the border with West Germany, a project nicknamed "Operation Vermin."

This kind of language was not limited to Europe. Mao Zedong also described his political opponents as "poisonous weeds." Pol Pot spoke of "cleansing" hundreds of thousands of his compatriots so that Cambodia would be "purified."

In each of these very different societies, the purpose of this kind of rhetoric was the same. If you connect your opponents with disease, illness, and poisoned blood, if you dehumanize them as insects or animals, if you speak of squashing them or cleansing them as if they were pests or bacteria, then you can much more easily arrest them, deprive them of rights, exclude them, or even kill them. If they are parasites, they aren't human. If they are vermin, they don't get to enjoy freedom of speech, or freedoms of any kind. And if you squash them, you won't be held accountable.

Until recently, this kind of language was not a normal part of American presidential politics. Even George Wallace's notorious, racist, neo-Confederate 1963 speech, his inaugural speech as Alabama governor and the prelude to his first presidential campaign, avoided such language. Wallace called for "segregation today, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever." But he did not speak of his political opponents as "vermin" or talk about them poisoning the nation's blood. Franklin D. Roosevelt's Executive Order 9066, which ordered Japanese Americans into internment camps following the outbreak of World War II, spoke of "alien enemies" but not parasites.

Read: Trump isn't bluffing

In the 2024 campaign, that line has been crossed. Trump blurs the distinction between illegal immigrants and legal immigrants--the latter including his wife, his late ex-wife, the in-laws of his running mate, and many others. He has said of immigrants, "They're poisoning the blood of our country" and "They're destroying the blood of our country." He has claimed that many have "bad genes." He has also been more explicit: "They're not humans; they're animals"; they are "cold-blooded killers." He refers more broadly to his opponents--American citizens, some of whom are elected officials--as "the enemy from within ... sick people, radical-left lunatics." Not only do they have no rights; they should be "handled by," he has said, "if necessary, National Guard, or if really necessary, by the military."

In using this language, Trump knows exactly what he is doing. He understands which era and what kind of politics this language evokes. "I haven't read Mein Kampf," he declared, unprovoked, during one rally--an admission that he knows what Hitler's manifesto contains, whether or not he has actually read it. "If you don't use certain rhetoric," he told an interviewer, "if you don't use certain words, and maybe they're not very nice words, nothing will happen."

His talk of mass deportation is equally calculating. When he suggests that he would target both legal and illegal immigrants, or use the military arbitrarily against U.S. citizens, he does so knowing that past dictatorships have used public displays of violence to build popular support. By calling for mass violence, he hints at his admiration for these dictatorships but also demonstrates disdain for the rule of law and prepares his followers to accept the idea that his regime could, like its predecessors, break the law with impunity.

These are not jokes, and Trump is not laughing. Nor are the people around him. Delegates at the Republican National Convention held up prefabricated signs: Mass Deportation Now. Just this week, when Trump was swaying to music at a surreal rally, he did so in front of a huge slogan: Trump Was Right About Everything. This is language borrowed directly from Benito Mussolini, the Italian fascist. Soon after the rally, the scholar Ruth Ben-Ghiat posted a photograph of a building in Mussolini's Italy displaying his slogan: Mussolini Is Always Right.

The Atlantic Daily: The atmosphere of a Trump rally

These phrases have not been put on posters and banners at random in the final weeks of an American election season. With less than three weeks left to go, most candidates would be fighting for the middle ground, for the swing voters. Trump is doing the exact opposite. Why? There can be only one answer: because he and his campaign team believe that by using the tactics of the 1930s, they can win. The deliberate dehumanization of whole groups of people; the references to police, to violence, to the "bloodbath" that Trump has said will unfold if he doesn't win; the cultivation of hatred not only against immigrants but also against political opponents--none of this has been used successfully in modern American politics.

But neither has this rhetoric been tried in modern American politics. Several generations of American politicians have assumed that American voters, most of whom learned to pledge allegiance to the flag in school, grew up with the rule of law, and have never experienced occupation or invasion, would be resistant to this kind of language and imagery. Trump is gambling--knowingly and cynically--that we are not.
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Harris's Best Answer to Trump's Resilient Appeal

The Democrat needs to remind voters about what they really didn't like about his presidency.

by Ronald Brownstein




Kamala Harris's fate in the remaining weeks of the presidential campaign may turn on whether she can shift the attention of enough voters back to what they might fear from a potential second White House term for Donald Trump.

Since replacing President Joe Biden as the Democratic nominee this summer, Harris has focused her campaign message above all on reassuring voters that she has the experience and values to serve in the Oval Office. But a consensus is growing among Democratic political professionals that Harris is failing to deliver a sufficiently urgent warning about the risk Trump could pose to American society and democracy in another presidential term.

"Reassurance ain't gonna be what wins the race," the Democratic pollster Paul Maslin told me--an assessment almost universally shared among the wide array of Democratic strategists and operatives I've spoken with in recent days. "What wins the race is the line from the convention: We ain't going back. We aren't going to live with this insanity again. It has to be more personal, on him: The man presents risks that this country cannot afford to take."

Harris aides insist that she and the campaign have never lost sight of the need to keep making voters aware of the dangers inherent in her opponent's agenda. But she appears now to be recalibrating the balance in her messaging between reassurance and risk.

Read: The question hanging over Harris's campaign

At a rally in Erie, Pennsylvania, on Monday night, Harris had a video clip play of some of Trump's most extreme declarations--including his insistence in a Fox interview on Sunday that he would use the National Guard or the U.S. military against what he called "the enemy from within." Then, in stark language, she warned: "Donald Trump is increasingly unstable and unhinged, and he is out for unchecked power." In her combative interview on Fox News last night, Harris again expressed outrage about Trump's indication that he would use the military against "the enemy from within," accurately pushing back against Bret Baier and the network for sanitizing a clip of Trump's reaffirmation of that threat at a Fox town-hall broadcast earlier in the day.

Many Democratic strategists believe that the party has performed best in the Trump era when it has successfully kept the voters in its coalition focused on the risks Trump presents to their rights and values--and his latest threat to use the military against protesters is exactly one such risk to them. Using data from the Democratic targeting firm Catalist, the Democratic strategist Michael Podhorzer has calculated that about 91 million different people have come out in the four elections since 2016 to vote against Trump or Republicans, considerably more than the 83 million who have come out to vote for him or GOP candidates. To Podhorzer, the vital question as Election Day looms is whether the infrequent voters in this "anti-MAGA majority" will feel enough sense of urgency to turn out again.

"The reason [the race] is as close as it is right now is because there's just not enough alarm in the electorate about a second Trump term," Podhorzer, who was formerly the political director of the AFL-CIO, told me. "And that's what is most alarming to me."

Harris is pivoting toward a sharper message about Trump at a moment when his campaign appears to have seized the initiative in the battleground states with his withering and unrelenting attacks on her. National polls remain mostly encouraging for Harris; several of them showed a slight tick upward in her support this week. But Republicans believe that after a weeks-long barrage of ads portraying Harris as weak on crime and immigration and extreme on transgender rights, swing voters in these decisive states are inclined to see her, rather than Trump, as the greater risk in the White House.

Although Harris is describing Trump as "unstable," Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump's campaign, says that at this point, more voters see him over her as a potential source of stability amid concerns that inflation, crime, the southern border, and international relations have at times seemed out of control under Biden. "They think [Trump] is the one who will give us that peace and prosperity they look for in a president," McLaughlin told me. "They want somebody who is going to take charge and solve their problems, and that's what Donald Trump is really good at."

Democrats are not worried that large numbers of voters outside Trump's base will ever see him as a source of stability. But they acknowledge that the Republican ad fusillade--particularly the messages about Harris's support, during her 2019 presidential campaign, for gender-affirming surgery for prisoners--has caused some swing-state voters to focus more on their worries about her (that she's too liberal or inexperienced) than their fears about Trump (that he's too erratic, belligerent, or threatening to the rule of law).

The clearest measure that voters' concerns about a second Trump presidency are receding may be their improving assessments of his first term. A Wall Street Journal poll conducted by a bipartisan polling team and released late last week found that Trump's retrospective job-approval rating had reached 50 percent or higher in six of the seven battleground states, and stood at 48 percent in the seventh, Arizona.

An NBC poll released on Sunday, which was conducted by another bipartisan polling team, found that 48 percent of voters nationwide now retrospectively approve of Trump's performance as president; that rating was higher than the same survey recorded for Trump while he was in office. A Marquette Law School national poll released yesterday similarly showed his retrospective job approval reaching 50 percent. (Trump was famously the only president in the history of Gallup polling whose approval rating never reached 50 percent during his tenure.)

Views about Trump's first term are improving, pollsters in both parties say, because voters are mostly measuring him against what they like least about Biden's presidency, primarily inflation and years of disorder on the southern border (though it has notably calmed in recent months). "Trump's retrospective job rating is higher because of the contrast with Biden," Bill McInturff, a longtime Republican pollster who worked on the NBC survey, told me. "Majorities say the Biden administration has been a failure. A plurality say Biden's policies hurt them and their families, while Trump's policies helped them."

Harris could still win despite voters becoming more bullish about Trump's first term, but it won't be easy: The NBC poll found that, in every major demographic group, the share of voters supporting Trump against Harris almost exactly equals the share that now approves of his performance as president.


Harris speaking at Monday's campaign rally in Erie, Pennsylvania (Michael M. Santiago / Getty)



B

ecause of the unusual circumstances in which Harris secured her party's nomination, voters probably knew less about her at that advanced stage in the presidential campaign season than they did about any major-party nominee since Republicans plucked the little-known business executive Wendell Willkie to run against Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1940. Few political professionals dispute that her late entry required her campaign to devote much of its initial effort to introducing her to voters.

In her speeches, media appearances, and advertising, Harris has placed most emphasis on convincing voters that she is qualified to serve as president, tough enough on crime and the border to keep them safe, committed to supporting the middle class because she comes from it, and determined to govern in a centrist, bipartisan fashion. This sustained effort has yielded important political dividends for her in a very short period. Polls have consistently shown that the share of Americans with a favorable view of her has significantly increased since she replaced Biden as the nominee. Harris has gained on other important personal measures as well. A recent national Gallup poll found that she has drawn level with Trump on the qualities of displaying good judgment in a crisis and managing the government effectively. Gallup also found that she has outstripped him on moral character, honesty, likability, and caring about voters' needs.

The question more Democrats are asking is whether Harris has squeezed as much advantage as she can out of this positive messaging about her own qualifications. That question seemed especially acute after she raced through a swarm of media interviews earlier this month, appearing on podcasts aimed at young women and Black men, as well as on The View, 60 Minutes, CBS's The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, and a Univision town hall.

Across those interviews, Harris seemed determined to establish her personal "relatability," demonstrating to voters, especially women, that she had lived through experiences similar to their own and understood what it would take to improve their lives. But she offered no sense of heightened alarm about what a second Trump term could mean for each of the constituencies that her appearances targeted.

One Democratic strategist, who is closely watching the campaign's deliberations and requested anonymity to speak freely, worries that Harris has not been airing a direct response to Trump's brutal ad attacking her position on transgender rights, or pressing the case against him aggressively enough on what a second Trump term might mean. "We've been trying to fight this negative onslaught with these positive ads," this strategist told me. "We're bringing the proverbial squirt gun to the firefight here in terms of how we are dealing with the most vicious negative ad campaign in presidential history."

Harris's emphasis on reassurance has also shaped how she's approached the policy debate with Trump. Her determination to display toughness on the border has, as I've written, discouraged her from challenging Trump on arguably the most extreme proposal of his entire campaign: his plan for the mass deportation of an estimated 11 million undocumented immigrants.

Read: Kamala Harris's muted message on mass deportation

Likewise, her determination to stress her tough-on-crime credentials has apparently discouraged her from challenging another of Trump's most draconian plans: his pledge to require every U.S. police department to implement so-called stop-and-frisk policies as a condition of receiving federal law-enforcement aid. In New York City, that policy was eventually declared unconstitutional because it resulted in police stopping many young Black and Latino men without cause. Yet for weeks, Harris never mentioned Trump's proposal, even in appearances aimed at Black audiences.

"For low-propensity Black voters, Donald Trump's just atrocious policy proposals for the civil-rights agenda and policing is one of the main motivators that moves them toward the Democrats," Alvin Tillery, a Northwestern University professor who founded a PAC targeting Black swing voters, told me. "Forget Bidenomics; forget all the kind of race-neutral things she is trotting out today. Mentoring for Black men? Really? That is not going to move a 21-year-old guy that works at Target who is thinking about staying home or voting for her to get off the couch." Tillery's PAC, the Alliance for Black Equality, is running digital ads showing young Black men and women lamenting the impact that stop-and-frisk could have on them, but he's operating on a shoestring budget.

More broadly, some Democrats worry that Harris's priority on attracting Republican-leaning voters cool to Trump has somewhat dulled her messages about the threat posed by the Trump-era GOP. Harris has repeatedly offered outreach and reassurance to GOP-leaning voters, by promising, for example, to put a Republican in her Cabinet and establish a policy advisory council that will include Republicans. (She held another rally in the Philadelphia suburbs yesterday to tout her Republican support.) That could help her win more of the Nikki Haley-type suburban moderates--but at the price of diluting the sense of threat necessary to motivate irregular anti-Trump voters to turn out.

"I do think some sacrifices have been made in the spirit of trying to win over a certain segment of voter who is a Republican," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a senior vice president at Way to Win, a group that provides funding for candidates and organizations focused on mobilizing minority voters, told me.

The Republican pollster Greg Strimple told me that last month's presidential debate hurt Trump so much not only because Harris was strong, but also because his scattered and belligerent performance reminded voters about everything they didn't like about him in office. "Now it feels to me like her momentum is gone, and Trump is steadily advancing, almost like the Russian army, in the center of the electorate," Strimple told me. "I don't know how she can muster enough throw weight behind her message in order to change that dynamic right now."

Even among the most anxious Democrats I spoke with, hardly anyone believes that Harris's situation is so dire or settled. They are widely confident that she possesses a superior get-out-the-vote operation that can lift her at the margin in the pivotal battlegrounds, particularly Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

Still, Harris this week seemed to acknowledge that she needs to sharpen her message about Trump. In an interview with the radio host Roland Martin, she forcefully denounced Trump's long record of bigoted behavior. With Charlamagne tha God, Harris came out of the gate criticizing Trump's stop-and-frisk mandate more forcefully than I've heard before, and condemning the former president for, as Bob Woodward reported in a new book, sending COVID-19 test kits to Vladimir Putin "when Black people were dying every day by the hundreds during that time." Later, she agreed with the host when he described Trump's language and behavior as fascist, a line she had not previously crossed.

Harris's campaign also rolled out a new ad that highlights his comments about deploying the military against the "enemy from within," and featured Olivia Troye, an aide in his administration, speaking on camera about how he'd discussed shooting American citizens participating in protests when he was president.

McLaughlin, the Trump pollster, says a big obstacle for Democrats trying to stoke fears of returning him to the White House is that voters have such an immediate point of comparison between their economic experiences in his tenure and Biden's. Democrats "can try" to present another Trump term as too risky, but to voters, "what is it going to mean?" McLaughlin said. "I'm going to be able to afford a house because, instead of 8 percent mortgage rates, I'm going to have less than 3 percent? I'm going to have a secure border?"

Like many Democratic strategists, Fernandez Ancona believes that enough voters can be persuaded to look beyond their memories of cheaper groceries and gas to reject all the other implications of another Trump presidency. That dynamic, she points out, isn't theoretical: It's exactly what happened in 2022, when Democrats ran unexpectedly well, especially in the swing states, despite widespread economic dissatisfaction.

Gilad Edelman: The man who's sure that Harris will win

"If the question in 2022 was: Do you like the Biden administration and the state of the economy? We lose," she told me. "But that wasn't the question people were responding to. They were responding to: Your freedoms are at stake; do you want to protect your freedoms, or do you want them taken away?"

Democratic voters are understandably dumbfounded that Trump could remain this competitive after the January 6 insurrection; his felony indictments and convictions; the civil judgments against him for sexual abuse and financial fraud; the strange lapses in memory, desultory tangents, and episodes of confusion at rallies; and his embrace of more openly racist, xenophobic, and authoritarian language. Yet nearly as remarkable may be that Harris is this competitive when so many more voters consistently say in polls that they were helped more by the policies of the Trump administration than by those of the Biden administration in which she has served.

The definitive question in the final stretch of this painfully close campaign may be which of those offsetting vulnerabilities looms larger for the final few voters deciding between Harris and Trump or deciding whether to vote at all. Nothing may be more important for Harris in the remaining days than convincing voters who are disappointed with the past four years of Biden's tenure that returning Trump to power poses risks the country should not take. As a former prosecutor, Harris, more than most candidates, should understand the importance of a compelling closing argument.
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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 day care. 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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        Hating the Regime, Waiting for War
        Arash Azizi

        There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only ...

      

      
        What Would a Second Trump Administration Mean for the Middle East?
        Uri Friedman

        International affairs rarely determine how Americans vote in presidential elections, but this year could be different. The Biden administration's policies toward the war raging in the Middle East have divided Democrats and drawn criticism from Republicans. Whether the administration has supported Israel's military response to last October's Hamas attack too much or too little, how it has responded to the humanitarian crisis in Gaza, and whether it has done enough to broker an end to the fighting ...

      

      
        Sinwar's Death Changes Nothing
        Hussein Ibish

        The killing on Thursday of the Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar, the principal architect of the October 7 attack on southern Israel, offers a golden opportunity for Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to declare victory and begin pulling troops out of Gaza. But that is not going to happen. Most likely, nothing will change, because neither Netanyahu nor Hamas wants it to.Netanyahu's calculation is no mystery. Should he leave political office, he faces a criminal-corruption trial and a probable inquiry into...

      

      
        Two People Will Decide What Comes of Sinwar's Death
        Shane Harris

        In what turned out to be the last few months of Yahya Sinwar's life, U.S. and Israeli officials worried that the architect of the October 7 attacks might never free the hostages they believed he had hidden in the twisting tunnels of Gaza. Sinwar had essentially abandoned negotiations over a durable cease-fire and the accompanying release of the 100-plus captives, as well as fresh aid for Palestinians and the chance to rebuild their obliterated territory with international help. American and Israe...
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        Yahya Sinwar Finally Got What He Deserved
        Franklin Foer

        In 2021, Israel bombed Gaza for 11 days in a campaign known as Operation Guardian of the Walls. At the end of the battle, Yahya Sinwar, the head of Hamas in Gaza, posed for a photograph in broad daylight. Surrounded by rubble, he sat in an armchair. On his face, he wore a defiant smile.Sinwar--obsessed with operational security, paranoid about Israeli collaborators in his midst--possessed a genius for survival that inflicted death on his own people. For more than a year since October 7, 2023, he el...

      

      
        Yahya Sinwar's Death Was Preordained
        Graeme Wood

        In 2008, Yahya Sinwar--then an inmate in Israel's Eshel Prison--developed a brain tumor.  An Israeli surgeon operated on his head and saved his life. Today, Israel announced that one of its snipers had done the opposite. Photos of the Hamas leader's body, half-sunk in rubble and dust in Rafah, show a massive head wound. Sinwar's killing ends a one-year manhunt but not the invasion that his decision to attack and kidnap Israeli civilians last year all but guaranteed.

Few world leaders have spent as...
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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. The contest, now in its 50th year, invites photographers and scientists to submit images of all things visible under a...
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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, migrat...

      

      
        Women Can Be Autocrats, Too
        David Frum

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

      

      
        How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?
        Clint Smith

        Illustrations by Dadu ShinHussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.Longolongo was born ...
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Hating the Regime, Waiting for War

Iranian dissidents fear that Israeli attacks will strengthen the Islamic Republic.

by Arash Azizi




There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only a few. Nothing like this has happened at scale in Tehran--when Iranians really protest en masse, they tend to do so against their own regime and its obsession with Israel.

Alas, wars are waged by governments, not peoples. And because the regime ruling Iran has long made hostility toward Israel central to its identity, Iran now faces a direct confrontation with the Jewish state, regardless of whether most Iranians want such a war. For the country's opposition, the prospect has occasioned a divide--between those who fear that the next round of fighting will be a costly setback to their efforts and those who cautiously hope that it will shake something loose.

In the first camp are many Iranian dissidents, both inside and outside the country, who loudly protested Iran's missile attacks on Israel in April and October. Now they are also opposed to an Israeli counterattack on Iran: All-out war between the two countries, these activists say, would be a disaster in both humanitarian and political terms, making life worse for ordinary Iranians without weakening the Islamic Republic.

Narges Mohammadi, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and human-rights advocate imprisoned in Tehran, and Atena Daemi, an activist who recently fled Iran after years in prison, have issued statements decrying a potential war. Mohammad Habibi, the spokesperson for Iran's teachers' union, wrote on X that he opposed "any war"; he added that he considered Hezbollah and Hamas terrorists, and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu a war criminal. Sadegh Zibakalam, an outspoken political-science professor at the University of Tehran, has repeatedly criticized the Iranian regime's declared goal of destroying Israel.

The position of this part of the Iranian opposition is friendly neither to Iranian aggression against Israel nor to Israeli strikes on Iran, on the grounds that such hostilities are most likely to preserve the power of the current regime. An Israeli attack on the Iranian oil industry would just collapse the country's infrastructure and immiserate its people, Hossein Yazdi, a social-democratic activist and former political prisoner in Tehran, told me, and attacking the country's nuclear sites could bring about a humanitarian disaster. Politically, Yazdi said, an Iran-Israel war would have terrible consequences. "Iranians are the least Islamist people in this region," Yazdi says. "They are mostly secular and friendly to the West. But a war can make fanatics out of people and give a new lease on life to the Islamic Republic."

Read: Iran is not ready for war with Israel

Many of the regime's most vociferous opponents in exile think along similar lines. Hamed Esmaeilion, a 47-year-old novelist based in Toronto, has emerged as a major voice for Iran's secular democratic opposition in recent years. His wife and 9-year-old daughter were among the passengers on PS752, the Ukrainian airliner downed by the Iranian regime under suspicious circumstances in January 2020. Esmaeilion became renowned for his advocacy on behalf of those victims' families. He published a statement on October 5, a few days after Iran's latest missile attacks on Israel, calling for opposition both to the Iranian regime and to the "fundamentalist government of Israel, which ignores international treaties and kills many civilians."

By spelling this out, Esmaeilion was speaking to another group of Iranians who oppose their government: those who favor a war with Israel, or at least regard it as a potentially useful lever for toppling the regime. I encountered such sentiments among many Iranians I talked with--and sometimes in surprising quarters. A mid-level manager at a government ministry told me, "We are in limbo now. If Israel attacks, things can be done with the regime once and for all." I spoke with some Iranians who said they just hoped that an Israeli attack would hurt the regime leaders and not ordinary people, and some who fantasized that a military confrontation with Israel would lead to a mass uprising that would finally end the regime.

Some in this camp, though not all, support the leadership aspirations of Reza Pahlavi, who was Iran's crown prince before his father was overthrown in the 1979 revolution. Pahlavi and his supporters have drawn close to Donald Trump and other elements of the international right. In April 2023, the Iranian royal visited Israel and met with Netanyahu. Some of Pahlavi's supporters work for hawkish Washington, D.C., outfits, such as the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, and Pahlavi spoke at the National Conservatism conference, held in July in Washington. Last month, he was a keynote speaker at the Israeli American Council's annual summit in D.C., alongside Trump.

Pahlavi has long vocally opposed military attacks on Iran. But in the days after Iran's October 1 missile barrage against Israel, when an Israeli retaliation seemed imminent, Pahlavi published a video message that some took to be an implicit invitation. He called on the people of the region not to fear chaos if Iran's regime should collapse. "We will not allow a power vacuum," he promised, pledging that "patriotic Iranians" would replace the regime.

In the days that followed, Pahlavi clarified that he still opposed war. "We have seen diplomacy fail, and war is not a solution," he told Fox News on October 16. The West must "invest in the Iranian people," Pahlavi added, meaning that it should "abandon the policy of appeasement" and exert "maximum pressure on the regime" while also giving "maximum support" to the Iranian people to organize themselves.

Cameron Khansarinia is a well-known Pahlavi supporter and the vice president of a Washington-based Iranian American organization that backs the Iranian royal. I asked Khansarinia whether he supported an Israeli attack on Iran. He said that he disagreed with the "framing of the question." He told me that he hoped "no innocent Iranians are injured in Israel's inevitable retaliation," and that he supported Pahlavi's policy of "maximum pressure" alongside "maximum support" for Iranians. Khansarinia pointed to Israel's killing of Hamas and Hezbollah leaders in recent weeks as an effective means of putting pressure on the Iranian regime while supporting the people.

Read: War is coming. Will our next president be ready?

I even spoke with an Iranian socialist activist in Washington who has come to support both Pahlavi and Israel's war (a very unusual stance within his corner of the opposition): Farhad Moradi, who arrived in the United States as a refugee a few years ago, told me that Israel should avoid attacking Iran's nuclear sites or port infrastructure, because doing so wouldn't help ordinary Iranians or weaken the regime politically. But he did support Israel hitting military sites or assassinating regime figures.

Esmaeilion, the novelist and spokesperson for the passengers killed on the Ukraine-bound flight, worries that those who embrace the possibility of war with Israel do so based on delusions about what both war and regime change really entail. Iranians need a "revolution" to bring down their regime, he said in his statement--not a foreign conflict. And doing battle with Israel could be terribly costly. "The current Israeli government has shown that it's not really committed to international law," he told me. "Many innocent people have died. If a broad war breaks out between Iran and Israel, many more innocents will die. The regime will also use people as human shields and cannon fodder."

Esmaeilion is of the generation that can vividly remember the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88. Many of his novels are set during that conflict, which killed as many as half a million people. The talk of potential Israeli attacks on Iranian infrastructure recalls very specific traumas. "My father worked at the Kermanshah refinery when it was bombed on July 24, 1986," he said. "He lost six of his colleagues there. Three days later, my uncle was killed when Iraq bombed the aluminum works in Arak. Many of my relatives died at the front in that war. What remained was pain and suffering for many years to follow. War can be terrible."

Esmaeilion agrees with Hossein Yazdi, the activist in Tehran, that a war with Israel risks strengthening the regime. The opposition is fractious, and the Islamic Republic could use war as a pretext to clamp down on fragile networks that need shoring up: "We must organize our forces, bring about strikes and uprisings and finish this nightmare of a regime once and for all," he told me. "A war will hurt this process."

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

The divisions within the Iranian opposition are deep and often rancorous. Yazdi told me that he found Pahlavi's intervention ominous. "It's very scary for the prime minister of Israel to meet with a fugitive Iranian prince," he told me. Many Iranians will even back the current regime if the alternative is an Israeli-backed restoration of the fallen monarchy, he said. Last year, Esmaeilion joined an anti-regime coalition that included Pahlavi and others, including the U.S.-based women's-rights activist Masih Alinejad--but the effort collapsed in less than a month over disagreements about Iran's future.

In the end, debates among Iranian dissidents over the desirability of an Israeli attack matter only so much. The Iranian opposition does not get to decide what Israel will do. It is watching events, not shaping them--and until and unless it gets organized, that will be true within Iran as well.
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What Would a Second Trump Administration Mean for the Middle East?

Markets, weapons, and a deal, any deal, are likely to matter more than Israeli-Palestinian peace.

by Uri Friedman




International affairs rarely determine how Americans vote in presidential elections, but this year could be different. The Biden administration's policies toward the war raging in the Middle East have divided Democrats and drawn criticism from Republicans. Whether the administration has supported Israel's military response to last October's Hamas attack too much or too little, how it has responded to the humanitarian crisis in Gaza, and whether it has done enough to broker an end to the fighting all may influence the decisions of some voters in swing states, such as Michigan and Pennsylvania.

Kamala Harris spoke out about the situation in the Middle East quickly upon becoming the presumptive Democratic presidential nominee, and has been scrutinized continually since for daylight between her stance and Joe Biden's. But what about Donald Trump? If he wins the presidency in November, how will he approach Israel, the war in Gaza, and the conflict now spreading to southern Lebanon and Iran?

Read: Does Kamala Harris have a vision for the Middle East?

Over the past several months, I have combed through the public record and spoken with former Trump-administration officials in search of the answer. What I learned is that, compared with the Biden administration, a second Trump administration would probably be more permissive toward the Israeli military campaign in Gaza and less inclined to bring U.S. leverage to bear in shaping Israeli conduct (as the U.S. government recently did by warning Israel that it could lose military assistance if it doesn't provide more humanitarian aid to Gaza). In fact, a second Trump administration's Middle East policies would likely focus more on confronting Iran and broadening Israeli-Arab diplomatic normalization than on resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This approach would be in keeping with Trump's policies as president and the views of many of his Middle East advisers.

The wild card in all of this, however, is Trump himself. On some issues, the former president has views that can be documented back to the 1980s--that the United States is getting a raw deal in free-trade agreements and alliances, for example--but the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not one of them. And just how he will choose his policies, based on what concerns, is not entirely predictable.

"Trump does not think in policy terms," even though "the people around him may," John Bolton, Trump's national security adviser from 2018 to 2019, told me this past May. "I don't think he has any philosophy at all." Bolton, who has emerged as a critic of the former president, described Trump as  "ad hoc and transactional," drawn above all to the "idea of making the bigger deal." And if these are the terms in which he sees his Middle East policies, rather than filtered through a particular outlook on geopolitics or national security, the old investment adage may apply: Past performance is no guarantee of future results.



When I reached out to the Trump campaign with direct questions about the candidate's likely approach to the war in Gaza and the Middle East more broadly, I didn't receive a response. And the Republican Party's more than 5,000-word 2024 platform doesn't offer many clues. It contains just one line on the conflict--"We will stand with Israel, and seek peace in the Middle East"--and makes no mention of Gaza or the Palestinians. So a look at Trump's recent public statements seemed in order.

On the stump, Trump has boasted that he is "the best friend that Israel has ever had," based on a record as president that includes imposing a "maximum pressure" campaign on Iran, recognizing Jerusalem as Israel's capital, and negotiating the Abraham Accords, whereby several Arab countries normalized diplomatic relations with Israel. With regard to Hamas's October 7 terrorist attack, Israel's subsequent war in Gaza, and the expanding regional conflagration, however, Trump's most consistent remark is that none of it would have happened on his watch, because Iran was "broke" on account of sanctions he imposed and therefore couldn't have funded terrorist groups.

David Frum: The defeat-Harris, get-Trump politics of protest

What that line of argument has going for it is that it's impossible to prove wrong. But it's also impossible to prove right. The attack and the ensuing conflicts have happened. So what might Trump do about it? Here he has sent mixed messages, initially saying that the best course was to let this war "play out," then pivoting to his now-frequent call for Israel to quickly finish it up. "I will give Israel the support that it needs to win, but I do want them to win fast," Trump declared in August, criticizing what he described as the Biden administration's demands for "an immediate cease-fire" that would "tie Israel's hand behind its back" and "give Hamas time to regroup and launch a new October 7-style attack."

Trump doesn't want a cease-fire, he's made clear, but he does want the fire to cease: "You have to have that ended, one way or the other," he stated last month when asked about the war spreading from Gaza to Lebanon. "The whole thing over there is unacceptable." In an April interview, he declined to say whether he'd consider withholding or conditioning military aid to Israel. Even regarding his personal relationship with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, Trump has demonstrated dueling impulses--airing grievances that could complicate their future relations, asserting that Netanyahu "rightfully has been criticized" for being unprepared for the October 7 attack, welcoming him to Mar-a-Lago in July while lauding their "great relationship," and declaring that "Bibi has been very strong."

As Bolton sees it, if a singular ideological purpose is hard to discern from this welter of signals, that may be because Trump's posture toward Israel is driven more by self-interest than anything else. Trump has said "that he wished the Israelis would get it over with, which could be interpreted two ways: one, finish off Hamas, or two, withdraw from Gaza," Bolton noted when we spoke earlier this year. "And I don't think he really cares which one. He just knows that the Israelis are under criticism. He has defended Israel, and he's worried he's going to be under criticism for defending Israel. And he doesn't want to be under criticism."



Robert Greenway, who served on Trump's National Security Council as senior director for Middle Eastern and North African affairs, told me this past spring that he believes a second Trump administration would have a strategy for the region--just not one that revolves around the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Which is not to say that Trump would back away from supporting Israel's war in Gaza or its defense against Iranian-sponsored groups; quite the contrary, Greenway made clear. But Greenway, who was one of the architects of the Abraham Accords, outlined U.S. national-security interests in the Middle East as follows: "Stability of global markets--that's energy and trade--counterproliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and counterterrorism, in that order. What I did not state in there as a vital national-security interest is the resolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict. Because it's not."

I asked Greenway whether a second Trump administration would have a plan to address the aftermath of the war in a devastated Gaza. He gestured toward a "collective, regional response to both security and reconstruction." But to his mind, the effects of the war on energy and trade markets will be the more urgent American concerns.

Given these priorities, Trump and his advisers don't necessarily believe that a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a cornerstone of regional security, nor are they likely to press an unwilling Israel to embrace such an outcome. Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner did characterize the Middle East peace plan that he rolled out during Trump's presidency as an effort "to save the two-state solution," but the proposal was widely viewed as favorable to Israel's positions. When asked during the first presidential debate whether he would support establishing a Palestinian state, Trump equivocated. "I'd have to see," he said.

David A. Graham: Trump's only real worldview is pettiness

In the Middle East, the focus of a second Trump administration, according to Greenway, would be on confronting threats from Iran and its proxies while improving relations between Israel and Arab states. Bolton predicted that Kuwait or Qatar could be among the next states to normalize relations with Israel. And then there's Saudi Arabia. Biden-administration officials have so far unsuccessfully sought a grand bargain that would fold a Gaza cease-fire into an Israeli-Saudi normalization arrangement. The Biden proposals have included U.S.-Saudi security and nuclear pacts and an Israeli commitment to a pathway for a Palestinian state. But Bolton said he could envision a second Trump administration unbundling these items, particularly once the war in Gaza ends and there is less pressure on the Saudis to demand a commitment to a Palestinian state as part of a diplomatic deal with Israel. The Israelis and Saudis might pursue normalization without progress on a two-state solution, for instance, while the United States brokers a separate, bilateral defense deal with Saudi Arabia.

When Trump was president, his administration approached the Middle East in exactly this fashion. As Jason Greenblatt, Trump's former Middle East envoy, reflected in a 2023 podcast regarding the genesis of the Abraham Accords, the administration deliberately "broke" apart the Israeli-Palestinian and Arab-Israeli conflicts to see if it could "solve" one or both of them that way. "I think we proved that separating the conflicts allows reality to set in and improves the lives of many people without holding them back by the Palestinian conflict," he contended.



Bolton maintains that for Trump himself, a far more significant factor than any past policy position is the lure of the big deal. That might even extend to striking an agreement with Iran. Trump made his hard-line stance on Iran the signature element of his administration's Middle East record. But during a podcast appearance in June, Trump mused, "I would have made a fair deal with Iran," and "I was going to get along with Iran," so long as Iran agreed to not develop a nuclear-weapons capability (by many assessments, Iran is now a threshold nuclear-weapons state). He added, remarkably, that "eventually Iran would have been in the Abraham Accords."

Trump made these comments before reports emerged of Iranian efforts to assassinate him and hack his campaign. Yet even after all of that, on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in September, Trump expressed openness to striking a new nuclear agreement with Tehran. Just days later, after Iranian leaders walked right up to the brink of war with Israel with their second direct attack on the country, Trump criticized Biden for opposing Israeli retaliation against Iranian nuclear sites, underscoring just how wide Trump's Overton window is when it comes to policy toward Iran and the Middle East more broadly.

"The idea that [Trump] will be 'death to Iran' when he takes office in the second term is not accurate," Bolton told me in May. Trump is attracted to the notion of "being the guy who went to Tehran or Pyongyang," he argued. "I'll bet you a dollar right now, if he's elected, he'll end up in one or both of those places in his first year in office."

Could the appeal of the deal overcome a Trump administration's calculations about the importance of peace between Israelis and Palestinians relative to other U.S. interests in the region? During Trump's first term, Kushner's effort to broker a settlement between Israelis and Palestinians failed. Kushner has said that he does not expect to join a second Trump administration, but Bolton told me that he can imagine Trump dusting off those plans if Kushner has second thoughts: "Now, whether he would really get into it when he realizes what trying to make a deal in the Middle East is like is a different question."

Trump casts himself as the consummate dealmaker no matter how daunting the deal, but even he seems to suspect that a solution between Israelis and Palestinians is beyond him. "There was a time when I thought two states could work," he has noted, but "now I think two states is going to be very, very tough." Given that assessment, the backdrop of a devastating and still-unfolding war, and the low priority that Greenway suggests a second Trump administration would place on the pursuit of Israeli-Palestinian peace, the agreement that Trump once described as the "ultimate deal" would likely prove elusive, yet again.
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Sinwar's Death Changes Nothing

The Gaza war will go on until both sides stop wanting it to.

by Hussein Ibish




The killing on Thursday of the Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar, the principal architect of the October 7 attack on southern Israel, offers a golden opportunity for Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to declare victory and begin pulling troops out of Gaza. But that is not going to happen. Most likely, nothing will change, because neither Netanyahu nor Hamas wants it to.

Netanyahu's calculation is no mystery. Should he leave political office, he faces a criminal-corruption trial and a probable inquiry into the security meltdown on October 7. He has apparently concluded that the best way to stay out of prison is to stay in power, and the best way to stay in power is to keep the war going--specifically, the war in Gaza. The battle against Hezbollah in Lebanon is too volatile, and involves too many other actors, including the United States, Iran, and Gulf Arab countries, for Israel to keep control of its trajectory. For this reason, Lebanon is much less useful than Gaza as a domestic political tool.

For Israel, the war in Gaza has become a counterinsurgency campaign with limited losses day to day. This level of conflict likely seems manageable for the short term, and appears beneficial to Netanyahu. Hamas, for its part, seems to think it can hold out in the short term, and gain in the long term. An insurgency requires little sophistication by way of organizational structure or weaponry--only automatic rifles, crude IEDs, and fighters who are prepared to die. Years, possibly a decade or longer, of battles against Israeli occupation forces for control of Palestinian land in Gaza are intended to elevate the Hamas Islamists over the secular-nationalist Fatah party as the nation's bloodied standard-bearer. Hamas leaders may well see no reason to abandon this path to political power just because Sinwar is dead.

Franklin Foer: Yahya Sinwar finally got what he deserved

Some more moderate members of the Qatar-based Hamas politburo, such as Moussa Abu Marzouk, have expressed discomfort with the October 7 attack and Sinwar's "permanent warfare" strategy. But they are not likely to prevail over more hard-line counterparts, such as the former Hamas leader and ardent Muslim Brotherhood ideologue Khaled Mashal (some sources are already reporting that he has been named to succeed Sinwar). The truth is that none of these exiled politicians may wind up exerting much control over events on the ground in Gaza. Sinwar, who was himself a gunman and served time in an Israeli prison, once derided them as "hotel guys" because of their relatively plush accommodations in Qatar, Turkey, and Lebanon. Real power flowed to military leaders such as himself.

Sinwar effectively controlled Hamas starting from 2017 at the latest, even though Ismail Haniyeh, based in Qatar, was the group's official chairman. Only after Israel assassinated Haniyeh in Tehran on July 31 did Sinwar formally become the leader he had long actually been. Today, fighters such as Sinwar's younger brother Mohamed, the commander of the southern brigade, and Izz al-Din Haddad, the commander in northern Gaza, are ready to step into the leadership role with or without official titles. The political figureheads in Qatar will most likely continue to do what they've done for at least the past decade, serving mainly as diplomats, tasked with securing money and arms, as well as defending and promoting Hamas policies on television.

The only scenario in which Sinwar's death would lead the "hotel guys" to gain real authority instead of these fighters would be if the group's remaining leadership cadres decided that Hamas should stand down long enough to rebuild. This could be a tactical pause; it could also be a strategic decision, if the group finds itself so exhausted that it prefers making a deal to continuing an insurgency that could take many years to achieve its political purpose. In either of these scenarios, Hamas would be looking above all for reconstruction aid--which would give the exiled leaders, who are best placed to secure such aid, leverage over the militants on the ground.

But these are not likely outcomes. The Hamas insurgency was gaining momentum before Sinwar's death, and Israel was poised to impose a draconian siege on northern Gaza in response. Nothing suggests that Israeli leaders are closer to recognizing what a counterinsurgency campaign will really entail--and that such efforts tend to become quagmires, because they don't usually yield a decisive victory, and withdrawing without one will look like capitulation, whether it happens now or in several years.

That's why the death of Sinwar offers such an important inflection point for Israel. It's an opportunity to end a conflict that otherwise threatens to go on indefinitely. But the history of this war is dispiriting in this regard: Israel already squandered just such an inflection point earlier this year.

Graeme Wood: Yahya Sinwar's death was preordained

That chance came when the Israel Defense Forces overran Rafah, the southernmost town in Gaza, in stages from May to August. For almost a year, the Israeli military had smashed its way through the Gaza Strip from north to south, destroying everything it considered of value to Hamas, including much of what was indispensable for sustaining its 2.2 million Palestinian residents. Now the IDF had effectively reached the Egyptian border. No more obvious Hamas assets remained, at least aboveground.

Israel could have declared Hamas defeated and made a near-complete withdrawal contingent on the release of all remaining hostages--a deal that Hamas appears to have been willing to take in the past, and which public sentiment in Gaza would have rendered politically devastating to reject. Hamas would have surely crawled out of its tunnels and declared a Pyrrhic victory of its own. But the group would then own the devastation of its realm, and with Israel gone, ordinary Palestinians would have a chance to reckon with Hamas's decision to sign 2.2 million of them up for martyrdom without any consultation.

Instead, Israel chose to remain in Gaza, becoming the inevitable focus of Palestinian anger and terror.

Open-ended conflict is certainly what Sinwar wanted. It's evidently what Netanyahu wants. And no viable alternative leadership for Hamas or Israel appears to be emerging, nor are critical masses of Israelis or Palestinians demanding an end to the hostilities. Sinwar is gone--but the insurgency he set in motion seems set to live on into the foreseeable future.
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Two People Will Decide What Comes of Sinwar's Death

Freedom for the hostages, or more of the same?

by Shane Harris




In what turned out to be the last few months of Yahya Sinwar's life, U.S. and Israeli officials worried that the architect of the October 7 attacks might never free the hostages they believed he had hidden in the twisting tunnels of Gaza. Sinwar had essentially abandoned negotiations over a durable cease-fire and the accompanying release of the 100-plus captives, as well as fresh aid for Palestinians and the chance to rebuild their obliterated territory with international help. American and Israeli intelligence officials, who had no direct contact with Sinwar and communicated via intermediaries, told me they weren't sure if they were dealing with a rational actor ready to end his people's suffering or a fanatic with a death wish.

Read: Yahya Sinwar's death was preordained

Sinwar's chance encounter on Wednesday with an Israeli military patrol, whose soldiers did not immediately realize that they had killed their country's most wanted man, has inspired a cautious optimism. These are early days, but the "chief impediment" to freeing the hostages and bringing some peace to Gaza is gone, one U.S. official told me. Whether any of this happens hinges on the decisions of two men: Sinwar's yet unnamed replacement and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

En route to Germany for a conference on the war in Ukraine, President Joe Biden phoned  Netanyahu from Air Force One to congratulate him on the military operation, urging his fellow leader to "use this moment to bring the hostages home and to bring the war to a close," the White House said. One Israeli official close to the negotiating teams told me that they, too, saw a "greater chance" to secure a hostage deal now and would renew their efforts.

The families of the hostages who remain in Gaza are intent on making sure that political leaders don't let the opportunity slip away. Sinwar's death brought a measure of justice for the victims of Hamas's murderous rampage, and Israel might legitimately claim to have defeated its enemy, but "there's no total victory without the hostages coming out," says Ruby Chen, whose son Itay is in captivity in Gaza and a dual U.S.-Israeli citizen. Chen urged the Biden administration to exert any influence it can over the government of Qatar, which has played mediator in the talks, to help install a new head of Hamas who is more open to dealmaking.

"The Middle East is not the same place it was yesterday," says Jonathan Dekel-Chen, whose son Sagui is also an Israeli American and among those still held in Gaza. Israel has now decapitated Hamas's leadership, having already killed Ismail Haniyeh, the political chief, in July. Israeli media reported that the bodies of Sinwar and two other Hamas members were found with cash, weapons, and fraudulent IDs, fueling speculation that he was trying to flee Gaza, maybe to save himself. Hamas is weakened, leaderless, perhaps more pliable. One senior Israeli official told me that some inside Hamas had recently wanted to bring the fighting to an end, but Sinwar had overruled them. With him gone, "we'll see how strong they are."

"What I'd like to see is an absolute commitment to seizing this moment of chaos," Dekel-Chen said.

Since the summer, Sinwar had stood in the way of a final hostage deal that officials thought might be close at hand. In the past month, he had brought talks to a halt. Now much will depend on who succeeds him. Sinwar's younger brother, Mohammed, is an heir apparent, at least to run Hamas's military operations in Gaza. Should he assume political leadership of the organization--the role that the elder Sinwar took up after Israel assassinated Haniyeh--the officials I spoke with concurred, an agreement is highly improbable. The new boss will act much like the old boss.

And then there's the open secret that officials in Washington, and some in Jerusalem, usually prefer not to acknowledge on the record: Sinwar was the biggest obstacle to a peace deal, but not the only one.

For more than a year, Israel has hunted Sinwar, aided by a massive intelligence-gathering operation supported chiefly by the United States. Netanyahu didn't get Sinwar's head on a spike, but the gruesome images of his corpse splayed out on rubble, with a grievous head wound, put an ignominious end to his reign of terror. Still, the Israeli leader is perhaps not ready to take the win.

Read: Yahya Sinwar finally got what he deserved

In televised remarks yesterday, Netanyahu told his fellow citizens, "Our war has not yet ended." Instead of negotiation, he proposed that Hamas surrender, and promised mercy to "whoever lays down his weapon and returns our hostages." He called on the citizens of Gaza, as well as Lebanon, to embrace the opportunity afforded by Sinwar's death to rise up against an Iran-led axis in the Middle East. But the Israeli military is staying in Gaza--"for years to come," Benny Gantz, the former commander in chief of the Israel Defense Forces and a member of the war cabinet, promised on X.

Since October 7, Israeli society has debated a question of priorities: defeating Hamas and bringing the hostages home. Putting aside how one defines defeat, Netanyahu has always set the goals in that order. Much of Israeli society, and probably most of the hostages' families, thinks they should be reversed.

That fundamental tension that has divided the country will not be resolved by Sinwar's elimination. But his death, more than any other event in the course of the war, may force Netanyahu to put the hostages first. Certainly that is the Biden administration's hope--and one that the families fervently share.

"There is no justification for this government to do anything other than get them home," Dekel-Chen said.
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            A heart-shaped lake in Germany, sculptures by the sea in Australia, sightseeing in the Gobi desert, a colorful forest in Romania, a wife-carrying race in Maine, Halloween lights in England, and much more
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                [image: Along a shoreline, a person takes a photograph of a sculpture that is shaped like a giant banana with a shark's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman photographs artwork from the "Sculpture by the Sea" exhibition at Bondi Beach, in Sydney, Australia, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People operate a giant mechanical puppet, shaped like a mythical scorpion with the torso of a horned woman.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Operators work on "Lilith," the guardian of darkness, built for the Hellfest metal festival, in Toulouse, France, on October 15, 2024. Lilith is one of the characters in the French company La Machine's urban opera "The Guardian of the Temple Opus II: The Portal of Darkness," which will be presented on October 25, 26, and 27 in Toulouse.
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                [image: A person takes a photograph of two people, one wearing a full-head cat mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants pose for a photograph during the Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan. The annual festival invites participants to embrace their feline side by dressing up as cats and showcasing their playful spirit.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Takashi Aoyama / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a snoozy panda cub]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 15, 2024, a still-unnamed panda cub is pictured during a media presentation of one of the panda twins born on August 22 at the zoo in Berlin, Germany.
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                [image: A person lies in a tub filled with dried leaves, wearing headphones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor lies in a tub filled with dried leaves, as part of an interactive artwork by Serbian conceptual artist Marina Abramovic, on the opening day of her first exhibition in China, titled "Transforming Energy," in Shanghai, on October 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
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                [image: A person wearing a spiky costume hat plays a game, swinging a conker, or horse-chestnut seed, on a string.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitor Neil Morbey wears a conker-themed hat as he takes part in the annual World Conker Championships in Southwick, England, on October 13, 2024.
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                [image: A man runs in a race while carrying a woman upside down on his back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nic Vinsonhaler carries Tara Rogowski while competing in the North American Wife Carrying Championship at the Sunday River ski resort, in Newry, Maine, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: A woman takes a photo of a young girl surrounded by pumpkins.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl surrounded by pumpkins is photographed by her mother at Sanders Farm in Castrop-Rauxel, Germany, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A model dressed as a witch poses behind a "smoking" cauldron prop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model dressed as a witch poses beside light installations during the media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: An effigy of a mythical demon king goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An effigy of the mythical demon king Ravana goes up in flames to mark the end of Dussehra festival in Jammu, India, on October 12, 2024. Dussehra commemorates the triumph of Lord Rama over Ravana, the victory of good over evil.
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                [image: A soccer fan cheers while wearing a huge, colorful feathered hat shaped like a big cat's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan of Colombia cheers for his team before the start of the 2026 FIFA World Cup South American qualifiers football match between Colombia and Chile, at the Roberto Melendez Metropolitan stadium, in Barranquilla, Colombia, on October 15, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Raul Arboleda / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A monkey climbs on a huge golden statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A monkey climbs on a statue outside the Rangiri Dambulla Cave Temple, in Dambulla, Sri Lanka, on October 14, 2024.
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                [image: Pigeons fly in front of a very large statue of a Buddhist deity.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pigeons fly past a statue of Guanyin, a deity venerated in Buddhism, at a temple in Keelung, Taiwan, on October 14, 2024.
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                [image: People watch as a couple dozen parachutes fall to the ground, each carrying crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian aid packages dropped from planes parachute to the ground in the Al-Mawasi area, as Israeli attacks continue in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: Many dozens of sailboats cluster together during a regatta.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Barcolana, billed as "the largest sailing regatta in the world," from Trieste, Italy, on October 13, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of hundreds of mourners standing side by side in rows, at a funeral.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mourners attend the collective funeral for 19 victims of a landslide caused by recent floods in Jablanica, Bosnia, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an enormous apartment block in Hong Kong]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on October 14, 2024, shows apartment blocks in Tung Chung, on Lantau Island, in Hong Kong.
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                [image: Dozens of flat mirror panels reflect sunlight upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fields of heliostat mirrors reflect sunlight at the site of the Dunhuang Shouhang 100MW Tower Solar Thermal Power Generation Project, in Gansu province, China, on October 16, 2024.
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                [image: Sunlight streams into the interior of a basilica, as people stand and pray inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees pray next to votive candles while paying tribute to Our Lady of Aparecida, national patroness of Brazil, at the Basilica of the National Shrine in Aparecida, Sao Paulo State, Brazil, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a single person using a shovel to move rows of corn that have been laid out to dry]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer dries corn in a yard in Yantai in east China's Shandong province on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person sits in a forest, among trees whose trunks have been painted many different colors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 12, 2024, a young man sits in "The Colored Forest," in the village of Poienari, Romania, a project by local artists meant to raise awareness of large-scale deforestation due to excessive logging.
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                [image: A large rocket takes off from a launchpad.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The SpaceX Starship lifts off from Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, for the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket Sunday as it returned to the launch pad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
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                [image: A floating platform supports tall scaffolding that has been decorated with oil candles that form an image of people in a boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boats float down the river in a competition on October 14, 2024, in Nakhon Phanom, Thailand. The illuminated boat procession, held at the end of Buddhist Lent, is an event along the Mekong River. Boats lit with patterns of candles and lanterns move down the river in honor of the Buddha. Different districts compete to create boat displays with detailed and complex designs.
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                [image: People parade through a crowd in costume, dressed as a many-armed Hindu goddess.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee dressed as Goddess Kali takes part in a procession during Kulasai Dasara festival celebrations in Kulasekharapatnam, in India's Tamil Nadu state, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: A shirtless miner, covered in coal dust, walks in a mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A miner works at the CSM hard-coal mine, which is the last hard-coal mine of the Czech Republic and operated by the OKD mining company, on October 14, 2024, in the village of Stonava, near Karvina, Czech Republic.
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                [image: A deer walks through a forested area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fallow deer strolls through Jaegersborg Dyrehave forest park, in Kongens Lyngby, north of Copenhagen, Denmark, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A woman with red hand-shaped face paint attends a protest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman with a painted face attends a protest against violence toward women in Istanbul, Turkey, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises beyond a large neon cowboy sign, which appears to point at the moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises beyond a neon Big Tex at the State Fair of Texas, in Dallas, on October 16, 2024.
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                [image: A visitor poses in front of a large sculpture of a sleeping child.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor poses in front of a sculpture in the Gobi desert in Guazhou, Gansu province, China, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a wedding dress poses for a photo, standing in the middle of a two-lane road in the desert, with picturesque buttes rising in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist poses for wedding photos in Monument Valley, Arizona, on October 11, 2024.
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                [image: A comet appears in the night sky above the horizon in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet C/2023 A3 (Tsuchinshan-ATLAS) appears in the western sky shortly after sunset above rock formations in the Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area on October 13, 2024, in Las Vegas, Nevada.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ethan Miller / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person stands near a sculpture of an astronaut, along a shoreline, just before dawn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The work "Naught: Bondi" by Milarky, part of the "Sculpture by the Sea" exhibition, is seen pre-dawn on October 18, 2024, in Sydney, Australia.
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                [image: A whale leaps out of the water as a container ship sails behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A whale leaps out of the water as a container ship sails behind, off Sydney's Bondi Beach, on October 17, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Gray / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a lake in the shape of a heart]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a heart-shaped lake, seen in Rodgau, near Frankfurt, Germany, on October 12, 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/10/photos-of-the-week-big-tex-giant-regatta-leaf-bath/680291/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Yahya Sinwar Finally Got What He Deserved

The question now is whether Benjamin Netanyahu's government has enough strategic and moral sense to leverage its military wins into a plausible vision of peace.

by Franklin Foer




In 2021, Israel bombed Gaza for 11 days in a campaign known as Operation Guardian of the Walls. At the end of the battle, Yahya Sinwar, the head of Hamas in Gaza, posed for a photograph in broad daylight. Surrounded by rubble, he sat in an armchair. On his face, he wore a defiant smile.

Sinwar--obsessed with operational security, paranoid about Israeli collaborators in his midst--possessed a genius for survival that inflicted death on his own people. For more than a year since October 7, 2023, he eluded the Israeli Defense Forces as they flooded his tunnels, detonated the passages for his escape, and flattened plausible hiding places. Sinwar's survival was a haunting nightmare. The prospect of the architect of October 7 posing again, with that wicked smirk, was justification for continuing the war.

That he will never smile again means that Israel has achieved a comprehensive military victory in Gaza, albeit at a terrible cost to civilians and to its own reputation. The Hamas hierarchy that unleashed October 7 has been eliminated. The smuggling tunnels that funneled Iranian-supplied arms from Egypt have been destroyed. The rank-and-file soldiers of the terror army have been decimated. Israel's only remaining significant objective is the release of its hostages.

Graeme Wood: Yahya Sinwar's death was preordained

The question now is whether Benjamin Netanyahu's government has enough strategic and moral sense to leverage its military wins into a plausible vision of peace. But before fretting about the future, it's worth celebrating the fact that one of history's monsters has met the fate that he deserved.

A suicide bomber destroys himself. Yahya Sinwar strapped the entirety of Gaza to his body. When he unleashed the pogrom of October 7, he did so with the full knowledge that he was provoking a shattering Israeli retaliation. Cutting the border fence and inciting a barbaric orgy of murder, rape, and kidnapping were sure to culminate in Palestinian-civilian deaths. Palestinian deaths were his goal, and he guaranteed it, by cowardly commingling his army among innocents. In Sinwar's moral calculus, the more suffering the better, because it hastened the delegitimization of Israel and, in his phantasmagoric view, the arrival of a Muslim state between the river and the sea.

Many nations have pleaded with Israel to end this war. It's a moral travesty that they didn't simultaneously direct their pleas to Sinwar. At any moment, he could have attempted to spare his people. He could have surrendered and proposed exiling himself to another country; he could have handed over the hostages and accepted the Israeli terms for a cease-fire, which weren't that far from his own.

That Sinwar avoided shouldering moral culpability for Palestinian death in broad swaths of Western opinion is testament to his sinister strategic sensibility. Israel possessed superior military technology. But it was Sinwar who possessed the state-of-the-art military brain. He embraced what the Russians like to call hybrid warfare. That is, he studied public perception in Israel and the West--and he calibrated his military strategy to achieve his goals. Around the time that protests erupted on American college campuses, he seemed to harden his negotiating position. U.S. intelligence officials and diplomats told me that they suspected that he didn't want to end the war, which was advancing his long-term objective of building Western disdain for Israel.

Franklin Foer: The war that would not end

One doesn't need to be a Netanyahu apologist, or even a supporter of this war, to believe that Israel's critics are applying a perverse moral logic. Israel gets accused of genocide, when Sinwar doggedly implemented an explicitly eliminationist ideology. His army didn't incidentally kill babies in the course of pursuing an enemy combatant. It did so staring at infants and their parents in the eyes. I keep thinking about the murder of six hostages at the end of August. They were killed even though their lives were valuable bargaining chips in a negotiation to end the war, as those negotiations were headed in the direction of a deal. It was the senseless murder of Jews for the sake of murdering Jews.

Sinwar's improbable survival gave the Israeli government an excuse to delay thinking about the day after, to deflect the looming questions about Gaza's future: Who will secure the Strip? Who will govern it? But avoiding these hard questions has only made Israel's choices worse. Despite the offers of assistance from Sunni Arab states and America, it has not even an inkling of a plan for Gaza. In the short term, the only viable alternatives are anarchy and occupation, both of which are moral catastrophes in the making. But perhaps Sinwar's death will finally permit a moment of cathartic grief. By easing people's pain, it could free their minds.
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Yahya Sinwar's Death Was Preordained

Israel now has an opening to say that it has accomplished a core objective.

by Graeme Wood




In 2008, Yahya Sinwar--then an inmate in Israel's Eshel Prison--developed a brain tumor.  An Israeli surgeon operated on his head and saved his life. Today, Israel announced that one of its snipers had done the opposite. Photos of the Hamas leader's body, half-sunk in rubble and dust in Rafah, show a massive head wound. Sinwar's killing ends a one-year manhunt but not the invasion that his decision to attack and kidnap Israeli civilians last year all but guaranteed.
 
 Few world leaders have spent as much time as Sinwar contemplating the manner and meaning of their death. During his 22-year stay in prison, he wrote a novel, The Thorn and the Carnation, in which Palestinians die gloriously, with poetry on their lips. The novel's theme is martyrdom, and Sinwar seems to have lived so as to make his own violent death predictable. The valedictory poem of one of Sinwar's fictional martyrs counsels stoicism: One need not fear death, because on the day it will come, it will come, "decreed by destiny." One should not fight what is preordained. "From what is fated, no cautious person can escape."
 
 Sinwar was rumored to have linked his destiny to that of some of the 100 or so remaining Israeli hostages, by surrounding himself with them in case of attack. Israel says no hostages died in the operation, but tens of thousands of equally blameless Gazans have found their fates forcibly intertwined with Sinwar's. Hamas had been lobbing rockets into Israel for years, and Israel had reckoned that it could tolerate them, especially if it could steadily upgrade its relations with the broader Arab world in the meantime. Sinwar's October 7 attack seems to have had as its only strategic goal the disruption of that status quo. And by committing flagrant war crimes against vulnerable people, he handed Israel--in a way that a few piddly rocket attacks never would--justification for a war of elimination against Hamas. The very act of having kept the hostages, rather than releasing them immediately, constituted a permanent license for Israel to scour and destroy Gaza in search of its citizens. His insistence that Hamas did nothing wrong on October 7, and would do it again, and harder, if given the chance, removed any remaining possibility that Israel would seek a solution that would spare Gazans from the total destruction of their land.

Hussein Ibish: Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves

A common Israeli political frustration is that the country is led by Benjamin Netanyahu, whose wartime decisions are cynical and calculated for personal and political benefit. Palestinians have suffered an even worse tragedy, to be led by someone with no sense of urgency to conclude suffering, because of his belief that violent death is not only preordained but noble. (I wonder whether Sinwar's long prison sentence, which reportedly included four years of solitary confinement, warped his sense of time and gave him an unhealthy patience, whereas a normal person would desperately seek an immediate way forward, however imperfect.)
 
 What a disaster, to have someone so fatalistic making urgent decisions! Rounds of pointless negotiations between Israel and Hamas were prolonged, then ended inconclusively, because Hamas needed to consult Sinwar, its commander in Gaza, and he was hard to reach in his tunnels. This summer, after Israel assassinated Hamas's political leader, Ismail Haniyeh, in Tehran, Sinwar was announced as the group's new top political leader, despite the obvious difficulty of having a chairman so avidly hunted that for him to even step outside might be enough to invite an Israeli missile strike. But the truth is that Sinwar, as the commander in Gaza, already had sole executive authority over the territory, and any other purported leader of Hamas would have had to ask his permission to make important decisions anyway. So everyone waited on Sinwar, who waited for death and was blase about its timing. That preference fit comfortably with the preference of some Israelis to keep fighting until Hamas is eliminated completely--even at the cost of many Palestinian lives, and probably hostages' lives as well.

Graeme Wood: Ismail Haniyeh's assassination sends a message

Sinwar's death will stiffen the group's rhetoric but expand certain options. By not making any deals and instead fighting until his own death, Sinwar showed that he never softened the resolve he exhibited early in the war. With that point proved, his successors will have less need to belabor it. And Israel will have an opening to say that it has accomplished a core objective. It has thus far avoided any serious discussion of what Gaza might look like after the war, and who might step up to secure and rebuild it. Sinwar's killing provides the first milestone in a long while for Israel to pause and consider a realistic next step.

When the Islamic State lost most of its territory, many analysts suggested, hopefully, that its drubbing would be a lesson to other jihadists: Any future attempt to build a terror-state would end in that state's annihilation. But those analysts failed to appreciate what optimists jihadists can be. Extreme violence may have failed, but it produced more dramatic results than anything else. The death of Sinwar and the utter destruction of Gaza could serve to remind Palestinians that enthusiastically murdering Israelis will have unacceptably painful consequences for Palestinians too. But Sinwar's example will also show future generations of martyrdom-seekers that they can, all by themselves, grab their cause's helm and steer it toward greater violence. And when they do that, no one will be able to pay attention to much else. This lesson could be Sinwar's most lasting legacy.
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        Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 17, 2024

            	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. 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: A 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
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                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
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                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 record-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, with two tiny water droplets atop it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                11th Place Winner: Slime mold on a rotten twig, with water droplets atop it
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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 from 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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                [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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                [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.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Robert F. Bukaty / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [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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Women Can Be Autocrats, Too

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

by David Frum




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

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

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

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

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

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

But things may prove more complicated than that.

David Frum: The autocrat next door

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

David Frum: The failing state next door

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

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

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

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

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

Thirty years after the genocide in Rwanda, survivors and perpetrators live side by side.

by Clint Smith


Villagers hid in a church in Rukara, Rwanda, in April 1994. Hutu militia surrounded the church and launched a series of attacks that lasted for days, killing hundreds.



Hussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.

He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.

Longolongo was born in Kigali in the mid-1970s. As a teenager in the late 1980s, he didn't feel any personal hatred toward Tutsi. He had friends who were Tutsi; his own mother was Tutsi. But by the early 1990s, extremist Hutu propaganda had started to spread in newspapers and on the radio, radicalizing Rwandans. Longolongo's older brother tried to get him to join a far-right Hutu political party, but Longolongo wasn't interested in politics. He just wanted to continue his studies.

On April 6, 1994, Longolongo attended a funeral for a Tutsi man. At about 8:30 p.m., in the midst of the funeral rituals, the sky erupted in red fire and black smoke. The news traveled fast: A plane carrying the Rwandan president, Juvenal Habyarimana, and the Burundian president, Cyprien Ntaryamira, had been shot down over Kigali. No one survived.

Responsibility for the attack has never been conclusively determined. Some have speculated that Hutu extremists shot down the plane; others have blamed the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi military group that had been fighting Hutu government forces near the Ugandan border. Whoever was behind it, the event gave Hutu militants a pretext for the massacre of Tutsi. The killing started that night.

Almost as if they had been waiting for the signal, Hutu militia members showed up in Longolongo's neighborhood. One group arrived at his home and called for his brother. When he came to the door, they gave his brother a gun and three grenades and told him to come with them.

Within a few days, most of the neighborhood's Hutu men had been ordered to join the effort. "The instructions were clear: 'Rwanda was attacked by the RPF, and all the Tutsi are accomplices. And to defeat the RPF, we have to fight them, but also kill all the Tutsi in the neighborhoods,' " Longolongo told me. Any Hutu found hiding a Tutsi would be considered an accomplice and could be killed.

The pace of lethality was extraordinary. Although approximations of the death toll vary, many estimate that, over the course of just 100 days that spring and summer, about 800,000 Rwandans, primarily Tutsi, were killed.

From the September 2001 issue: Bystanders to genocide

Longolongo believed that he had no choice but to join the Hutu militants. They taught him how to kill, and how to kill quickly. He was told that the Tutsi had enslaved the Hutu for more than 400 years and that if they got the chance, they would do it again. He was told that it was a patriotic act to defend his country against the "cockroaches." He began to believe, he said, that killing the Tutsi was genuinely the right thing to do. Soon, he was placed in charge of other militia members.

For Longolongo, the fact that his mother was Tutsi and that he'd had Tutsi friends became a justification for his actions; he felt he had to make a public spectacle of his executions, to avoid suspicions that he was overly sympathetic toward the enemy. He feared that if he didn't demonstrate his commitment to the Hutu-power cause, his family would be slaughtered. And so he kept killing. He killed his neighbors. He killed his mother's friend. He killed the children of his sister's godmother. All while he was hiding eight Tutsi in his mother's house. Such contradictions were not uncommon in Rwanda.

As Longolongo told me his story, we were sitting with Serge Rwigamba, who works at the Kigali Genocide Memorial. Longolongo doesn't speak English well, so Rwigamba served as our translator. We kept our distance from others in the courtyard, unsure who might overhear what we were discussing or how they might react to it.

On April 22, 1994, Longolongo recounted, he and an armed group of men entered a chapel where dozens of Tutsi were hiding. "We killed about 70 people," he said, his gaze fixed directly ahead. "I felt like it was my duty, my responsibility ... I had no pity." He put his fingertips to the sides of his head. "I was brainwashed."

After Longolongo got up to leave, I turned to Rwigamba. He had been visibly uncomfortable at points during the conversation--looking down at the ground, his fingers stretching and contracting across the arms of his chair as if searching for something to hold on to. Rwigamba is a Tutsi survivor, and dozens of his relatives were murdered in the genocide.

The two men, roughly the same age, had never met before. But as Longolongo was speaking, Rwigamba told me, he'd realized that he recognized one of the scenes being described.

It was the chapel. He knew that chapel. Rwigamba himself had been hiding there when Longolongo and his men attacked. His father and brother had been killed that day. Rwigamba had barely escaped. Now he leaned back in his chair, covered his face with his hands, and took a deep breath. We sat in silence for a few moments.

Rwigamba doesn't deny that propaganda played an enormous role in persuading Hutu to do what they did. But looking at Longolongo's empty chair, Rwigamba lamented that he had seemed to push responsibility for his actions onto others rather than holding himself accountable. Rwigamba wants perpetrators like Longolongo to acknowledge that they made a choice. They weren't zombies. They were people who chose to pick up weapons; they were people who chose to kill.

Thirty years have passed since 100 days of violence ravaged Rwanda. Thirty years since machetes slashed, since grenades exploded, since bodies rotted, since homes burned, since churches became slaughterhouses and the soil became swollen with blood. Rwandans are still living with the scars of those terrible days. They are still learning how to calibrate their memories of all that happened.

In my conversations with dozens of Rwandans this year, I saw how profoundly the genocide continues to shape the lives of the people who lived through it. There are people who protected their neighbors and people who brought machetes down on their neighbors' heads. There are people who hid family in their homes and people who handed family over to the militia. There are people who killed some so they could protect others. Survivors' recollections of those horrifying days are at once fresh and fading. Questions of whom and how to forgive--of whether to forgive at all--still weigh heavily.

From the December 2022 issue: Clint Smith on how Germany remembers the Holocaust

Over the past decade, I have traveled to dozens of sites throughout America and around the world to explore how crimes against humanity are memorialized. Rwanda has some of the most graphic sites of memory I have ever seen, places where the gruesome reality of what occurred is on display in sometimes shocking detail. And it is different from other sites I've visited in another crucial respect: In most of those places, few, if any, survivors are left. Here, hundreds of thousands of people who survived the genocide are still alive to tell the story, and Tutsi and Hutu live alongside one another as neighbors. I wanted to understand what public memory of an atrocity looks like when the perpetrator and the victim continue to walk past each other every day. I wanted to understand whether true forgiveness is even possible.


Serge Rwigamba lost dozens of relatives in the genocide. (Dadu Shin)



A few days before we met Longolongo, Rwigamba had shown me around the Kigali Genocide Memorial, which opened in 2004. The memorial sits on a hill that is said to hold the remains of 250,000 people, buried in columns of caskets that descend deep into the earth. Some caskets contain the remains of an entire family. The skull of a mother might be sitting alongside the rib cage of her husband, the tibia of her daughter, and the femur of her firstborn son. The graves are covered by massive rectangular blocks of concrete, ornamented in garlands of pink and red roses placed by visitors.

Rwigamba works as a guide and coordinator at the memorial, and also serves as vice president of the Kigali chapter of Ibuka, a civic organization that works to ensure that survivors of the genocide receive social, political, and economic support. Throughout my trip, he served as my translator and guide. He was 15 years old in 1994. He lost more than 50 members of his family, some of whom are buried at the memorial site. After the genocide, he recalled, his trauma felt suffocating. Every day, he woke up after another cycle of nightmares and thought about his family. He missed them intensely. "Working here was one of my ways to get close to them," he told me.

We walked around the museum at the center of the memorial, which outlines the history that preceded the genocide and highlights photographs and stories of people who were killed. The goal is to demonstrate who they were in life, not to simply show them as corpses. But what stayed with me was the omnipresent sense of death. One room displays rows of skulls of people who were murdered.

We heard wailing, and Rwigamba went to see what was happening. When he returned, he explained that a survivor was visiting the memorial to see her father's resting place. When she walked through the room of skulls, she broke down. Members of the museum's staff went to comfort her. Rwigamba told me that this kind of thing happens often. As we walked back outside, the sound of the woman's screams echoed through the halls.

I wanted to understand what public memory of an atrocity looks like when the perpetrator and the victim continue to walk past each other daily.

Rwigamba said that in the 16 years since he started working at the memorial, he has learned more about the way Hutu extremists used propaganda before and during the genocide. It made him wonder. "I kept on thinking about what could have happened if I was born a Hutu. What would have happened to me?"

Anti-Tutsi propaganda was everywhere in the early 1990s, deepening Hutu's suspicions of their Tutsi neighbors. In December 1990, an extremist Hutu newspaper had published the "Hutu Ten Commandments," which called for Hutu political solidarity and stated that the Tutsi were the common enemy.

The roots of this antipathy went back a long time. Before Germany and later Belgium colonized Rwanda, those who owned and herded cows were generally considered Tutsi, and those who farmed the land Hutu. Under colonialism, however, these permeable class boundaries became fixed, racialized markers of identity, and much of the majority-Hutu population (along with the Twa, a group that made up 1 percent of the population) lived in relative poverty, under the control of an elite Tutsi political class. This inequality opened deep fissures: The anthropologist Natacha Nsabimana has written that "the violence in 1994 must be understood as part of a longer history that begins with the racial violence of modernity and European colonialism."

As animosity toward the Tutsi grew in the mid-20th century, Belgian colonial powers started to place members of the Hutu population in charge. In the years before and after Rwanda gained independence, in 1962, Hutu government forces killed thousands of Tutsi. Hundreds of thousands more Tutsi fled the country.

Tutsi exiles intermittently attacked Rwanda's Hutu throughout the 1960s. In the late '80s, thousands of exiles joined the Rwandan Patriotic Front, which invaded Rwanda from Uganda in 1990, setting off a civil war. In 1992, under international pressure, President Habyarimana and the RPF negotiated a cease-fire, and the two sides began working out a peace agreement. Hutu extremists, who saw the agreement as a betrayal, doubled down on promoting anti-Tutsi lies.

Rwigamba gazed out over the memorial's courtyard, recalling the messages that Hutu received from the government and the media in those years. "What if I would have been approached with so much pressure--from society and from my education? Hatred is an ideology and is taught at all levels of the society and all levels of community. So it was so hard for a child of my age to do something different." Rwigamba paused. He looked like someone who had missed a turn and was trying to see if they could back up. "I don't want to give an excuse for the people who committed the genocide," he said, "because they have killed my family. But I could actually try to learn some sort of, you know, like, empathy, which enables you to think about the possibility of forgiveness."

Still, Rwigamba told me, identifying with the killers in any way, even as a thought exercise, can feel shameful. Another part of him believes I don't have to put myself in the shoes of perpetrators. I am a victim! That, he says, is "the easiest way to cope with your wounds"--but perhaps not the right one.

After the genocide, Rwigamba went to school with the daughter of one of the commanders who oversaw killings in his neighborhood; they sat in the same classroom. He knew that it wasn't her fault, that she herself had not held the machetes. But, he wondered, did she carry the same beliefs as her father? Did she listen to his stories with admiration? Did she dream of finishing his work? For a long time, Rwigamba said, his classmate's presence was a reminder of all that he had lost, and all that could be lost if history were to repeat itself.

Years later, however, after Rwigamba encountered his former classmate at church, he chose to put these thoughts out of his head. He told himself that she was not there to torment him, and he moved on. The scholar Susanne Buckley-Zistel refers to this phenomenon as "chosen amnesia," describing it as a way for members of a community to coexist despite having had fundamentally different experiences during the genocide. All over Rwanda, every day, for 30 years, many people have chosen amnesia.

The facade of Sainte-Famille Church in Kigali is adorned with vermilion-colored bricks and white-tile pillars that form the shape of a cross. On the day Rwigamba and I visited, a priest dressed in white held a microphone, his voice swelling in a wave of Kinyarwanda as the congregation nodded at his sermon. We sat down in a mahogany pew at the back of the church, and Rwigamba pointed a few rows ahead of us. "I hid under that bench for two months."

After the genocide began, Hutu militiamen showed up at Rwigamba's home and told his family that they were going to kill them. They told them to kneel down on the ground. Everyone did as they were told, except for Rwigamba, who was so afraid, he couldn't move. His father began praying; his mother cried. The men cocked their guns and pointed them at his family. "Then, suddenly, they stopped," Rwigamba said. The men told them that they would let them live, for now, if the family paid them. So Rwigamba's parents scrounged together all they could. "They left us, but with the promise of coming back and finishing us off," Rwigamba said. No one waited around to find out if they were telling the truth.

As the days wore on, Rwigamba and his family moved from place to place, often at a moment's notice. Eventually, they hid in the chapel that Longolongo and his crew attacked. Soon after that, Rwigamba and his sister and mother found themselves in another part of town, at Sainte-Famille Church, which housed thousands of Tutsi during the genocide.

Churches were a popular hiding place: More than 90 percent of all Rwandans were Christian, and many people hoped that the militia would not attack spaces that were sacred to both Hutu and Tutsi alike. Some Hutu who had been caught in the crossfire between Hutu forces and the RPF also sought refuge in churches. As a result, at Sainte-Famille, Rwigamba and his family sheltered side by side with the families of the people trying to kill them.

Father Wenceslas Munyeshyaka, a priest at Sainte-Famille, would soon become infamous. He traded his clerical robe for a flak jacket, carried a pistol, and, according to multiple witness accounts, personally handed over Tutsi to the Hutu militia. Day after day, the militia showed up with a list of names of Tutsi who were believed to be seeking refuge in the church. Rwigamba recognized many of the killers from his neighborhood--boys and young men he had gone to school with. Every day he watched people get killed, certain that he would be next. The carnage went on for more than two months. Hundreds of Tutsi were killed; many women were raped. (The United Nations estimates that up to 250,000 women were raped in the genocide; another estimate puts the number even higher.)

During a pause in the church service, Rwigamba and I slid out of our seats and stepped outside, into a light rain. About 50 yards away was a black-marble wall with rows of names inscribed on each side. Rwigamba bent down and pointed to the bold white letters of two names: Emmanuel Rwigamba and Charles Rwigamba. His elder brother and his father, who were murdered by Hutu militia members, then thrown into a mass grave nearby.




"This was littered with corpses of people who had been killed and left here," Rwigamba said, gesturing toward Sainte-Famille's parking lot.

He pointed to another spot, to the left of the church, where he remembers watching the Hutu militia force a man to dig his own grave before they shot him and threw him into it.

"I feel so lucky to have survived," Rwigamba said. "When we were moving around those skulls and bones at the museum, I often felt like I could have been one of them."

He looked back at the church entrance as people began filing out. "Maybe the people that we were seeing in the museum--maybe they were the same people that were with me here."

at the Murambi Genocide Memorial Centre, I smelled the dead before I saw them.

Dozens of embalmed bodies were laid out across two rows of tables on either side of the room. I walked toward the back of the room and stopped in front of a body whose right arm dangled over the edge of the table. The woman's head was turned to the side. Her mouth was ajar, revealing half a row of uneven teeth on the bottom. Her skin, swathed in powdered lime that had turned it a haunting white, was sunken in between her ribs. Her toes were curled and her left hand had been placed above her head, as if she were attempting to protect herself from something above. There was a rosary around her neck, the crucifix at rest near her chin. A black patch of hair was still present on the back of her head. Beneath it, a hole in her skull from where a machete had cracked it open.

The Murambi memorial sits on the site of a former technical school. In April 1994, a group of local leaders convinced the Tutsi in the area that they could find protection here; the Centre estimates that, within two weeks, 50,000 Tutsi had gathered. But it was a trap.

Soon the school and the hill it sat atop were surrounded by several hundred men. They threw grenades and shot bullets into the crowd, then attacked those who were still alive with clubs and machetes. Thousands were killed (the exact number remains contested). The victims were tossed into mass graves, but some were later exhumed and put on display as part of the memorial. Today, these mass graves are covered with grass, and the school's two dozen classrooms serve as the centerpiece of the memorial.

Leon Muberuka, a Tutsi survivor who works as a guide here, accompanied me through each classroom. Muberuka was 11 when the genocide happened. He remembers everything: the bodies on the ground, the stench of death. He still finds it difficult to spend time in these classrooms. I did too.

When we stepped outside, Muberuka saw me rubbing my nose, attempting to expel the lingering scent of the bodies from my nostrils. "This place, in the morning, the smell is very, very, very hard," he said. "We close the door at night, and when we open it--" He widened his eyes, held his nose, and exhaled through his mouth.

We walked to a building at the far end of the compound. As I crossed the threshold, I paused. In front of us, inside cylindrical glass tubes, I saw about 20 corpses that were better preserved than the ones I had just seen. Many of these bodies were brown rather than white. Their skin looked closer to what it might have looked like in life. I walked toward the back of the room. In a single encasement were two small children. I looked down at a placard and read the first two sentences:

The young boy died because of a massive attack to the head. The skull lies open and shows the still preserved brain.

The child, who appeared to have been about 5, wore a light-blue shirt with a pink elephant on the front. His mummified eyes were still visible, though sunken into his head. I stepped to the left and looked down at the hole in his skull. I leaned forward, and I saw the child's brain.

I went outside to collect myself. Seeing this made the horror of the genocide more real; it left me feeling a mix of shock, despair, and rage--both deeply moved and profoundly unsettled. I thought about other memorial sites I've visited. After the Holocaust, Allied soldiers found thousands of bodies in barracks, gas chambers, crematoria, and train cars. What if some of those bodies had been preserved and put in a museum? What if I'd walked into Dachau and seen the bodies of Jewish people who had been murdered on display inside gas chambers? Would that not compromise the dignity of the dead? Or was putting the full, gruesome reality on display like this a way to ensure that people would continue to respect its gravity? When I traveled to Germany a few years ago, one man I interviewed, the child of Holocaust survivors, described his repugnance at the fact that, these days, people take selfies at places like Auschwitz and Dachau. Surely, given what was being shown here, no one would dare do the same?

Outside, a yellow-orange sun set behind the surrounding hills. On the three-hour drive north to Murambi, I had marveled at the beauty of these rolling hills, covered in the thick leaves of banana trees. I'd passed women in the valleys below bending over rice paddies, dipping their hands into the shallow water; men sweating as they walked bikes uphill, jugs of water strapped to the seat; children in flip-flops chasing soccer balls in front of shops where the smell of sweet potatoes hung in the air.

Seeing the bodies helped me picture the roads that wrap around these hills blocked by machete-wielding men, the land full of the dead and dying. Instead of smelling sweet potatoes when you rolled down your window, I realized, you might have smelled corpses rotting beneath the sun.

To Muberuka, the vividness is exactly the purpose of a memorial like this one, as uncomfortable as it may be. "This is our past, and everyone needs to know this," he said.

"Sometimes people can say the genocide did not happen in Rwanda," Muberuka added, his brow wrinkling in indignation, alluding to those who claim that the violence was not a genocide but a manifestation of long-standing, two-sided ethnic and tribal conflict. "Through this evidence, it's real," he said. "So that's why, for me, it's important to preserve this memorial and some physical evidence."

To many, the bodies on display serve as a reminder to the world of how profoundly it failed to come to Rwanda's aid.

Muberuka's parents and sister were killed in the genocide. Or at least he thinks they were--he never found their bodies. "I don't know where they have been buried," he said. He paused and looked down. "I don't know if they are buried or not." A gust of wind whistled between us. "When you bury someone ... you know he's dead. But if you don't know--" He looked at me, then up at the sky. "Even now, we are still waiting. Maybe we will see them."

Rumors swirled around his community. People told Muberuka that they had seen his sister, who was a baby at the time of the genocide. What if she had been picked up by a family and brought across the border to Uganda? Maybe she was in Kenya.

I asked if he thought she might still be alive.

"I don't think so," he said softly. "Thirty years, it's just ..." His voice trailed off.

For decades, Muberuka had held on to hope. But it was a torturous existence. He saw this hope torture those around him as well. He knew people who--15, 20, 25 years after the genocide--would walk up to a stranger in the market and grab their face, thinking they might be a long-lost sibling, daughter, or son.

He decided that he had to let go, or he could never move forward. Here, again, was this idea of chosen amnesia. It was everywhere. Today, though he works at the memorial, Muberuka and his surviving siblings do not discuss the genocide with one another; he says it's easier that way.

Another reading of the Murambi Genocide Memorial Centre and similarly graphic sites is that they are an outgrowth of the Rwandan government's desire to reinforce its power and control. Paul Kagame, formerly the Tutsi military leader of the RPF, became president of Rwanda in 2000, and he continues to occupy that office today. In some respects, he has been an enormously successful leader. Many of the Rwandans I spoke with praised him as a singular figure who has, through his insistence on reconciliation, managed to prevent another genocide.

But the country's relative stability during his time in power has not been without costs. International observers have labeled Kagame an authoritarian. His tenure has been marked by allegations of human-rights abuses against political opponents, journalists, and activists. In 2015, the United States government urged Kagame to step down to allow a new generation of Rwandans to lead the country. Freedom House, a watchdog group based in the U.S., said in a 2022 report that Rwanda is "not free." The government, it said, had been "banning and repressing any opposition group that could mount a serious challenge to its leadership." In July of this year, Kagame was reelected to a fourth term. Rwanda's National Electoral Commission said that he received 99.2 percent of the vote.

The political scientist Timothy Longman argues that sites like Murambi serve as a warning to Rwandans from the Kagame regime: This is what we put an end to, and this is what could happen again if we are not careful--if we are not in charge. Longman is a professor at Boston University and the author of Memory and Justice in Post-genocide Rwanda. He spent years living in the country as both a scholar and a field researcher for Human Rights Watch. He understands the impulse to create memorials that force visitors to confront what happened, he told me, and he shares the view of many Rwandans that the bodies serve as a reminder to the world of how profoundly it failed to come to Rwanda's aid. Still, he finds the display shocking and horrific--a calculated attempt on the part of the Kagame regime to maximize visitors' distress at the expense of the victims' dignity. Using the bodies to provoke a reaction, he believes, compromises the site's ability to meaningfully honor the dead.

"If the survivors had designed these sites, there wouldn't be bodies," Longman said. In his book, he writes about a conversation he had with a nun who had survived the genocide: "It is not good to leave the bodies like that," she said. "They need to find the means to bury them." But Longman also writes about the perspective of another nun whose sentiments echoed what I heard from Muberuka. "It has another role," she said. "It helps to show those who said that there was no genocide what happened. It acts as a proof to the international community."

When Longman and I spoke, I told him how moved I had been by the stories that the survivors shared with me at the various sites I'd visited, even as I was cognizant of the fact that the memorials were ultimately accountable to the state. Longman considered my point. "For the survivors at these sites, it's their job," he replied carefully. "They're not telling a stock story, but on the other hand, they're telling their story every day. I don't think there is insincerity, but people know on some level what they are supposed to say, and in particular they know what they can't say. It doesn't mean it's untrue, but as with anything in Rwanda, conversation is always constrained because you're in an authoritarian context, and there are consequences if you say the wrong thing."

On July 4, 1994, after nearly three months of violence, RPF forces took control of Kigali, forcing the Hutu militia out of the city. As the RPF moved through Rwanda, nearly 2 million Hutu fled to neighboring countries. In the months and years to come, the transition government faced a question: How to achieve justice for victims while also advancing the goal of reconciliation?

From the March 2021 issue: Stories of slavery, from those who survived it

Eventually, more than 120,000 Hutu were arrested on charges of participating in the genocide. Rwandan prisons were overcrowded and teeming with disease. One of the tens of thousands of Hutu prisoners was Hussein Longolongo. In prison, he was forced to take part in a government-sanctioned reeducation program. He initially dismissed much of what he heard in the program as Tutsi propaganda. "But as time went on, I became convinced that what I did was not right," he told me.

Longolongo also participated in more than 100 of what were known as gacaca trials. Gacaca--which roughly translates to "justice on the grass"--had historically been used in Rwandan villages and communities to settle interpersonal and intercommunal conflicts. Now the government transformed the role of the gacaca court to handle allegations of genocide.

Witnesses would present an account of an alleged crime to community-elected judges, who would assess its severity and determine the appropriate consequences. Because 85 percent of Rwandans were Hutu, the judges were overwhelmingly Hutu. "A lot of gacaca was actually about the Hutu community themselves trying to come to terms with what Hutu had done," Phil Clark, a political scientist who has written a book about the gacaca courts, told me. "It was Hutu judges, Hutu suspects, and often Hutu witnesses doing most of the talking. And genocide survivors sometimes were a bit reluctant to get overly involved for that reason."

"Thirty years is not enough to trust them ... We work together. We live together. But we don't trust them."

The courts convened for a decade, from 2002 to 2012. There were many delays, but for years at a time, all community members were required to attend weekly trials. By 2012, more than 12,000 gacaca courts, involving 170,000 judges, had tried more than 1 million people. Nothing like this had ever been done on such a large scale anywhere else in the world.

The legacy of the trials is mixed. "The courts have helped Rwandans better understand what happened in 1994, but in many cases flawed trials have led to miscarriages of justice," Daniel Bekele, then the Africa director at Human Rights Watch, said in 2011 when the group released a report on the gacaca process. If the trials helped some survivors find a sense of closure, they reopened wounds for others. They were sometimes used to settle scores. In some cases, Tutsi survivors, wanting to exact vengeance on Hutu as a group, made false accusations. Although the public setting of the trials was intended to ensure transparency, it also made some potential witnesses unwilling to testify. And many people stayed silent even when they believed that a defendant was innocent, afraid of the backlash that might come from standing up for an accused perpetrator.

Some observers objected to the fact that only crimes against Tutsi victims were brought in front of the courts, while crimes against Hutu were overlooked. "The genocide was terrible; it was serious, and justice absolutely had to be done," Longman told me. "But it doesn't mean that war crimes and crimes against humanity committed by the RPF should be completely ignored."

Rwigamba told me that he did not think the process was perfect. But he saw it as the most practical and efficient way to achieve a semblance of justice on a reasonable timeline. He also appreciated that it drew on traditions and practices that were created by Rwandans rather than relying on judicial mandates imposed by outsiders. "Gacaca taught us that our traditions are rich and our values are strong," he said.

Longolongo, for his part, found meaning in the opportunity to come face-to-face with the families of those he had helped kill--to admit to his crimes, and to apologize. I asked him if his conscience is now clear. "I feel so relieved," he said. He told me that he became friends with many of the surviving family members of Tutsi he had killed after he showed them where the bodies of their loved ones had been discarded. "I feel like I fulfilled my mission," he said.

This revelation took me aback. "You mean you are now friends with some of the people whose loved ones you killed?"

Longolongo nodded and smiled. "After realizing that I was genuine and telling the truth, I've got so many friends."

I wondered if friends was the word that these Tutsi would use to describe the relationship. I thought of a comment made by a genocide and rape survivor in the 2011 Human Rights Watch report: "This is government-enforced reconciliation. The government forced people to ask for and give forgiveness. No one does it willingly ... The government pardoned the killers, not us."

On the way back to my hotel in Kigali one evening, I spoke with my driver, Eric (given the sensitive nature of his comments, I am using only his first name). Eric is Rwandan, but he was born in Burundi. His family, like many other Tutsi at the time, left Rwanda in 1959 to escape violence at the hands of Hutu extremists. They returned in 1995, after the genocide ended.

I had read that, after the genocide, the RPF--now the ruling political party in Rwanda--officially eradicated the categories of Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa on the grounds that they were false differences imposed on Rwandans by colonial powers, categories that had only led to conflict and bloodshed. There were no more ethnic categories, the government said, only Rwandans. I was curious how Rwandans identify today, regardless of the government's directive, and I asked Eric about this.

"Some of them still identify. You can't stop that. Some people still have that ideology. But also, it's not something that is official." He paused and began to speak again, then stopped abruptly. "It's not allowed." As he talked, I realized that, privately, Eric still seemed to think in terms of Tutsi and Hutu.

"I live together with someone who was in jail for 18 years. Someone who killed people. I know him," Eric said. "He's my neighbor." Eric told me he doesn't feel angry at this man--he has even hired him to do construction work on his house, and has had the man's children do small tasks for him.

But as Eric went on, I noticed that he seemed to see this as a gesture of generosity, and a way of showing the Hutu that Tutsi are superior--that despite what the Hutu did to the Tutsi, the Tutsi were still willing to help them. That they would never do to the Hutu what the Hutu did to them, because they are more evolved.

Would you say that you've forgiven him? I asked.

"Yeah. I have forgiven him," Eric said, nodding. But then he reconsidered. "You know, you can't say that you have forgiven him 100 percent, but you have to move on," he said. "We are not like them."

I was struck by the texture of Eric's voice when he said "them." It was laced with a bitterness I had not yet encountered during my time in Rwanda. "Naturally, Tutsi and Hutu are not the same in their hearts," he continued. "You will see. We are not the same. They have something bad in their hearts. They are naturally doing bad. That's how they are.

"We leave them alone," Eric said. "We give them what we're supposed to give them. We try to live--to survive, to live with them. That's it. That's all. Still, we have to be careful, because we are not sure if their hearts have changed.

"Thirty years is not enough to trust them," he continued. "We work together. We live together. But we don't trust them."

Albert Rutikanga was 17 when President Habyarimana's plane was shot down. He heard the news on the radio and ran to tell his father. "We will be killed," his father said.

The next day, Hutu began burning Tutsi homes in his village, Rukara. His family quickly fled to the local church, where he and I now stood. On April 8, 1994, Rutikanga told me, militia members arrived, screaming, with guns and machetes in hand. They surrounded the church. They threw grenades and shot bullets through the open windows. Waves of attacks continued for days.

Rutikanga pointed to a pew on our right. "My dad was sitting here and he was reading a Bible; that's how he was killed." His mother died in the attacks as well. Rutikanga was struck by shrapnel from the grenades thrown into the church. He lifted his pant leg to reveal a large cavity in the flesh of his thigh.

Soon, the RPF arrived in the village and the Hutu militia fled, leaving behind hundreds of dead Tutsi. Rutikanga didn't step foot in the church again for 15 years.

Eventually he became a high-school teacher. He often brought his students on day trips to the genocide memorial in Kigali. They were moved by the memorial, but he came to suspect that they didn't fully understand what had happened in 1994. There had been so many years of silence. The students' parents, Rutikanga realized, were not having honest conversations about the genocide with one another or with their children. He decided that he would try to recruit survivors to engage in direct discussions with perpetrators.

Many survivors were initially reluctant. "They would say, 'Are you foolish? How can you forgive those people when they killed our family?' " Rutikanga told them that these conversations weren't something they should do for the perpetrators. "Forgiveness is a choice of healing yourself," he would say. "You cannot keep the anger and bitterness inside, because it will destroy you." Forgiveness, he said, is the choice of surviving again.

Rutikanga found it just as difficult to recruit perpetrators. "They did not trust me," he said. In 2016, he approached Nasson Karenzi, who, at 30, had been part of the militia that attacked the church where Rutikanga and his family were hiding. Later, while in prison, Karenzi confessed to his crimes in a letter he handed to the authorities. He was eventually released.

Karenzi was skeptical at first. What if the conversations caused even deeper rifts? But he shared Rutikanga's sense that something needed to be done to foster deeper trust and reconciliation within the community, and he agreed to talk with other former perpetrators about participating. Once they had about 20 people, perpetrators and survivors alike, Peace Education Initiative Rwanda was born.

During the group's first meetings, facilitated by an outside mediator, everyone treaded carefully. People were wary of revealing too much, of opening old wounds when the person who was responsible for creating those wounds--or the person who had been forced to carry them--might be sitting directly across from them. But slowly, the discussions became more vulnerable.




People began to tell their friends and family about the organization, now called PeacEdu, and more joined. Today, 1,400 adults in the village have participated in PeacEdu workshops, and the group has reached 3,500 young Rwandans through its school-based programming.

PeacEdu's office is a small concrete building with yellow walls and French doors that open onto a garden courtyard. There, I met with four participants in the program. The two women, Francoise Muhongayire and Clementine Uwineza, were survivors of the genocide. The two men, Karenzi and Francois Rukwaya, had participated in it.

Rukwaya had a bald head that caught the light from above; he wore a checkered green oxford shirt that seemed a size too big. The first thing he told me was that he had killed eight people in one attack, early on in the genocide. He was 27 in 1994, and was later imprisoned. He, too, wrote a confession, and was later released. (Kagame has freed thousands of prisoners en masse on several occasions.)

Muhongayire wore a green-and-gold dress, with frills that bloomed from the shoulder. She had a large Afro and spoke in long sentences that rose and fell like the hills around us. She recounted running from the militia and hiding in a swamp the day the genocide began. When she returned to search for her family, she found her parents and eight of her siblings dead. She and a group of other Tutsi hid in a house where they thought they might be safe. But the militia found them, poured gasoline on the house, and set it on fire. The home was engulfed in flames and almost everyone inside died. Muhongayire barely escaped. She still carries scars from the burns.

"I lived a miserable life after," she said. "I had no one. I was living with so much depression. Until I saw Karenzi, who came toward my house. And when I saw him, I immediately ran away and tried to hide because that triggered me and made me think that he was coming to attack us."

Karenzi came back again and again, each time asking for forgiveness. At one point, Muhongayire told him that she forgave him just so he would stop bothering her. But she didn't mean it.

Not long after, Rutikanga approached her about joining his new initiative. Muhongayire wanted no part in it. These people had killed her entire family. How could she look them in the eye? Forgive them? No chance. Finally, Rutikanga persuaded her to give it a try. She could always get up and leave if it became too difficult.

Yet as she listened to Karenzi and others explain what had led them to commit violence and listened to them apologize, genuinely, for all they had done, Muhongayire could feel something changing inside her. At the time, she had a heart condition that doctors could not accurately diagnose or treat. Her heart was weak, and she felt like her body was beginning to fail. But she told me that after she was comfortable enough to share her own story in the PeacEdu sessions--to look at Karenzi and the other Hutu sitting alongside him and tell them about all they had taken away from her--she started to feel lighter and stronger. As she kept going to sessions, she said, her mental and physical health began to improve. She no longer wanted to die. She had a chance to live again.

Uwineza was 18 when the genocide began, and she was raped multiple times by Hutu soldiers. She contracted HIV from the assaults. Like Muhongayire, Uwineza was reluctant to join Rutikanga's initiative, but when she learned that other women who had lost their families and survived sexual violence were participating, she decided to try it. Over time, alongside the other survivors, she began to experience a shift. "I was able to recover," she said, holding her thumb and index finger together and slowly pulling them apart, "a little bit."

Karenzi said that he'd had to learn to set aside his own guilt. It was not easy, he said, but it was the only way to demonstrate to survivors that he was not motivated by selfish reasons, that he truly wanted to help them find closure.

The results changed the realities of daily life in the village. "When I feel like I want to go to her house," Karenzi said, nodding toward Muhongayire, "I am free to go there, and vice versa. We have built a very deep trust, and we live together as a community." Muhongayire leaned over and said something in Karenzi's ear while placing her hand on his shoulder. They both laughed.

Discussion groups like these are still rare in Rwanda. In other villages where Hutu and Tutsi live together, Muhongayire said, people may act politely in public, but they are not fully healed. Small interpersonal conflicts bring out deep-seated fear and prejudice. "Inside of those Hutu, they have a feeling: The Tutsi are still bad. And on the other side, the survivors also feel the same way toward the Hutu," Karenzi said.

I asked the group if, 30 years ago, in the immediate aftermath of the genocide, they could have ever conceived that they would sit together like this one day. They all looked at one another and shook their heads, smiling. "We could have never imagined it," Muhongayire said.

Twenty miles outside Kigali, at a church in Nyamata that is now a memorial site, the clothes that were worn by thousands of victims are laid across dozens of wooden pews. The piles are so high that at first glance, I thought that they were covering bodies. But they were only clothes. A white sweater with a single pink flower on the collar, a yellow dress with blue polka dots, a small pair of jeans full of holes from shrapnel--a kaleidoscope of muted colors.

The guide at the site, a woman named Rachel, took me around the church turned memorial and told me her story. Both of her parents were killed in the genocide, as were her eight siblings. She found refuge with a family who took her across the border to what was then Zaire. After the killing ended, she returned to Rwanda, this time alone.

Rachel has no photographs of her family, because the militia set them on fire. She still remembers their faces, but they have become blurrier. Now, when she tries to recall them, she does not know what is real and what she has conjured in her imagination.

"After the genocide, I felt angry," she said. "But nowadays, no. Because if you refuse to forgive someone, you have a kind of burden, and it is very difficult to move forward."

I thought about a little girl's dress I saw in the church, with red roses embroidered along its sleeves and blood stains streaking across its hem. "So forgiving is not something you did for them, as much as something you did for yourself?" I asked.

"Yes," Rachel said. "For protection."

This, in so many ways, is the story of Rwanda 30 years later: a story of protection. A country attempting to protect itself from another genocide, sometimes through deliberate forgetting. At the same time, memorials protecting the bones and bodies of those who were killed in an attempt to make forgetting impossible. Perpetrators, some who have tried to protect themselves from prison and some who have tried to protect themselves from the poison of guilt that threatens to corrode their conscience. Survivors protecting the memories of their loved ones, but also their own stability. The contradictions are innumerable.

As survivor after survivor told me, 30 years is not that long ago. The scars are still on the land, and still on their bodies. It is impossible to truly forget. It is a decision to forgive. It is a constant struggle to move on.



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "Is Forgiveness Possible?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/11/genocide-rwanda-forgiveness-reconciliation/679948/?utm_source=feed
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America's Strangest Tourist Destination

Taking selfies in the cradle of the atom bomb

by Ross Andersen




At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war. This year's visitors did not come to pray, at least not outwardly. They were mostly tourists, many of them inspired by last year's Oscar-winning biopic of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the director of the Manhattan Project. Thousands of them had massed at the base for an unholy pilgrimage.

They'd started lining up before 6 a.m., in lifted Ford F-150s and Cybertrucks, but also forest-green Subaru Outbacks and Hyundai EVs. When the line came to a standstill, people stepped out to stretch their legs. Between sips of coffee, they made small talk with one another. A few ventured off-road into the sage and creosote scrub. They photographed the sun as it rose over the mountains, casting a golden light upon America's largest missile range.

Men in fatigues waved the first cars through a little after 8 a.m., sending a wave of excitement from the front of the line to the back. We were not allowed to go joyriding through all 3,200 square miles of White Sands. We had to follow a prescribed route past concrete structures that explosives had reduced to rubble and tangled rebar. We saw a progression of signs that formed a dark poem when read in sequence: Warning: Entering active missile range / Beware of eagles eating on the road. / Caution: Radioactive materials. The lettering on one had faded entirely, leaving only a crisply drawn rattlesnake. A few valleys over, local Paleo-Indians had once etched similar figures into brown basalt rock. After half an hour we crested a small hill, and in the distance I saw a pair of watchtowers with tinted windows standing guard over the Trinity Site, where the atomic age had dawned. It is still in full swing nearly 80 years later. Nuclear-armed nations are engaged in two major wars overseas, and a new three-way arms race has begun. I wanted to know what had become of the site and what it had to say to the world of today.

I parked in a makeshift dirt lot and made my way to the entrance, where two men stood next to a smoking barbecue selling breakfast burritos and danishes. At a concession stand nearby, cheaply made beanies and shot glasses were also for sale. Rain had fallen overnight, just as it had right before the Trinity test. The storm broke in the early hours, but a low bank of clouds had remained and settled directly over the site. Along the northern horizon, the Oscura mountain range reclined like a brown walrus in the sunlight. Similar ranges could be seen in almost every direction. In 1945, the Army hoped that these would serve as barriers, to hide the bomb's enormous flash and keep its radiation in one place.

As the locals will tell you, that plan was not entirely successful. The National Cancer Institute estimates that some people downwind absorbed more than half a lifetime's worth of natural radiation in the days after the test. Outside the base, about 15 members of the Tularosa Downwinders Consortium held signs reminding passersby of the cancers that have afflicted generations of their families. I'd stopped to hear their stories, and asked them if they'd ever been inside the site. One of the protesters, Doris Walters, told me that she'd come in once, but her visit lasted only five minutes before she was overcome by horror and had to leave. Tina Cordova, who co-founded the consortium, said that she had no interest. She said it was a shame the way the site had been turned into a carnival.

Read: Christopher Nolan on the promise and peril of technology

The fenced path into the Trinity Site led directly to its centerpiece: a dark lava-rock obelisk, a kind of sinister twin to the Washington Monument. It was placed exactly where the hundred-foot steel tower that held the bomb once stood. All that's left of the tower are a few wrist-thick bits of steel that once made up part of its lower legs. The rest was vaporized or otherwise destroyed by the blast. Families posed in front of the obelisk, smiling, as though it were a pair of wings on a brick wall in Nashville, or some other mural backdrop for selfies. At one point, a content creator began recording himself while his friend held up a script on a clipboard. He needed six takes to nail the opening sentence. ("On July 16 ... the world changed forever.") Later, two men positioned themselves on either side of the obelisk and unfurled a Buffalo Bills banner.

People had come to the site for different reasons. In the line to approach the obelisk, I spoke with a Texan named Gary Neighbors. He sported blue jeans, work boots, and a snow-white handlebar mustache, and by his side, he had a gentle Australian shepherd mix named Festus. Neighbors told me that during the final months of World War II, his father had been stationed at the Army Air Corps base in Carlsbad, California, and that he'd later claimed to have seen a flash in the sky on the morning of the Trinity test. Whether light from the explosion had been visible that far away or not, Neighbors couldn't say for sure, but either way, he wanted to come and honor his dad's memory.

Read: The growing incentive to go nuclear

The Trinity Site seemed to excite lots of feelings between fathers and sons. A man named Andy told me that he'd left Mississippi in his car two days before, then stopped in Missouri to pick up his dad on the way. They shared a long-standing interest in the nuclear sublime. Andy said that he'd come "this close" to joining the Nuclear Navy. He and his dad shared an appreciation for the engineering details of the Manhattan Project. They liked that it harnessed the whole range of human ingenuity, from the rarefied, cerebral realm of theoretical physics to the taped-together nature of the bomb itself. It had been assembled by hand, after all, not in a white-walled lab in Los Alamos, but in a small, vacant ranch house just a few miles away.

I spent the rest of my visit roaming the eerie, fenced-in area around the obelisk. It is still haunted by a ghostlike radioactivity. While I was there, three millirems of it likely passed through my skin into my blood vessels, my muscle tissue, and even my brain. That's about a mammogram's worth of radiation, not enough to endanger a visitor, but enough to contribute to the general aura. As a historical site, Trinity has no obvious analogues, but being there did remind me of a disquieting hike that I took earlier this year, amid the black trunks of a redwood forest that had burned in a fire a few years ago.

I wondered what it was like to be there on that early morning in July 1945. Oppenheimer's director, Christopher Nolan, told me that when he went to depict the Trinity test on film, he wanted it to be massively threatening and hypnotically beautiful. The second part is important for historical accuracy. Those who saw the blast firsthand, still weeks before the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, were awestruck by the pure spectacle. Joan Hinton, one of the only women who worked as a nuclear scientist on the Manhattan Project, wasn't on the official list that morning, but she snuck in to see the test anyway. She said that she felt like she was standing on the seafloor, looking up into an ocean of white light that then turned purple and blue.

Sand from the desert below was swept up into the mushroom cloud. In midair, the grains melted and fused together with plutonium and metals from the bomb. Pebbles of a glassy, jade-colored material--later named Trinitite--formed, and then poured back down, like hail, into the fresh crater below. Most was removed back in 1953, when the Army leveled the site with bulldozers, but tunnel-digging ants occasionally push pieces of it up to the surface. Trinitite's rarity has made it a collector's item: It may not exist anywhere else in this galaxy. Removing it from the site is illegal, but lots of people were looking for it anyway. I saw a man showing a chunk from his private collection to an assembled crowd. When he held a Geiger counter to it, the machine's steady clicks blurred into a thrum.

Perhaps the Army should have left the crater intact, so that more explicit evidence of the Trinity test, and its terrible power, would linger in the ground, just in case. The success of the Manhattan Project made a truly hellish set of futures possible for our species, up to and including our extinction. A crater full of Trinitite could have been left to live out its half-life as a reminder of what happened here, and of what could still happen if we ever have a major nuclear exchange. If our civilization suffers some kind of severe discontinuity, future archaeologists may need to dig this place up to get a hint as to how things went so wrong.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/trinity-site-white-sands-atomic-tourism/680357/?utm_source=feed
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The Slop Candidate

Donald Trump embraces a working-class fantasy.

by Charlie Warzel




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


For me, it's the amber glow of the fry machine gently illuminating the exhausted 45th president of the United States of America. The glare of the potato-warming apparatus casts a shadow on the left side of Donald Trump's face as he works at a McDonald's in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. This man, who held the nuclear codes just 1,369 days ago, is now wearing an apron and doling out fast food.



The images of Trump's McDonald's stunt--in which he jiggled the fryer and handed burgers out of a window yesterday--are uncanny. There's Trump, face contorted in the appearance of deep concentration, tilting a fry basket to the heavens; Trump hanging two-thirds of the way out a drive-through window, waving like a beleaguered Norman Rockwell character; Trump, mouth agape, appearing to yell into the middle distance of a fast-food parking lot. The shadows of the McDonald's kitchen, the interplay between the sheen of the stainless steel and the cast of the nugget-warming lights, give the very real photos a distinct Midjourney aesthetic. These pictures immediately reminded me of the viral, glossy AI-generated images of Trump being arrested and thrown in jail that started circulating in the spring of 2023.



Perhaps it's because my feeds have been simultaneously clogged with election-season garbage and AI-generated slop, but the McDonald's photoshoot struck me as a moment of strange synthesis, where reality and tech-enabled fiction felt somehow mashed together by the internet's cultural particle accelerator. Trump proffering Dollar Menu items isn't AI, but it is still slop in all the ways that matter: a hastily staged depiction of a fairly stupid, though entertaining fantasy, meant to delight, troll, and, most important, emphasize a false impression of the candidate.



Read: The most revealing moment of a Trump rally



This is clarifying, insofar that it demonstrates that Trump's primary output is always a kind of slop. Slop, as it relates to AI, is loosely defined as spammy, cheap blocks of text, video, or images, quickly generated by computer programs for mass distribution. But nonsynthetic slop is everywhere too. What is a Trump rally but a teleprompter reading of stump-speech slop, interspersed with inexplicable lorem ipsum about Hannibal Lecter and wind turbines spun up by the unknowable language model in Trump's own head? What are Trump's tweets and Truth Social shitposts if not slop morsels, hurled into the internet's ether for the rest of us to react to? And what is the Trump campaign producing if not fantastical propaganda intended to conjure a false image of Joe Biden's America as a dark, dangerous place on the verge of destruction, besieged by immigrants, and savable only by one heroic man? (For instance, earlier today, Trump posted an AI-generated picture of himself as a buff Pittsburgh Steelers lineman.) The McDonald's photo op was barely real: The restaurant was closed to the public during Trump's visit. He ignored a question about the minimum wage. Only prescreened customers were allowed in the drive-through, and those customers were not able to place orders--they just took whatever Trump handed to them. Like any good AI slop, the op illustrated a fantasy--in this case, that Trump, a man who has long lived in a gilded penthouse, is a working-class man.



In August, I wrote that AI slop is now the aesthetic of the far-right and MAGA coalition, in part because it allows hyper-partisans to illustrate the fictional universe they've been peddling and living in for the past decade-plus. But MAGA world has always trafficked in slop. Old memes depicted "God Emperor" Trump. Right-wing artists including Ben Garrison and Jon McNaughton have long illustrated Trump in an absurd light--hulking and hypermasculine or holding a lantern on a boat, like George Washington crossing the Delaware. This was proto-slop, for a simpler, more analog time.



Slop isn't necessarily a commentary on quality so much as on how it is meant to be consumed: fleetingly, and with little or no thought beyond the initial limbic-system response. The main characteristic of slop is that there is an endless supply of it. And so it makes sense that campaigns--not just Trump's--tend to traffic in it. Campaigns are nothing if not aggressive, often-desperate content farms hoping to get attention. In service of that mission, they meme, pander, email, and text, frequently in cringeworthy fashion. Not unlike the fast food that Trump was hawking, slop is sometimes delicious, but it is never nutrient dense.



Read: The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop



AI slop has clogged the internet with synthetic ephemera, but it has also given a name to the human-made attentional grist that's all around us--the slop that exists in real life, in meatspace. Trump was really at that Buck's County McDonald's, debasing himself for swing-state votes in the same way that candidates have for generations (see: Rick Perry eating a corn dog in 2011). Presidential campaigning has long offered an unreal portrait of American life--it's just been made more peculiar by the presence of Trump.



If AI slop can teach us something about a man like Trump, it seems that the opposite is also true. In the lead-up to the candidate's fast-food stop, various news outlets, fans, and even T-shirt sellers used generative-AI tools to mock up what the visit might look like. The photos aren't terribly far off (a few of them accurately placed Trump in an apron), but all of them seem to be trying too hard. In some, Trump's clothing is too garish; in others, he's toting a comically large amount of food. None capture the awkward banality of the candidate's actual campaign stop. In his own way, Trump has shown us all the limits of artificial intelligence. Computers, at least for now, cannot quite capture the crushing surreality and maddening absurdity of modern electoral politics.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/donald-trump-mcdonalds/680324/?utm_source=feed
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The Age of AI Child Abuse Is Here

For maybe the first time, the scale of the problem is coming into view.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Muah.AI is a website where people can make AI girlfriends--chatbots that will talk via text or voice and send images of themselves by request. Nearly 2 million users have registered for the service, which describes its technology as "uncensored." And, judging by data purportedly lifted from the site, people may be using its tools in their attempts to create child-sexual-abuse material, or CSAM.



Last week, Joseph Cox, at 404 Media, was the first to report on the data set, after an anonymous hacker brought it to his attention. What Cox found was profoundly disturbing: He reviewed one prompt that included language about orgies involving "newborn babies" and "young kids." This indicates that a user had asked Muah.AI to respond to such scenarios, although whether the program did so is unclear. Major AI platforms, including ChatGPT, employ filters and other moderation tools intended to block generation of content in response to such prompts, but less prominent services tend to have fewer scruples.



People have used AI software to generate sexually exploitative images of real individuals. Earlier this year, pornographic deepfakes of Taylor Swift circulated on X and Facebook. And child-safety advocates have warned repeatedly that generative AI is now being widely used to create sexually abusive imagery of real children, a problem that has surfaced in schools across the country.



The Muah.AI hack is one of the clearest--and most public--illustrations of the broader issue yet: For maybe the first time, the scale of the problem is being demonstrated in very clear terms.



I spoke with Troy Hunt, a well-known security consultant and the creator of the data-breach-tracking site HaveIBeenPwned.com, after seeing a thread he posted on X about the hack. Hunt had also been sent the Muah.AI data by an anonymous source: In reviewing it, he found many examples of users prompting the program for child-sexual-abuse material. When he searched the data for 13-year-old, he received more than 30,000 results, "many alongside prompts describing sex acts." When he tried prepubescent, he got 26,000 results. He estimates that there are tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of prompts to create CSAM within the data set.



Hunt was surprised to find that some Muah.AI users didn't even try to conceal their identity. In one case, he matched an email address from the breach to a LinkedIn profile belonging to a C-suite executive at a "very normal" company. "I looked at his email address, and it's literally, like, his first name dot last name at gmail.com," Hunt told me. "There are lots of cases where people make an attempt to obfuscate their identity, and if you can pull the right strings, you'll figure out who they are. But this guy just didn't even try." Hunt said that CSAM is traditionally associated with fringe corners of the internet. "The fact that this is sitting on a mainstream website is what probably surprised me a little bit more."



Last Friday, I reached out to Muah.AI to ask about the hack. A person who runs the company's Discord server and goes by the name Harvard Han confirmed to me that the website had been breached by a hacker. I asked him about Hunt's estimate that as many as hundreds of thousands of prompts to create CSAM may be in the data set. "That's impossible," he told me. "How is that possible? Think about it. We have 2 million users. There's no way 5 percent is fucking pedophiles." (It is possible, though, that a relatively small number of users are responsible for a large number of prompts.)



When I asked him whether the data Hunt has are real, he initially said, "Maybe it is possible. I am not denying." But later in the same conversation, he said that he wasn't sure. Han said that he had been traveling, but that his team would look into it.



The site's staff is small, Han stressed over and over, and has limited resources to monitor what users are doing. Fewer than five people work there, he told me. But the site seems to have built a modest user base: Data provided to me from Similarweb, a traffic-analytics company, suggest that Muah.AI has averaged 1.2 million visits a month over the past year or so.



Han told me that last year, his team put a filtering system in place that automatically blocked accounts using certain words--such as teenagers and children--in their prompts. But, he told me, users complained that they were being banned unfairly. After that, the site adjusted the filter to stop automatically blocking accounts, but to still prevent images from being generated based on those keywords, he said.



At the same time, however, Han told me that his team does not check whether his company is generating child-sexual-abuse images for its users. He assumes that a lot of the requests to do so are "probably denied, denied, denied," he said. But Han acknowledged that savvy users could likely find ways to bypass the filters.



He also offered a kind of justification for why users might be trying to generate images depicting children in the first place: Some Muah.AI users who are grieving the deaths of family members come to the service to create AI versions of their lost loved ones. When I pointed out that Hunt, the cybersecurity consultant, had seen the phrase 13-year-old used alongside sexually explicit acts, Han replied, "The problem is that we don't have the resources to look at every prompt." (After Cox's article about Muah.AI, the company said in a post on its Discord that it plans to experiment with new automated methods for banning people.)



In sum, not even the people running Muah.AI know what their service is doing. At one point, Han suggested that Hunt might know more than he did about what's in the data set. That sites like this one can operate with such little regard for the harm they may be causing raises the bigger question of whether they should exist at all, when there's so much potential for abuse.



Meanwhile, Han took a familiar argument about censorship in the online age and stretched it to its logical extreme. "I'm American," he told me. "I believe in freedom of speech. I believe America is different. And we believe that, hey, AI should not be trained with censorship." He went on: "In America, we can buy a gun. And this gun can be used to protect life, your family, people that you love--or it can be used for mass shooting."



Federal law prohibits computer-generated images of child pornography when such images feature real children. In 2002, the Supreme Court ruled that a total ban on computer-generated child pornography violated the First Amendment. How exactly existing law will apply to generative AI is an area of active debate. When I asked Han about federal laws regarding CSAM, Han said that Muah.AI only provides the AI processing, and compared his service to Google. He also reiterated that his company's word filter could be blocking some images, though he is not sure.



Whatever happens to Muah.AI, these problems will certainly persist. Hunt told me he'd never even heard of the company before the breach. "And I'm sure that there are dozens and dozens more out there." Muah.AI just happened to have its contents turned inside out by a data hack. The age of cheap AI-generated child abuse is very much here. What was once hidden in the darkest corners of the internet now seems quite easily accessible--and, equally worrisome, very difficult to stamp out.
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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 EV Culture Wars Aren't What They Seem

On the whole, Democrats are going electric and Republicans are not. Partisanship only partly explains the difference.

by Matteo Wong




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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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

Ayad Akhtar's new play, <em>McNeal</em>, starring Robert Downey Jr., subverts the idea that artificial intelligence threatens human ingenuity.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


Director Bartlett Sher, star Robert Downey Jr., and writer Ayad Akhtar (OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



Ayad Akhtar's brilliant new play, McNeal, currently at the Lincoln Center Theater, is transfixing in part because it tracks without flinching the disintegration of a celebrated writer, and in part because Akhtar goes to a place that few writers have visited so effectively--the very near future, in which large language models threaten to undo our self-satisfied understanding of creativity, plagiarism, and originality. And also because Robert Downey Jr., performing onstage for the first time in more than 40 years, perfectly embodies the genius and brokenness of the title character.

I've been in conversation for quite some time with Akhtar, whose play Disgraced won the Pulitzer Prize in 2013, about artificial generative intelligence and its impact on cognition and creation. He's one of the few writers I know whose position on AI can't be reduced to the (understandable) plea For God's sake, stop threatening my existence! In McNeal, he not only suggests that LLMs might be nondestructive utilities for human writers, but also deployed LLMs as he wrote (he's used many of them, ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini included). To my chagrin and astonishment, they seem to have helped him make an even better play. As you will see in our conversation, he doesn't believe that this should be controversial.

In early September, Akhtar, Downey, Bartlett Sher--the Tony Award winner who directed McNeal--and I met at Downey's home in New York for what turned out to be an amusing, occasionally frenetic, and sometimes even borderline profound discussion of the play, its origins, the flummoxing issues it raises, and, yes, Avengers: Age of Ultron. (Oppenheimer, for which Downey won an Academy Award, also came up.) We were joined intermittently by Susan Downey, Robert's wife (and producing partner), and the person who believed that Akhtar's play would tempt her husband to return to the stage. The conversation that follows is a condensed and edited version of our sprawling discussion, but I think it captures something about art and AI, and it certainly captures the exceptional qualities of three people, writer, director, and actor, who are operating at the pinnacle of their trade, without fear--perhaps without enough fear--of what is inescapably coming.



Jeffrey Goldberg: Did you write a play about a writer in the age of AI because you're trying to figure out what your future might be?

Ayad Akhtar: We've been living in a regime of automated cognition, digital cognition, for a decade and a half. With AI, we're now seeing a late downstream effect of that, and we think it's something new, but it's not. Technology has been transforming us now for quite some time. It's transforming our neurochemistry. It's transforming our societies, you know, and it's making our emotionality within the social space different as well. It's making us less capable of being bored, less willing to be bored, more willing to be distracted, less interested in reading.

In the midst of all this, what does it mean to be a writer trying to write in the way that I want to write? What would the new technologies mean for writers like Saul Bellow or Philip Roth, who I adore, and for the richness of their language?

Goldberg: Both of them inform the character of McNeal.

Akhtar: There are many writers inside McNeal--older writers of a certain generation whose work speaks to what is eternal in us as humans, but who maybe don't speak as much to what is changing around us. I was actually thinking of Wallace Stevens in the age of AI at some point--"The Auroras of Autumn." That poem is about Stevens eyeing the end of his life by the dazzling, otherworldly light of the northern lights. It's a poem of extraordinary beauty. In this play, that dazzling display of natural wonder is actually AI. It's no longer the sublime of nature.

Goldberg: Were you picturing Robert as you wrote this character?

Akhtar: I write to an ideal; it's not necessarily a person.

Robert Downey Jr.: I feel that me and ideal are synonymous.

Akhtar: Robert's embodiment of McNeal is in some ways much richer than what I wrote.

Downey: I have a really heavy, heavy allergy to paper. I'm allergic to things written on paper.

Akhtar: As I've discovered!

Downey: But the writing was transcendent. The last time that happened, I was reading Oppenheimer.

Goldberg: There's Oppenheimer in this, but there's also Age of Ultron, right?

Downey: Actually, I was thinking about that while I was reading this. And I'll catch you guys up in the aggregate. I'm only ever doing two things: Either I'm trying to avoid threats or I'm seeking opportunities. This one is the latter. And I was thinking, Why would I be reading this? Because, I mean, I've been a bit of an oddball, and I was thinking, Why is this happening to me; why is this play with me? And I'm having this reaction, and it took me right back to Paul Bettany.

So that you guys understand what's going on, this is the second Avengers film, Age of Ultron, and Bettany was playing this AI, my personal butler. The butler had gone through these iterations, and [the writer and director] Joss Whedon decided, "Let's have you become a sentient being, a sentient being that is created from AI." So first Bettany is the voice, and then he became this purple creature. And then there was this day when Bettany had to do a kind of soliloquy that Joss had written for him, as we are all introduced to him, wondering, Is he a threat? Can we trust him? Is he going to destroy us? And there comes this moment when we realize that he's just seeking to understand, and be understood. And this was the moment in the middle of this genre film when we all stopped and thought, Wait, I think we might actually be talking about something important.

Goldberg: Bart, what are you exploring here?

Bartlett Sher: I'm basically exploring the deep tragedy of the life of Jacob McNeal. That's the central issue. AI and everything around it, these are delivery systems to that exploration.

Akhtar: Robert has this wonderful moment in the play, the way he does it, in which he's arguing for art in this very complicated conversation with a former lover. And it gets to one of the essences of the play, which is that this is an attempt to defend art even if it's made by an indefensible person. Because in the end, human creation is still superior, and none of us is perfect. So the larger conversation around who gets to write, the morality of writing, all of that? In a way, it's kind of emerging from that.

Goldberg: I can't say for sure, but I think this is the first play that's simultaneously about AI and #MeToo.

Downey: And identity and intergenerational conflict and cancel culture and misunderstanding and subintentional contempt and unconscious bias.

Goldberg: Are there any third rails you don't touch?

Akhtar: McNeal is the third rail. He's a vision of the artist in opposition to society. Not a flatterer of the current values, but someone who questions them: "That's a lie. That's not true."

Goldberg: The timing is excellent.

Downey: In movies, you always miss the moment, or you are preempted by something. With Oppenheimer, we happened to be coming out right around the time of certain other world events, but we couldn't have known. With this, we are literally first to market. Theater is the shortest distance between two points. You have something urgent to say, and you don't dawdle, and you have a space like Lincoln Center that is not interested in the bottom line, but interested in the form. And you have Ayad inspiring Bart, and then you get me, the bronze medalist. But I'm super fucking motivated, because I never get this sense of immediacy and emergence happening in real time.

Goldberg: Let's talk for a minute about the AI creative apocalypse, or if it's a creative apocalypse at all. I prompted Claude to write a play just like McNeal, with the same plot turns and characters as your play, and I asked it to write it in your style. What emerged was a play called The Plagiarist's Lament. I went back and forth with Claude for a while, mainly to try to get something less hackish. But in the end, I failed. What came out was something like an Ayad play, except it was bad, not good.

Akhtar: But here's the thing. You're just using an off-the-shelf product, not leading-edge story technology that is now becoming increasingly common in certain circles.

Goldberg: So don't worry about today, but tomorrow?

Akhtar: The technology's moving quickly, so it's a reality. And worrying? I'm not trying to predict the future. And I'm also certainly not making a claim about whether it's good or bad. I just want to understand it, because it's coming.

Downey: To borrow from recent experience, I think we may be at a post-Trinity, pre-Hiroshima, pre-Nagasaki moment, though some people would say that we're just at Hiroshima.

Goldberg: Hiroshima being the first real-world use of ChatGPT?

Downey: Trinity showed us that the bomb was purpose-built, and Hiroshima was showing us that the purpose was, possibly, not entirely necessary, but that it also didn't matter, because, historically, it had already happened.

Goldberg: Right now, I'm assuming that part of the problem I had with the LLM was that I was giving it bad prompts.

Downey: One issue is that LLMs don't get bored. We'll be running something and Bart will go, "I've seen this before. I've done this before." And then he says, "How can I make this new?"

The people who move culture forward are usually the high-ADD folks that we've tended to think either need to be medicated or all go into one line of work. They have a low threshold for boredom. And because they have this low threshold, they say, "I don't want to do this. Do something different." And it's almost just to keep themselves awake. But what a great gift for creativity.

Goldberg: The three of you represent the acting side, and directing, and writing. Who's in the most existential danger here from AI?

Downey: Anyone but me.

Akhtar: The Screen Actors Guild has dealt with the image-likeness issue in a meaningful way.

Downey: We've made the most noise--we, SAG--and we're the most dramatic about everything. I remember when I was doing Chaplin, the talk was about how significant the end of the silent era was.

Goldberg: Is this the same level of disruption?

Downey: I doubt it, but not because Claude can't currently pin his ass with both hands. There are versions that are going to be significantly more advanced. But technologies that people have argued would impede art and culture have often assisted and enhanced. So is this time different? That's what we're always worrying about. I live in California, always wondering, Is that little rumble in the kitchen, is this the big one?

Sher: For me, I think directing is very plastic. It requires integrating a lot of different levels of activity. So actually finding a way to process that into a computer's thinking, and actually having it work in three dimensions in terms of organizing and developing, seems very difficult to me. And I essentially do the work of the interpreter and synthesizer.

A machine can tell you what to do, but it can't interact and connect and pull together the different strands.

Akhtar: There's a leadership dimension to what Bart does. I mean, you wouldn't want a computer doing that.

Sher: This could sound geeky, but what is the distinguishing quality of making art? It is to participate in something uniquely human, something that can't be done any other way.

So if the Greeks are gathering on the hillside because they are building a space where they can hear their stories and participate in them, that's a uniquely human experience.

Akhtar: I do think that there is something irreducibly human about the theater, and that probably over time, it is going to continue to demonstrate its value in a world where virtuality is increasingly the norm. The economic problem for the theater has been that it happens only here and only now. So it's always been hard to monetize.

Goldberg: But I have two words for you: ABBA Voyage. I mean, it's an extraordinarily popular show that uses CGI and motion capture to give the experience of liveness without ABBA actually being there. Not precisely theater, but it is scalable, seemingly live technology.

Downey: Strangely, this is the real trifecta: IP, technology, and taste. I think of this brand of music--which, you know, it's not my bag, but I still really admired that somebody was passionate about that and then purpose-built the venue. And then they said, "We're not going to go for 'Oh my God, that looks so real.' We're actually going to go for a more two-dimensional effect that is rendered in a way in which the audience can complete it themselves."

Akhtar: ABBA Voyage is an exception. But it's still not live theater.

Sher: It's also not possible without the ABBA experience that preceded it. It's an augmentation; it's not original.

Goldberg: In terms of writing, Ayad, I did what you suggested I do and asked Claude to critique its own writing, and it was actually pretty good at that. I felt like I was actually talking with someone. We were in a dialogue about pacing, clarity, word choice.

Sher: But it has no intuition at all, no intuition for Ayad's mindset in the middle of this activity, and no understanding of how he's seeing it.

Downey: It does have context, and context is critical. I think it's going to start quickly modeling all of those things that we hold dear as subtleties that are unassailable. It's going to see what's missing in its sequence, and it's going to focus all of its cloud-bursting energy on that.

Goldberg: It might be the producers or the studios who are in trouble, because the notes are delivered sequentially, logically, and without defensiveness. Do you think that these technologies can give better notes than the average executive?

Akhtar: I know producers in Hollywood who are already using these tools for their writers. And they're using them empirically, saying, "This is what I think. Let's see what the AI thinks." And it turns out that the AI is actually pretty good at understanding certain forms. If you've got a corpus of texts--like, say, Law & Order ; you've got many, many seasons of that, or you've got many seasons of a children's show--those are codified forms. And the AI, if it has all those texts, can understand how words are shaped in that form.

Goldberg: So you could upload a thousand Law & Order scripts and Claude could come up with the thousandth and first.

Akhtar: About a year and a half ago, when I started playing with ChatGPT, the first thing that I started to see were processes of language that reminded me of reading Shakespeare. No writer is better at presenting context than Shakespeare. What I mean by that is Shakespeare sets everything quickly in motion. It's almost like a chess game--you've got pieces, and you want to get them out as quickly as possible so you have options. Shakespeare sets the options out quickly and starts creating variations. So there is a series of words or linguistic tropes for every single play, every poem cycle, every sonnet. They all have their universe of linguistic context that is being deployed and redeployed and redeployed. And it is in that play of language that you find an accretion of meaning. It was not quite as thrilling to see the chatbot do it, but it was actually very interesting to recognize the same process.




Goldberg: Shakespeare was his own AI.

Downey: Because he performed as a younger man, it was all uploaded into Shakespeare's system. So he was so familiar with the template, and he had all this experience. And similarly, all of these LLMs are in this stage where they are just beginning to be taken seriously. It's like we're pre-bar mitzvah, but these are sharp kids.

Goldberg: Would you use ChatGPT to write an entire piece?

Sher: Soon we'll be having conversations about whether Claude is a better artist than ChatGPT. Could you imagine people saying, "Well, I'm not going to see that play, because it was written by this machine; I want to see this one, because it's written by Gemini instead."

Goldberg: Unfortunately, I can easily imagine it.

Akhtar: I'm not sure that I would use an LLM to write a play, because they're just not very good at doing that yet, as you discovered in your own play by Claude. I don't think they're good enough to be making the kinds of decisions that go into making a work of art.

Goldberg: But you're teaching the tool how to get better.

Akhtar: So what? They've already gone to school on my body of work.

Read: The authors whose pirated books are powering generative AI

Goldberg: So what? So what? Six hundred years of Gutenberg, and the printing press never made decisions on its own.

Akhtar: But we're already within this regime where power and monetized scale exist within the hands of very few. We're doing it every day with our phones; you're teaching the machine everything about you and your family and your desires. This is the paradigm for the 21st century. All human activity is passing through the hands of very few people and a lot of machines.

Goldberg: McNeal is about lack of control.

Akhtar: It is. I'm just making the point that we're not really in a different regime of power with AI. It may be even more concentrated and even more consequential, but at the end of the day, to participate in the public space in the 21st century is to participate in this structure. That's just what it is. We don't have an alternative, because our government has not regulated this.

Goldberg: You see the LLM as a collaborator in some ways. Where will the red line be for writers, between collaboration and plagiarism?

Akhtar: From my perspective, there are any number of artists we could look at, but the one that I would probably always spend the most time looking at is Shakespeare, and it's tough to say that he wasn't copying. As McNeal explains at one point in the play, King Lear shares 70 percent of its words with a previous play called King Leir, which Shakespeare knew well and used to write Lear. And it's not just Leir. There's that great scene in Lear where Gloucester is led to this plain and told it's a cliff over which he's going to jump, and that subplot is taken right out of Sir Philip Sidney. It may reflect deeper processes of cognition. It may reflect, as Bart has said, how we imitate in order to learn. All of that is just part of what we do. When that gets married to a corporate-ownership model, that is a separate issue, something that will have to get worked out over time, socially and legally. Or not, if our legislators don't have the will to do so.

Goldberg: The final soliloquy of the play--no spoilers here--is augmented by AI.

Akhtar: This has really been a fascinating collaboration. Because I wanted some part of the play to actually be meaningfully generated by ChatGPT or some large language model--Gemini, Claude. I tried them all. And I wanted to do it because it was part of what the play was about. But the LLMs had a tough time actually delivering the goods until this week. I've finally had some experiences now, after many months of working with them, that are bearing fruit.

I wanted the final speech to have a quality of magic to it that resembles the kind of amazement that I knew you had felt working with the model, and that I have sometimes felt when I see the language being generated. I want the audience to have that experience.

Sher: You know, I think the problem you were facing could have been with any of your collaborators. We just had this new collaborator to help with that moment.

Goldberg: You're blowing my mind.

Akhtar: It's not really that controversial.

Goldberg: Yes it is. It's totally controversial.

Downey: Well, let's find out!

Goldberg: It's more of a leap than you guys think.

Akhtar: It's a play about AI. It stands to reason that I was able, over the course of many months, to finally get the AI to give me something that I could use in the play.

Downey: You know what the leap was like? A colicky little baby finally gave us a big ol' burp.

Akhtar: That's exactly right. That's what happened. A lot of unsatisfying work, and then, unprompted, it finally came up with a brilliant final couplet! And that's what I'm using for the end of the play's final speech.

Goldberg: Amazing, and threatening.

Sher: I just can't imagine a world in which ChatGPT could take all experience and unify it with Ayad's interest in beauty and meaning and his obsession with classical tragedy and pull all those forces together with emotion and feeling. Because no matter how many times you prompted it, you're still going to get The Pestilential Plagiarist, or whatever it's called.

Downey: The reason that we're all sitting here right now is because this motherfucker, Ayad, is so searingly sophisticated, but also on occasion--more than occasionally--hot under the collar. My new favorite cable channel is called Ayad Has Fucking Had It. He's like the most collaborative superintelligence you will ever come across, and therefore he's letting all this slack out to everyone around him, but once in a while, if this intelligence is entirely unappreciated for hours or days at a time, he will flare. He'll just remind us that he can break the sound barrier if he wants to. And I get chills from that. And that's why we're here. It's the human thing.

Akhtar: It's not new for humans to use tools.

Sher: Are we going to be required to upload a system of ethics into the machines as they get more and more powerful?

Downey: Too late.

Goldberg: That's what they promise in Silicon Valley, alignment with human values.

Downey: Two years ago was the time to do something.

Akhtar: You guys are thinking big. But I just don't know how this is going to play out. I don't know what it is. I'm just interested in what I'm experiencing now and in working with the technology. What's the experience I'm having now?

Goldberg: There's a difference between a human hack and an excellent human writer. The human hack doesn't know that they're bad.

Downey: This is a harebrained rabbit hole where we could constantly keep thinking of more and more ramifications. Another issue here is that certain great artists do something that most people would labor an entire life or career to come close to, and the second they're done with it, they have contempt for it, because they go, "Eh, that's not my best."

Akhtar: I recognize someone in that.

Downey: All I'm saying is that I just want the feeling of those sparks flying, that new neural pathway being forced. I want to push the limits. It's that whole thing of pushing limits. When I feel good, when I can tell Bart is kicking me, when Ayad is just lighting up, and when I'm realizing that I just got a note that revolutionized the way I'm going to try to portray something, you go, "Ooh!" And even if it's old news to someone else, for me, it's revolutionary.

Akhtar: Another way of putting this, what Robert is saying, is that what he's engaged in is not problem-solving, per se. It's not that there's an identified problem that he is trying to solve. This is how a computer is often thinking, with a gamification sort of mindset. For Robert, there's a richness of the present for him as he's working that is identifying possibilities, not problems.

Sher: I've thought a lot about this, trying to understand the issue of GPT and creativity, and I'm a lot less worried now, because I feel that the depth of the artistic process in the theater isn't replicable.

The amalgam of human experience and emotion and feeling that passes through artists is uniquely human and not capturable. Word orders can be taken from all kinds of sources. They can be imitated; they can be replicated; they can be reproduced in different ways. But the essential activity of what we do here in this way, and what we build, has never been safer.

Downey: And if our job is to hold the mirror up to nature, this is now part of nature. It is now part of the firmament. Nature is now inclusive of this. We're onstage and we're reflecting this back to you. What do you see? Do you see yourself within this picture?



This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Playwright in the Age of AI."
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The Final Weeks

With just over two weeks until Election Day, will the candidates' shifting campaign rhetoric sway any new voters?<strong> </strong>

by The Editors




With Election Day just over two weeks away, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump are looking to motivate their bases--while also persuading any remaining voters in key battleground states. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discussed the candidates' final campaign strategies and how their rhetoric is being perceived among voters.

As Election Day looms closer, Democrats are exhibiting a marked shift in tone compared with what was the "summer of joy" in American politics, Susan Glasser said last night. "Kamala Harris is no longer making fun of Donald Trump and saying he's weird," Glasser continues. "Instead, the vice president is campaigning on the ways in which Trump is a threat to democracy." And in response, "Trump has escalated his rhetoric in a way that seems determined to prove the point that she's making."

The Harris campaign's reemphasis on Trump's threats is a return to an argument that, previously, proved less effective among voters, Franklin Foer said last night. "Is there any reason to believe that the democracy argument is going to catch now?" he asked panelists. This is why, in part, the Harris campaign continues to ramp up efforts among undecided voters, especially disaffected Republicans. And though a similar line of campaigning "wasn't working for Joe Biden," Francesca Chambers said, "perhaps they think that it was the messenger and not the message that was the problem."

Also this week, Israel's killing of the Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar opens a new turning point for the war in Gaza. The panel discussed what this could mean for tensions across the Middle East and the future of U.S. foreign policy.

Joining staff writer at The Atlantic and guest moderator Franklin Foer to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Francesca Chambers, a White House correspondent at USA Today; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; and Vivian Salama, a national politics reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get

A decade ago, the world's heaviest pumpkin weighed 2,000 pounds. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

by Yasmin Tayag




There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.



It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. But you might have said the same thing about the previous world-record holder, a 2,702-pound beast grown in Italy in 2021, or the world-record holder before that, a Belgian 2,624-pounder in 2016. Each year around this time, giant pumpkins across the globe are forklifted into pickup trucks and transported to competitions where they break new records.



Michael Jordan set the record at California's Half Moon Bay Safeway World Championship Pumpkin Weigh-Off, considered the Super Bowl of North American pumpkin-growing. The first winner of the competition, in 1974, weighed just 132 pounds. In 2004, the winner clocked in at 1,446 pounds. "At that time, we thought, Gee whiz, can we push these things any farther?" Wizzy Grande, the president of the Great Pumpkin Commonwealth, an organization that establishes global standards for competition, told me. Yet in just another decade, the record passed the 2,000-pound mark. "We've zoomed past that now," Travis Gienger, the grower from Minnesota who cultivated Michael Jordan, told me. For champion growers, there's only one thing to do next: try to break 3,000.


Last year, Michael Jordan weighed in at a world-record 2,749 pounds. (Alex Washburn / AP)



Giant pumpkins aren't quite supersize versions of what you find in the grocery store. All competitive pumpkins are Curcubita maxima, the largest species of squash--which, in the wild, can grow to 200 pounds, about 10 times heavier than the common Halloween pumpkin. But decades of selective breeding--crossing only the largest plants--has created colossal varieties.



Virtually all of today's champions trace their lineage to Dill's Atlantic Giant, a variety bred in the 1970s by a Canadian grower named Howard Dill. Very competitive growers source their seeds from one another, through seed exchanges and auctions, where a single seed can be sold for thousands of dollars, Michael Estadt, an assistant professor at Ohio State University Extension who has cultivated giant pumpkins, told me. Seeds from Gienger's champions are in high demand, yet even he is constantly aiming to improve the genetics of his line. "I'm looking for heavy," he said.



Yet even a pumpkin with a prizewinning pedigree won't reach its full size unless it's managed well. Like babies, they require immense upkeep, even before they are born. Months before planting, at least 1,000 square feet of soil per pumpkin must be fertilized and weeded. Once seedlings are planted, they have to be watered daily for their entire growing period, roughly four months. No mere garden hose can do the trick; each plant needs at least one inch of water a week, which allows the pumpkin to gain up to 70 pounds in a single day. The fruit and leaves must also be inspected at least once daily for pests and disease--no small feat as their surface area balloons. Quickly spotting and excising the eggs of an insect called the squash-vine borer, then bandaging the wounded vine, is paramount. One day, you might have a great pumpkin, "then boom, the next day, all of the vine is completely dead," says Julie Weisenhorn, a horticulture educator at the University of Minnesota who has grown giant pumpkins--named Seymour (744 pounds) and Audrey (592 pounds).



Growers can keep pushing the pumpkin weight limit by ensuring that a plant isn't pollinated by a variety that has subpar genes. To do so, they hand-pollinate, painstakingly dusting pollen from a plant's male flowers into the female ones. This usually leads the plant to bear three or four fruit, but only the most promising is allowed to survive. The rest are killed off in an attempt to direct all of the plant's resources toward a single giant. In the same vein, wayward vines are nipped, and emerging roots thrust deep into the ground, in hopes of harnessing every last nutrient for the potential champion.



Still, some factors are beyond anyone's control. The weather can literally make or break a pumpkin. Too much rain can cause a pumpkin to grow too quickly, cracking open its flesh, which would disqualify it from competition. Too much sunlight hardens the flesh, making it prone to fractures. It's not uncommon for giant pumpkins to have custom-built personal sunshades. North America's giant-pumpkin capitals--Half Moon Bay, Nova Scotia, and Minnesota--have nature on their side, with low humidity and nighttime temperatures. Cooler nights mean less respiration, which means less wasted energy.



Yet nature bests even the world's champions. This year, Gienger couldn't break the record he set with Michael Jordan; he blames cold and wet weather, which made it harder to feed micronutrients to his pumpkin, Rudy. (At 2,471 pounds, it still won the Half Moon Bay competition.) And no matter how big a pumpkin grows, it needs to pack a few extra pounds for the road: Once they're cut from the vine, they rapidly lose their weight in water. A pumpkin can drop roughly 10 pounds in a single day.



All of the experts I spoke with believe that 3,000 pounds is within reach. "It's still an upward trend," said Grande, who noted that a 2,907-pounder has already been recorded, albeit a damaged one. Pumpkin genetics are continually improving; more 2,000-pounders have been grown in the past year than ever before, according to Grande. Growers are constantly developing new practices. Each year, the Great Pumpkin Conference holds an international summit for growers and scientists to trade techniques (last year's was in Belgium, and this year's will be in the Green Bay Packers' Lambeau Field). Shifting goals have precipitated new (and expensive) methods: Carbon dioxide and gibberellic acid are being used as growth stimulants; some pumpkins are fully grown in greenhouses.



The reason giant-pumpkin weights increased 20-fold in half a century is the same reason runners keep running faster marathons, that skyscrapers keep clawing at the sky, and that people spend so much on anti-aging. To push nature's limits is a reliably exhilarating endeavor; to be the one to succeed is a point of pride. Food companies, in particular, build their entire businesses on developing the biggest and best. Wild strawberries are the size of a nickel, but domesticated ones are as huge as Ping-Pong balls. Industrial breeding turned the scrawny, two-and-a-half-pound chickens of the 1920s into today's six-pounders. There's still room for them to grow: Strawberries can get as big as a saucer, and the heaviest chicken on record was a 22-pounder named Weirdo. But foods sold commercially are subject to other constraints on growth, such as transportation, storage, processing, and customer preference. Unusually big foods are associated with less flavor, and their size can be off-putting. When it comes to food, there is such a thing as too big.



Giant pumpkins, by contrast, have a singular purpose: to become as heavy as possible. They don't have to be beautiful, taste good, or withstand transport, because they are not food. When companies develop boundary-pushing crops and animals, that tends to be an isolationist enterprise, shrouded in secrecy. But in the giant-pumpkin community, there is less incentive to guard seeds and techniques. Most competitions are low-stakes local affairs, and nobody ever became rich off giant pumpkins, not even Howard Dill.



Breaking records is largely seen as a communal effort. "The secret to our success is that we are a sharing community," Grande said. In a few contests, the investment is worth it--the Half Moon Bay prize for world-record-breakers is $30,000--but "it's not a get-rich-quick scheme," Estadt told me. People do it, he said, "for the thrill of the win."



All of the pumpkin experts I spoke with acknowledged that there must be a limit. But nobody has any idea what it is. Four thousand pounds, 5,000--as far as growers can tell, these are as feasible as any other goal. Every milestone they reach marks another human achievement, another triumph over nature. But even the most majestic of pumpkins inevitably meets the same fate: devoured by livestock, and returned to the earth.
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There's No Coming Back From <em>Dobbs</em>

No new federal legislation can rewind abortion in America to 2021.

by Kristen V. Brown




In the fall of 2021, Tammi Kromenaker started looking for a new home for her North Dakota abortion clinic. For more than 20 years, Red River Women's Clinic had provided abortion care to the Fargo area, most of that time as the state's only provider. But now Kromenaker, the practice's owner and director, was moving it just across the state line to Minnesota. "We had seen the writing on the wall," she told me. A few months earlier, the Supreme Court had announced that it would take up Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, and North Dakota had a trigger law that would almost completely ban abortion if the justices ruled in favor of Dobbs.

"We closed on a new building at 3 p.m. the day before they overturned Roe," Kromenaker recalled. Over the next 47 days, with the help of $1 million raised through GoFundMe, she oversaw a frantic move and remodel, sneaking around in a hat and sunglasses to keep the new location a secret; another planned clinic had just been set on fire in Wyoming. Meanwhile, Kromenaker's clinic sued the state of North Dakota to block the trigger ban.

Last month, a North Dakota judge struck down the state's abortion ban in response to Red River's suit. Kromenaker could now return to providing abortions in Fargo, but she told me she has no plans to. That leaves the state with no dedicated abortion providers.

In the aftermath of the Dobbs decision, abortion access has been all but obliterated in 14 states. Perhaps the most obvious consequence is what has happened to brick-and-mortar abortion providers: Clinics have closed, while physicians have fled restrictive states or left medicine altogether. In communities across the country, abortion pills have also been heavily restricted. A push to expand the rights of a fetus has coincided with a rise in pregnancy-related prosecutions, most of which have nothing to do with abortion--210 women were criminally charged in 12 states in the year after Dobbs, the highest number of such cases in a single year since 1973, according to one report.

The backlash has been forceful. Since Dobbs, citizens in six states have voted for ballot measures protecting abortion access. Next month, abortion rights will again be on the ballot, in 10 states. In the first presidential election since Roe was overturned, abortion has become a defining issue. Many Republican politicians, including the party's presidential nominee, Donald Trump, have attempted to court female voters by wavering on their previous anti-abortion positions. (Trump's wife, Melania, released a memoir this month, in which she underscored her support for abortion rights.) Meanwhile, Democrats, especially the presidential nominee, Kamala Harris, have campaigned heavily on restoring national reproductive rights. But a Democratic woman in the White House or new federal abortion protections won't turn back the clock to 2021. Call it the Dobbs legacy, or the Dobbs hangover--the effects of America's eroded abortion access will linger for years, if not decades.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

This summer, on the two-year anniversary of the Dobbs decision, a coalition of groups including Planned Parenthood and the American Civil Liberties Union announced that they were committing $100 million to Abortion Access Now, a campaign to pass federal legislation guaranteeing the right to abortion. Harris has floated one potential path: scrapping the filibuster to push reproductive protections through Congress. (That would probably require Democrats to control both chambers, which does not look likely.) If new federal protections were passed, "you would see overnight relief in a lot of places, depending on the nature of the legislation," Kimberly Inez McGuire, a co-chair of Abortion Access Now and the executive director of Unite for Reproductive and Gender Equity, told me.

New federal protections, however, wouldn't instantly undo the tangle of abortion restrictions that some states began enacting even before Dobbs was decided. Reproductive health in America is governed by a complex web of laws, regulations, and court decisions at the local, state, and federal levels. When the Supreme Court ended constitutional protections for abortion on June 24, 2022, trigger laws designed to ban abortion went into effect. By the end of the year, states had enacted 50 new abortion restrictions, many of them resulting in near-total bans. No federal law could immediately undo all of these restrictions at once. Around the country, clinics closed, moved, or quit providing abortions; as of March, the U.S. had 42 fewer clinics than in 2020, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a reproductive-health research and policy group.

With so many barriers in place, some medical providers have decided that living and working in states with restrictions isn't worth the emotional and professional toll. In one recent study of ob-gyns in Texas, where abortion is banned with few exceptions, 13 percent of respondents said they plan to retire early, 21 percent said they either plan to or have thought about leaving to practice in another state, and 2 percent said they have already left. An analysis by the Association of American Medical Colleges found that applications for ob-gyn residency programs in Alabama, which has a total ban except in cases of "serious health risk" to a pregnant woman, dropped 21.2 percent in the first full cycle after the Dobbs decision.

From the October 2024 issue: 'That's something that you won't recover from as a doctor'

None of these policies has reduced the number of abortions performed nationally since Dobbs--in fact, the number has increased--but their consequences have ricocheted far beyond abortion. As obstetricians have fled restrictive states, for example, access to other gynecological care has become strained, too. And this month, Louisiana reclassified the two drugs used in medication abortions as Schedule IV controlled substances, a category typically reserved for drugs with a potential for dependency, such as Xanax and Valium. Mifepristone and misoprostol, which can be prescribed by telehealth, have played a significant role in abortion access since Dobbs. In Louisiana's bid to further restrict the drugs, the state has potentially limited their use in other routine applications, such as treating miscarriages, inducing labor, and stopping potentially fatal postpartum hemorrhaging.

Even if new federal abortion protections were passed into law tomorrow, restoring nationwide access would still likely take significant time. Clinics, for instance, need real estate and doctors and lots and lots of capital to open or move--that's partly why, after a 2016 Supreme Court case struck down a Texas law designed to force clinics out of business, the number of providers in the state a year later remained a fraction of what it was before. After Alabama banned abortion in 2022, WAWC Healthcare, in Tuscaloosa, remained open to provide contraception and prenatal care but eventually lost its abortion provider, says Robin Marty, WAWC's executive director. Such positions might be filled by recent graduates, but the pool of qualified providers in restrictive states will remain small for years thanks to plummeting residency enrollments--most doctors tend to stay in the state where they do their residency.

Recent legal fights in Ohio provide a glimpse of how even sweeping abortion protections don't automatically undo the effects of restrictions, and could lead to new ones. Last year, Ohio voters approved a constitutional amendment enshrining the right to an abortion. But pro-abortion-rights advocates in the state are still fighting to throw out the state's six-week ban and a law banning telemedicine in medication abortions, among other restrictions. Meanwhile, a state legislator has introduced a new bill that would withhold state funding from cities and counties that provide funding for local groups that provide abortion-support services such as gas money for patients. The immediate result of any national abortion protection would probably be a protracted legal battle. "Every state has a different assemblage of abortion restrictions," Inez McGuire said. "A lot of that is going to be fought out through our judicial system. That is a daunting prospect."

Roe's downfall also opened up space for anti-abortion activists to renew their battle to recognize the rights of the fetus as a person. In February, when the Alabama Supreme Court found that IVF embryos are legally children, anti-abortion activists widely celebrated the decision as a sign that the country was ready to engage in this debate. As support for fetal rights has grown, pregnant people have found their bodily autonomy curtailed even when they're not deciding whether to continue a pregnancy: According to the nonprofit group Pregnancy Justice, of the 210 cases of pregnant people who faced criminal charges, just five mentioned abortion. The majority alleged only substance abuse. In one, police charged an overdosing pregnant woman with child neglect after administering Narcan.

Helen Lewis: The women killed by the Dobbs decision

Abortion advocates, too, are adjusting to the new reality. Abortion access had been whittled away for decades before Dobbs was decided. But now the constitutional right to an abortion in America is no longer being infringed upon; it just doesn't exist. Several clinic directors told me that it's clear to them now that no new law will ever provide unassailable protection. When North Dakota's ban was struck down by a district court last month, it wasn't the first time; the same judge blocked a nearly identical abortion ban in 2022, eventually prompting the state legislature to repeal it and pass a new one with minor changes. Just this month, Georgia's Supreme Court restored a six-week abortion ban that a lower court had overturned while it considers an appeal. "There is no finish line here," says Katie Quinonez-Alonzo, the executive director of Women's Health Center, which opened a branch of its West Virginia clinic three and a half hours away in Maryland after Dobbs. "This is work that needs to be done forever." Kristi Hamrick, the vice president of media and policy for Students for Life of America, told me that the group already has a "Roe 2.0 Rollback plan" in place, ready to deploy at the state and federal levels after the election. "We are prepared legislatively and legally to address the human rights issue of the day, no matter which way the election turns out," she told me.

Some clinics are tired of fighting. "If you had asked me a few weeks ago, I would have said we were completely ready to go should abortion somehow return to Alabama," Robin Marty told me. Now she's not so sure. "We worked in extraordinarily hostile conditions" before Dobbs, Marty said. Clinic staff faced daily protesters, in the parking lot and sometimes even at the back door. Anti-abortion activists filed malpractice complaints against them, reported them to the fire department for allegedly having too many people in the clinic, and alleged health-privacy violations after digging through the clinic's dumpster and finding a piece of paper from a patient's file. "Having abortion become illegal and then having it return would be even more dangerous right now. If it comes back, they're going to be even angrier," Marty said.

When Red River first opened, in 1998, the threat of extinction was already in the air. The previous director had chosen to name the clinic after a body of water that runs between North Dakota and Minnesota, so that the reference would still make sense on the other side of the state border. When Kromenaker finally made the move, her life became easier virtually overnight, because Minnesota was among the states that had passed abortion protections after Dobbs. "We ended up in a state where providing this care is more straightforward, more patient-centered and with less stigmatizing restrictions," Kromenaker said. "We would never take a step back and re-inflict those restrictions on ourselves."

Read: Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus

The United States cannot easily go back to the pre-Dobbs status quo. In the past two years, too much has changed--more than 100 new legal provisions, dozens of clinics closed, and a cultural gulf that has grown ever wider. For both abortion-rights supporters and opponents, only one possibility remains: to inhabit the reality we all live in now.
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Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... Whole-Grain Bread?

What counts as an ultra-processed food can be perplexing and arbitrary.

by Nicholas Florko




The loaf in my fridge is the furthest thing from Wonder Bread. Each slice is made of organic whole-wheat flour and has four grams of fiber and just two measly grams of added sugar. It's studded with so many seeds that I'm always worried about them getting stuck in my teeth. The only service this bread can provide is as a hummus sandwich; it tastes too healthy for a grilled cheese, an egg sandwich, or any other handheld creation.



But here's the thing about my whole-grain, seed-coated loaf of bread: Apparently it counts as an ultra-processed food, just like Twinkies, Coke, and sugary cereals. I was faced with this bread conundrum earlier this month, when I attempted to cut down on ultra-processed foods after hearing so much about their harms. Almost every food is processed in some way--milk is conventionally pasteurized; tomatoes are canned--but ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, are typically made in factories with industrial ingredients, such as emulsifiers and artificial flavors. And they seem to be making us sick. A recent review found "convincing evidence" that ultra-processed-food consumption is tied to type 2 diabetes and fatal heart disease.



According to the rubric created by Carlos Monteiro, the Brazilian epidemiologist who coined ultra-processed foods, my loaf of bread was to be avoided: It was mass-produced, laced with an industrial additive, and sliced. In an email, Monteiro confirmed to me that the bread was a UPF primarily because of the industrial additive: wheat gluten. It's often used to strengthen dough before it is baked. If you get bread from the grocery store, as I did, it's almost certainly also a UPF. But perhaps that says more about the perplexing, arbitrary criteria for ultra-processed foods than anything about bread itself.



Exactly what qualifies as an ultra-processed food is not always clear. Monteiro's rubric, called NOVA, separates foods into four categories. "Unprocessed foods" include raw vegetables and fruits. "Processed culinary ingredients" are things like cooking oils and honey. "Processed foods" are things like canned vegetables. And "ultra-processed foods" include Skittles, fish sticks, and other junk food, as well as infant formula and flavored yogurts. Drawing the line between ultra-processed and processed foods is especially tricky. NOVA doesn't lay out specific criteria for, say, bread versus soda, but it does have detailed descriptions of how to spot an ultra-processed food, such as foods that include ingredients "never or rarely used in kitchens," such as high-fructose corn syrup and hydrolyzed proteins.



But even when you read Monteiro's countless papers outlining the NOVA classification, categorizing food isn't as simple as you might think. NOVA has called out "pre-sliced bread" as an example of an ultra-processed product, but I couldn't tell if slicing automatically meant that a food was ultra-processed, or if it was just a signal that a food might be ultra-processed. (With my bread, Monteiro told me that the presence of wheat gluten was "the only marker" of ultra-processing.) But added gluten is hardly the same as hydrolyzed proteins or industrial sweeteners. The fact that a single ingredient--and one as benign as wheat gluten--could lump my bread together with Twinkies made me question the credibility of the entire system.



The attributes to look for in bread, like slicing, felt so arbitrary that I started to wonder if I was applying the criteria incorrectly. Nutritionists I contacted struggled too. Marion Nestle, a professor emeritus of nutrition at NYU who has defended the NOVA system, told me she wasn't sure whether the bread I was eating qualifies as an ultra-processed food, because, despite having an industrial additive mixed in, it was made mostly from actual whole foods. Even Monteiro seemed confused at first. When I sent him the ingredient list, he initially told me that my loaf was just processed (not ultra-processed), until I asked him specifically about the wheat gluten. He then argued that the bread "is much better than the average ultra-processed bread." But the idea of UPFs is to try to avoid the category entirely.



Monteiro's team appears to have long struggled with the bread quandary as well. Nearly every paper they write on the system classifies bread as ultra-processed, but they've argued that "bread, even in typically cheapened degraded forms, is relatively innocuous." In 2015, the team classified "french bread" as "processed," but "sliced bread" as "ultraprocessed."



Even if I accepted that my bread was ultra-processed, I still couldn't understand why it was so bad. Much of the research into the health effects of bread has focused on the nutrients--or lack thereof--in certain products, especially white bread. Mostly, researchers fear that particular additives in bread have not been extensively studied, and that processed bread is easier to chew and swallow, thus prompting people to eat more.



I wasn't even a week into my attempt to cut out UPFs, and I was already feeling exasperated. The situation was made even worse when I went back to the grocery store in hopes of finding a replacement. At first glance, no bread seemed to fit the bill. Although the Real Bread Campaign, an advocacy group focused on reducing consumption of ultra-processed bread, recommends buying natural sourdough from a local baker, or making it yourself, that's hardly useful advice for the many Americans who don't even have easy access to a grocery store, let alone a boulangerie. The NOVA system seems, at first glance, like the world's simplest diet: All you have to do is avoid certain foods. But when that list gets so broad that you can't eat a slice of whole-grain bread, it becomes unworkable. The same goes for yogurts and cereals--the majority of which are banned too.



The bread debacle can seem like a straw man designed to make the whole system look pointless and unworkable. Some food scientists have criticized NOVA for being overly broad and unfairly maligning some healthy foods, but those arguments are also made in bad faith by big food companies to defend an industry that has made billions off making people sick. Monteiro told me that zeroing in on a single food "focuses on the trees and loses the forest." But the entire exercise--the confusing guidelines, and the lack of clear articulation for why certain attributes of foods are worth avoiding--was weighing on me.



This isn't all NOVA's fault. The clumsy classifications underscore an even deeper problem with our knowledge--or lack thereof--of UPFs. In short, we don't know why ultra-processed foods are so bad for us. A recent clinical trial, in which participants ate either ultra-processed or unprocessed diets that were matched for certain key nutrients, found that something beyond the nutrient facts in UPFs makes people eat more and gain weight. What that is remains unclear. Until we understand it, advice on which foods to eat, and which to avoid, will always seem arbitrary and, in the case of bread, a bit silly.



I did eventually find some bread in the supermarket that definitely wasn't ultra-processed. The loaf, if you could call it that, had been imported from Germany. It had just four ingredients, and it smelled like dead grass. There were no air pockets or delectably crunchy crust. When toasted, it didn't get crispy; it just got hotter and more pungent. For now, I'm going to stick to my regular old healthy bread.
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Tripping on Nothing

New, non-hallucinogenic versions of psychedelics are blurring the boundaries of the drug trip.

by Shayla Love




Ibogaine, a psychedelic compound found in plants native to central Africa, is notorious for the intensity of the trips it induces. Those who consume it are plunged into vivid hallucinations, often preceded by a loud buzzing noise, that last between 24 and 48 hours. In one case report, a 29-year-old woman from Gabon met her dead relatives, and later looked into a mirror and saw a woman crying and holding a baby. A middle-aged American man experienced himself from the perspective of a "Mexican little boy and I'm praying on the side of a road." When he opened his eyes, one of the people in the room appeared to resemble "a big praying mantis."

Late last year, Arthur Juliani, a 32-year-old research scientist at the Institute for Advanced Consciousness Studies, was decidedly not taking ibogaine, but was ingesting something similar. He had obtained tabernanthalog, a research molecule designed to mimic ibogaine's chemical structure and potential effects on neuroplasticity, but not cause any hallucinations. About 45 minutes after he swallowed his dose, Juliani started to feel a kind of "spacious attention," he told me. On a walk outside, he found that anywhere he looked appeared like a "perfectly framed photograph, distinct and standing on its own." When he went home for lunch, he ate a bell pepper "in the slowest and most intentional manner I had ever eaten a vegetable in my life."

Tabernanthalog is part of a wave of drug development that draws inspiration from psychedelics while attempting to remove or refine their trips. Many of the compounds involved are targeted toward some medical purpose; tabernanthalog, for example, is being researched as a treatment for substance-use disorder. Such work has led to debates among psychedelic therapists and researchers about how important a drug experience is for mental-health outcomes. But Juliani's encounter with tabernanthalog provokes a more complex question: If novel psychedelics and "pseudo-delics" tickle brain receptors in a way that changes people's subjective experience--perhaps in a manner less intense than traditional psychedelics, and more on par with prescription or over-the-counter drugs--can one confidently say that the people who take them aren't tripping? As the pursuit of non-hallucinogenic psychedelics advances, the definition of a trip as something induced by a discrete set of substances is set to evolve alongside them.

These days, the hottest new psychedelic drugs might be the ones that feel as close to nothing as possible. In 2022, scientists made a trip-free analogue of LSD to research as an antidepressant. Another is being investigated as a treatment for cluster headaches. This month, the biotech company Bright Minds Biosciences announced that its new compound, which interacts with the same serotonin receptors as psilocybin and LSD but doesn't cause hallucinations, had a "similar efficacy" to morphine at reducing pain. The federal Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency is developing novel compounds for chronic depression and post-traumatic stress that are not hallucinogenic but are inspired by psychedelic compounds.

These compounds are mostly being tested in research labs and administered in clinical trials, but curious psychonauts have said online that they've purchased their own samples to see just how non-hallucinogenic they are. Josh Hardman, the founder of the publication Psychedelic Alpha, collected online reports from a dozen people who claimed to have tried tabernanthalog. Many of the resulting experiences sound trip-like or trip-adjacent. One person said it was "basically the body high of psychedelics without the visuals." Another said, "Everything had a deeper layer of thinking, almost like I had unlocked a childish part of my mind that I had long forgotten." (David E. Olson, a biochemist at UC Davis and the co-founder of Delix Therapeutics, the company developing tabernanthalog, said that he considers it dangerous to order drugs made by "clandestine chemists" on the internet because "there is no way to guarantee the identity, purity, or dose of the drug," and that anecdotal reports can be untrustworthy.)

Defining a psychedelic experience was difficult even before the introduction of these novel compounds. The word comes from the psychiatrist Humphry Osmond, who argued in a 1957 letter to Aldous Huxley that similar effects could arise from drug use, epilepsy, schizophrenia, starvation, vitamin deficiency, yoga practices, and dervish dancing. "It is all one to me," Osmond wrote. Aidan Lyon, a philosopher at Leiden University in the Netherlands and the author of Psychedelic Experience: Revealing the Mind, has argued that breath work, meditation, and even engaging with a piece of art could count as psychedelic experiences. (In "museum dosing," people do both: look at art while tripping.)

Peter Sjostedt-Hughes, a philosopher of mind and metaphysics at the University of Exeter, in the U.K., agrees with Osmond that a trip should be defined by phenomenology, not pharmacology. For example, he told me, "A number of people have tried to define psychedelic as operating on the serotonin receptors, but that immediately can't be true because it would exclude salvia divinorum"--a hallucinogenic plant in the mint family. Mike Jay, a historian and the author of Psychonauts: Drugs and the Making of the Modern Mind, told me that the effects of a psychedelic analogue may be construed as either trips or side effects, depending on when and how people experience them.

These debates are more than academic. Earlier this year, the FDA rejected an application for a psychedelic drug, MDMA, to be used to assist psychotherapy for PTSD. The biotechnology company Compass Pathways is poised to seek approval for psilocybin as a medication for treatment-resistant depression as soon as 2025. Medical interest in hallucinogenic drugs is currently higher than it's been in decades, and in order to understand how psychedelic-assisted therapy might help or harm people, researchers are eager to tease apart psychedelic experience from any underlying biological effects. Perhaps certain aspects of a trip could improve or reduce a drug's efficacy against, say, depression or PTSD; if so, researchers need to be able to measure and define those effects to design successful treatment protocols. The company Mindstate Design Labs even hopes to isolate and enhance the parts of a psychedelic trip that are therapeutically useful. If they're successful, you could perhaps one day take a pill just for the psychedelic-induced sensation of limitless unity, without the ego loss that sometimes accompanies it.

In a recent Nature Reviews Psychology paper, Johns Hopkins researchers argued that the field needs a new, rigorously validated scale of psychedelic experiences to accurately capture what people go through when they're tripping. There's too much variation among the existing measures, David B. Yaden, one of the study's authors and a co-writer of The Varieties of Spiritual Experience, told me. The 5-Dimensional Altered States of Consciousness Questionnaire scale, for example, includes the measure of "oceanic boundlessness," but it's not mentioned in the Inventory of Nonordinary Experiences, which includes visions of ghosts in its rubric.

Non-hallucinogenic, consciousness-altering experiences, like those reported to result from tabernanthalog use, sound far away from such mystical experiences, and more akin to how some people might feel after drinking a glass of wine or a strong cup of coffee. "Many of us are just filling our bodies with substances that cause acute alterations in consciousness of various degrees," says Chuck Raison, a psychiatry professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Millions of Americans take prescription drugs that affect their psychology, and their numbers are only growing. Psychedelic-inspired drugs might end up resembling many other FDA-approved psychoactive pharmaceuticals, or the wide variety of other things with which humans regularly modify our consciousness, such as supplements, caffeine, alcohol, meditation, exercise, sex, and sleep (or lack thereof).

I told Raison that I'm sensitive to caffeine, and if I drank three cups of coffee, I would likely have an intense physical and mental experience--would that be a trip? The real marker of a trip, he told me, is that it "is different from one's typical waking awareness in such a way that it produces longer-term changes in perspective or behavior." After my coffee, I might feel high, he said. "A day later, other than thinking about how odd it was that the coffee hit you so hard, would your life change? The experience would come and go. But psychedelics tend not to do that." A trip, whatever it is, stays with people. Juliani's time under the (alleged) influence of tabernanthalog certainly seems to have stayed with him. "I entered into what was clearly an altered state of consciousness, and I stayed there for some number of hours, and I came out of it," he told me. It was, he added, "a reminder that there isn't just one kind of consciousness," but many to inhabit.

In his 1902 book The Varieties of Religious Experience, the psychologist William James wrote that one quality of a truly transformative experience is that it's ineffable. Sjostedt-Hughes told me something similar. "One thing that certainly distinguishes psychedelic experience from ordinary states of consciousness is the fact that you can have experiences for which there exist no words," he said. Researchers will continue trying to break down that ineffability, but in the meantime, Yaden said, identifying a trip might ultimately come down to what he's called the "orgasm test": If you have to ask if you had one, you probably didn't.
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The 'Peak Obesity' Illusion

America's obesity rate looks to be plateauing--again.

by Daniel Engber




Taken on its own, the number is astonishing. According to the CDC, as of August 2023, 40.3 percent of U.S. adults--some 100 million people--met the clinical definition for obesity. But this same estimate, which is based on National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey numbers gathered between 2021 and 2023, also seems remarkably low compared with prior readouts. For the first time in more than a decade, NHANES data hint that our obesity epidemic is no longer growing.



The new estimate is almost two percentage points lower than the government's previous one, which covered the period from 2017 to 2020 and suggested that 41.9 percent of Americans had obesity. The apparent drop has set off a wave of optimism: A recent editorial in The Washington Post, for instance, celebrated the fact that "the obesity crisis might have plateaued or begun to ease," and in the Financial Times, the data journalist John Burn-Murdoch used his own analysis of the NHANES data to argue that America is already several years beyond its point of peak obesity. Both outlets suggest that this apparent change in public fortune has resulted from the spread of powerful new drugs for treating diabetes and obesity: Ozempic, Mounjaro, and the rest.

The past few years have certainly brought dramatic changes--historic breakthroughs, even--to the treatment of weight-related chronic illness. GLP-1s seem to be effective at improving people's health, and they're clearly capable of causing major weight loss. According to a survey conducted by KFF at the end of April, 6 percent of all American adults are currently on these medications, and as supply shortages ease and drug prices come down, that proportion is likely to increase--by a lot. It only stands to reason that, at some point before too long, their effects will be apparent in our public-health statistics. But are they now, already? For all the expectations that are attached to the present age of GLP-1s, the past should be a source of caution. This is not the first time that obesity's relentless spread has seemed to be abating, and it's not the first time that such news has fit into a tidy narrative of progress in public health. And so far, at least, claims of peak obesity, like predictions of "peak oil," have been prone to falling flat.

Not so long ago, the NHANES data appeared consistent with a different source of hope. Starting back in 2008, analyses began to show, first in children and then in adults, that obesity rates were leveling off. "Americans, at least as a group, may have reached their peak of obesity," The New York Times asserted in 2010; two years later, NPR reported that "the nation's obesity epidemic appears to have hit a plateau."



Then, as now, experts had a convenient story to explain the numbers. Barack Obama's administration was working to realize his campaign promise that the nation's excess weight could be reduced, if not erased, by targeting what was by then described as America's "toxic food environment." Revised nutrition labels put a spotlight on "added sugars," new rules for food assistance promoted eating fruits and vegetables, insurers were encouraged to set up wellness programs, and chain restaurants were required to post the caloric content of their meals.



For a time, this new approach--based less on treating individuals than fixing social policy--appeared to be effective. Food manufacturers committed to improving the formulations of their products. Americans stopped drinking so much soda and consuming so much sugar overall. And, sure enough, NHANES data were showing that the number of people with obesity had stabilized. This seemed connected, at the time. "We've halted the progress of the obesity epidemic," William Dietz, an obesity physician-researcher who was then a CDC official, told the Times. Dietz, who had played a central role in creating the idea that obesity was an "epidemic" in the first place, chalked up that achievement to increased awareness of the problem and improvements to school-lunch programs.



Yet this progress turned out to be short-lived. In retrospect, the obesity-rate "plateaus" during those years now appear to be a trend-line blip, if not a statistical mirage. That's not to say the CDC's analyses were mistaken. The survey's error bars were wide, and in those years, any increase in the numbers was not statistically significant. But over time a clear and upward drift became unmistakable. As of 2004, NHANES data showed that about one-third of American adults qualified as having obesity. By 2018, the proportion had moved past 40 percent.



Now Cynthia Ogden, the CDC's branch chief for NHANES analysis, and her colleagues are reporting another flattening, set against a decades-long increase. Once again the error bars are wide, which is why the CDC's data brief asserts that the apparent drop in the obesity rate, from 41.9 percent to 40.3 percent, is better understood as a new plateau. "We're not going up at the same level as we did," Susan Yanovski, a co-director of the NIH Office of Obesity Research, told me, "but I don't think we can necessarily say that it's a real decrease." In the meantime, the new data clearly show that the rate of severe obesity among U.S. adults has continued to increase.



If we are indeed at a new plateau for Americans generally, then its cause is not yet clear. David Ludwig, an endocrinologist at Boston Children's Hospital who has been skeptical of earlier "peak obesity" claims, told me that new drugs such as Ozempic certainly should be having some effect by now. "Even if a notable minority is taking the drugs and losing weight, that's going to alter the shape of the curve, the prevalence rates, and related statistics," he said. "So it would be surprising, and very depressing, for us not to see any impact of these extremely costly drugs by this point." Burn-Murdoch, who seems to be working from the same assumption, points out that the recent improvement in obesity numbers looks better among people with college degrees than anyone else. This is just what you might expect, he argues, because the uptake of GLP-1 drugs is generally associated with education.



Yet if the Ozempic effect really were showing up in NHANES data, you'd also expect it to appear first in women, who are much more likely than men to be taking GLP-1s for obesity. This is not borne out in the data: America's obesity rates appear to have come down (or leveled off) more quickly for men in the past few years. We also don't know how many Americans were actually taking the drugs at the time of the latest surveys. I asked Ogden when she might expect the drugs to start moving the needle: What proportion of Americans would have to be taking GLP-1s for the national obesity rate to change? "That's a good question," she said. "All we can say is what these estimates show us right now, and that we really do need more data to see what's really happening."



Yanovski was similarly wary of ascribing any recent changes in the trend to GLP-1s. She suggested that other factors might be at play: fewer people eating out; reduced sugar consumption; shrinkflation in the food industry, which results in smaller average portion sizes. (In principle, COVID might have been a factor too, because the disease is much more deadly for those with severe obesity. In that case, though, you'd expect the number of Americans in that category to have dropped, when in fact it has gone up.) And both Yanovski and Ludwig have long been floating the possibility that, even if the food environment remains as toxic as ever, the effects could start to wane as a function of biology. Almost half the variability in body weight is genetic, Yanovski told me, and that fact in itself could put a ceiling on the long-term trend. "You reach a level in which the population, everybody who is at risk for developing obesity, has already done so," Ludwig said.



The final possibility is that this new "plateau" will soon reveal itself to be yet another narrow step on a staircase that is always going up--just another artifact of noise, or else a temporary aberration. Having covered these reports for 15 years, I feel safe in saying that some degree of pessimism should be the default setting.



Then again, having covered these reports for 15 years, I've never seen an intervention as dramatic as Ozempic, in terms of its power and popularity. Earlier this year, I profiled Barb Herrera, a woman who has had obesity throughout her life, and has tried almost every intervention to reverse it: diets, fen-phen, bariatric surgery. In 2022, her body mass index was measured at 75; after many months of taking GLP-1 drugs, she has lost 255 pounds. If Herrera were included in the next NHANES survey, she'd be recorded with a BMI of less than 28--below the diagnostic threshold for obesity--and classified as "overweight."



How many other Americans have crossed that line? We'll soon find out. The next NHANES data surveys are slated to begin in January, Ogden told me, with the first results due back in early 2027, including, this time, information on people's use of prescription drugs. If the nation has really passed the point of peak obesity--and if the GLP-1 drugs really are responsible--then we'll know soon enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/ozempic-obesity-curve/680295/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Abortion Pills Have Changed the Post-<em>Roe </em>Calculus

Every month, thousands of women in states where abortion is banned are able to get the pills by mail. The right wants to put a stop to that.

by Sarah Zhang




For all the upheaval that followed the overturn of Roe v. Wade, it did not dramatically change the most basic fact about abortions in America: the number. Since 2022, abortions in the United States have held steady--even increased slightly, based on the best of limited data. One major reason? The rise of abortion pills, which are now used in the majority of abortions in America. Every month, thousands of women in states where abortion is banned have been able to discreetly order the pills by mail and take them at home. Even with abortion bans in place, the availability of these pills makes these rules less absolute than the anti-abortion movement would like.

"Abortion pills pose the single greatest threat to unborn children in a post-Roe world," according to Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's conservative policy playbook. They are "death by mail," according to Students for Life; Kristan Hawkins, the organization's president, told me that "it's a travesty what has unfolded under the Biden-Harris FDA." And the anti-abortion movement is formulating plans to target the pills through a number of legal and political avenues--some of which could apply regardless of who is elected president next month.



Abortion pills had accounted for a steadily growing share of abortions in the U.S. for years, but in 2021, the FDA made them significantly easier to obtain: The pills are actually two different drugs, mifepristone and misoprostol, and the agency nixed a long-standing requirement to prescribe mifepristone only in person. With that, abortion pills became available by mail. The FDA cited COVID-related risks in its 2021 decision, but anti-abortion advocates immediately decried the move--and the policy has remained in place beyond the pandemic. After the overturning of Roe in 2022, 21 states passed new abortion bans or restrictions, but more than a dozen states, including New York and California, took steps to keep abortion pills available by mail, even in restricted states, by passing "shield laws." These laws explicitly protect doctors, midwives, and nurse practitioners who use telehealth to prescribe the pills by mail across state lines.



Since then, an average of 6,000 to 7,000 people a month living in states with complete or six-week bans have been able to get abortion pills via telehealth, according to data from the Society for Family Planning, which surveys abortion providers in the United States. This number does not include people who had an abortion outside the formal health-care system, for instance by using pills ordered from overseas. And in states where abortion remains legal, the number of abortions--and the proportion involving abortion pills--also rose from 2020 to 2023, according to Guttmacher Institute data. (The number of women traveling to other states for abortions also doubled in this time, which is another reason abortions have not significantly fallen post-Roe.)



"The anti-abortion movement hasn't quite figured out what to do with this," says Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh, who helped draft the nation's first shield law. The shield laws have not yet been directly challenged in court. And when anti-abortion groups tried to go after the FDA's original approval of mifepristone via a lawsuit, the Supreme Court dismissed the case this year for lack of standing.



Still, last week, three states--Missouri, Kansas, and Idaho--sought to revive that case, asking courts to reinstate certain restrictions on mifepristone. And although a President Kamala Harris would be likely to stick to the current FDA policy for abortion pills, a Trump administration could change those policies directly. It could, as my colleague Rose Horowitch has reported, curtail access to mifepristone simply by reinstating the in-person requirement for dispensing the drug--or just pull the FDA's approval of mifepristone altogether. (In August, Donald Trump expressed openness to cracking down on abortion pills; his running mate, J. D. Vance, walked that position back a few days later.) Anti-abortion activists are hoping that Trump will enforce the long-dormant Comstock Act, a 150-year-old anti-obscenity law that bans the mailing of material "intended for producing abortion, or for any indecent or immoral use." This could criminalize the mailing of abortion pills, even without the passage of a federal abortion ban, though anti-abortion activists have also suggested that Trump keep quiet about Comstock until he wins. (Trump, for his part, refused to share his views on the Comstock Act for months, before finally saying that he would not enforce it.)



Regardless of who becomes president, the anti-abortion movement is devising ways to restrict abortion pills through state governments too. Shield laws, for example, could be directly challenged if a red-state prosecutor goes after a doctor prescribing the pills from a shield-law state. Linda Prine, a doctor with the nonprofit Aid Access, which sends pills to states with abortion bans, told me she no longer leaves her home state of New York. Providers working under shield laws, she said, are all being "super careful."



Anti-abortion groups could also test the limits of shield laws in more indirect ways. In Texas, says John Seago, the president of Texas Right to Life, pro-abortion groups have put up billboards advertising abortion pills: "You can go to people putting up the billboard. That's aiding and abetting." His group has also encouraged Texas lawmakers to introduce new laws that create liability for internet-service providers or credit-card-processing companies involved in abortion-pill transactions.



In Louisiana, where abortion is already banned, a law went into effect this month further restricting both mifepristone and misoprostol as "controlled dangerous substances." The law is named after a Louisiana woman whose husband secretly slipped misoprostol into her drinks, and anti-abortion activists have used cases like hers to argue that the pills need more regulation. "A faceless, doctorless process to obtain abortion drugs enables abusers to poison or coerce women and girls," Emily Davis, the vice president of communications for Susan B. Anthony Pro-Life America, said in a statement. But the law is also affecting routine medical care unrelated to abortion: The two drugs are commonly used in miscarriage and postpartum management, and hospitals in Louisiana have been doing timed drills to make sure staff can quickly access the locked closets where the medications now need to be kept.



Anti-abortion groups are also trying creative approaches to regulating abortion pills--such as through environmental regulations. Hawkins told me that Students for Life will be working with state legislatures next year on laws such as those requiring the disposal of fetal tissue from abortions as medical waste. These laws are designed to put the onus on the provider of abortion pills--presumably a doctor operating under a shield law--and states could then go after the provider for environmental-cleanup fees or fines, Kristi Hamrick, the organization's vice president of media and policy, told me.


 The new prevalence of abortion pills has opened up a new frontier, and the political and legal fights ahead may look quite different from those in the past. "We innovate, and we keep coming back. Our work is definitely just beginning," Hawkins said. Seago, in Texas, told me he does not expect every attempt to restrict abortion pills to work. In the decades before Roe was overturned, he said, states introduced a number of different restrictions to limit access to abortion. Some worked. Some didn't. With abortion pills, he told me, "we're not expecting a silver bullet." But activists like him are demanding that lawmakers try to stop their use nonetheless.
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Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World

"This is unstoppable."

by Zoe Schlanger




Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest dreams that solar by the middle of the 2020s would already be supplying all of the growth of global electricity demand," he said. Yet here we are.

In the United States, solar accounted for more than half of all new power last year. But the most dramatic growth is happening overseas. The latest global report from the International Energy Agency (IEA) notes that solar is on track to overtake all other forms of energy by 2033. The world's use of fossil fuels is already plateauing (the U.S., for its part, hit its peak demand for fossil-fuel energy way back in 2007). Energy demand is still rising, but renewables are stepping in to make up the difference. "The really interesting debate now," Bond said, "is actually: When do we push fossil fuels off the plateau? And from our numbers, if solar keeps on growing this way, it's going to be off the plateau by the end of this decade."

The advantages of solar speak for themselves. Solar can be built faster and with fewer permits than other forms of energy infrastructure, mostly because the panels are flat and modular (unlike, say, a towering wind turbine or a hulking gas-fired power plant). It's also adaptable at any scale, from an individual erecting a single panel to a utility company assembling a solar farm. And now, thanks to remarkable drops in prices for solar panels, mainly from China, simple market forces seem to be driving an all-out solar boom. "This is unstoppable," Heymi Bahar, a senior energy analyst at the IEA, told me.

Globally, some 40 percent of solar's growth is in the form of people powering their own homes and businesses, Bahar said. Perhaps nowhere is this better illustrated than in Africa, where Joel Nana, a project manager at Sustainable Energy Africa in Cape Town, has been leading an effort to help countries regulate and integrate the explosion of small-scale solar. When Nana and his team started quantifying just how much new solar was around, "we were actually shocked," he told me. In South Africa, for example, the total amount of energy produced from solar systems in 2019 was thought to be about 500 megawatts, Nana said. But in the first quarter of 2023, when researchers used satellite imagery to count all of the solar installations in the country, they estimated that solar was producing a combined 5,700 megawatts of energy--only 55 percent of which had been declared to the government. That story of rapid, invisible growth is being repeated across the continent. Kenya now has about 200 megawatts of rooftop solar installed, representing 9 percent of the country's total energy use, Nana said. Namibia has about 96 megawatts of rooftop solar capacity in its system, he said--a whopping 15 percent of its energy mix. "It's been happening for three or four years, maybe five years, completely off the radar," Nana said.

From the March 2020 issue: Thy neighbor's solar panels

Solar seems to have passed a tipping point: In many countries, the low cost of the technology is propelling its own growth, despite little government help. In South Africa, businesses such as shopping malls and factories have historically run diesel generators to deal with frequent power outages. Many still do, but now others are saving money by installing solar panels. Electricity from a diesel generator costs about 10 rand per kilowatt-hour, Nana said; with solar panels, it plummets to about two rand. "It's literally a no-brainer for a business owner," he said. Businesses make up 80 percent of small-scale solar capacity in the country, according to his research. Soon, Nana hopes, arrays and batteries will become cheap enough that more homeowners across the continent will be able to afford switching to solar. And, as the journalist Bill McKibben has reported, some homeowners in African countries who have never been connected to the grid are getting electricity for the very first time via solar-panel kits, skipping over a fossil-fuel phase entirely.

Across the global South, solar is capturing unprecedented portions of the energy market. Pakistan, for example, imported the equivalent of a quarter of its total energy capacity in Chinese solar panels in just the first six months of this year. Many countries in the global South lack significant fossil-fuel resources, and importing them is expensive. "By far the easiest way to obtain economic growth in a country with a lot of sunshine and no fossil fuels is by exploiting your own domestic resources," Bond said. Already, in countries including Brazil, Morocco, Mexico, and Uruguay, solar and wind make up a bigger share of electricity generation than it does in global-North countries. By 2030, RMI predicts, the global South will have quadrupled its solar and wind capacity.

That estimate doesn't account for China, which is experiencing an unparalleled solar boom. In addition to supplying the rest of the world with panels, China installed more than half of the planet's new solar capacity within its own borders in 2023, and the Ember report says it's on track to add a similar amount this year. In 2023, the country more than doubled its own solar capacity year over year. "Nobody was expecting that it would be so high," Bahar said.

Read: Why America doesn't really make solar panels anymore

Last year, at the United Nations Climate Change Conference, or COP28, in Dubai, 132 countries and the European Union pledged to triple the world's renewable-energy capacity by 2030. According to Bahar, it's the only promise of the many made in Dubai that's likely to even be close to fulfilled: The world is on track to add 2.7 times its renewable capacity by then, and 80 percent of that increase will come from solar. To make use of all this growth, the world will have to add much more storage and transmission capacity, neither of which are keeping up with solar's pace. The IEA, where Bahar works, will advocate for new pledges on those two fronts at COP29 next month. A world that mostly runs on solar power will also need something else--such as hydropower, nuclear, or geothermal--to generate energy when the sun isn't shining in the evenings and winters. Jessika Trancik, an MIT professor who models clean-energy development, told me that governments need to steer investments toward storage and alternate forms of energy to compensate for that inherent downtime. That way, the world can have a reliable energy mix when 50 or 60 percent of electricity generation comes from solar and wind. That may seem far off, she said--solar made up about 5.5 percent of global energy in 2023--but with the exponential growth of cheap solar, "before you know it, it's upon you."

For Africa's quiet solar boom to meet its full potential, governments will need to regulate and subsidize the technology, Nana said. Federal departments in Namibia, Kenya, and Eswatini have largely ignored the ascendance of solar technology within their borders, Nana said. Yet in South Africa, he's seeing bright spots. Last year, the government began providing subsidies for solar for the first time. This year, its updated energy plan acknowledged that small-scale solar will be the biggest player in the country in the next decade. If South Africa is any indication, a solar revolution will arrive in more countries in the coming years. It may even sneak up on them.
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A Moon-Size Hole in Cat Research

Is the waning gibbous driving my cat insane?

by Marina Koren




Like many pet owners, my partner and I have a long list of nonsensical nicknames for our 10-year-old tabby, Ace: sugarplum, booboo, Angela Merkel, sharp claw, clompers, night fury, poof ball. But we reserve one nickname for a very specific time each month, when Ace is more restless than usual in the daytime hours, skulking around from room to room instead of snoozing on a blanket. Or when his evening sprints become turbocharged, and he parkours off the walls and the furniture to achieve maximum speed. On those nights, the moon hangs bright in the dark sky, almost entirely illuminated. Then, we call him the waning gibbous.

I don't remember when I first decided to draw a connection between Ace's zoomies and the moon, but pet websites bolstered my belief, even if they read like feline horoscopes. Besides, cats are mystical creatures of the night, the supernatural companions of witches, and all-around spooky. Ace's wildness didn't always match up with a waning gibbous, but it happened enough for me to keep the joke going, and start to wonder whether there might be a slice of truth in it. Other animals on Earth eat, grow, and live in tune with the moon. What about my eight-pound sugarplum?

The moon has long been falsely blamed for all sorts of odd human behaviors. Researchers have firmly debunked claims that a full moon causes more crime or emergency-room visits as pseudoscience. But veterinarians, cat researchers, and feline-behavior experts told me that the relationship between felines and the moon has barely been studied. No concrete evidence has definitively linked changes in feline behavior to the phases of the lunar cycle, but the sheer absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. "I wouldn't say the case is closed," Mikel Delgado, a cat-behavior consultant in California and the author of Play With Your Cat!, told me.

Among people who work with animals, fears of the full moon persist. "It was very common, and it still is common, for people who work in veterinary hospitals to start feeling anxious around a full moon and make comments to each other--Don't jinx me; we're going to see some crazy stuff," Raegan Wells, an emergency-room veterinarian in Arizona, told me. Back in the 2000s, Wells and her colleagues at Colorado State University analyzed the cases of nearly 12,000 dogs and cats treated at the school's veterinary-medicine center; their study found that the risk of emergencies was highest on days when the moon was mostly illuminated--during the waxing-gibbous, full, and waning-gibbous phases. But the researchers couldn't say whether those additional emergencies were caused by lunar zoomies or were merely a statistical artifact.

Cat experts have a couple of theories for how the lunar cycle could, potentially, affect feline behavior. The extra glow of a full moon could embolden cats to explore more, "taking risks and doing things they normally wouldn't do," Britt Florkiewicz, an evolutionary psychologist and professor at Lyon College in Arkansas who studies facial signaling in cats and other animals, told me. A new moon could encourage them in a different way; when the night is darker, cats' vision gives them an advantage. A study of outdoor cats, published last year, found that the animals were most nocturnally active around the time of a new moon. But it's unclear whether indoor cats like mine could exhibit a similar tendency from their vantage point on the windowsill. Carlo Siracusa, a veterinary behaviorist at the University of Pennsylvania's School of Veterinary Medicine, told me that his cat, Elsa, often stares at the full moon from the top floor of his house, where the window provides a lovely view. Perhaps other cats do the same because the moonlight casts shadows on the walls of their home, Siracusa said. Cats are suckers for shadows.

Cats might be no more responsive to the specific waxing and waning of the moon than they are to any other changes in their environment, Siracusa said. In fact, he said, discovering something new in their vicinity is one of the two main triggers for cats to engage in zoomies. (The other is when they sense that they're about to be fed.) During the pandemic, Siracusa saw an uptick in cats exhibiting aggression, a change he attributes to their owners suddenly working from home. "Spaces and times that were before pretty consistently predictable suddenly became very unpredictable," Siracusa said. His patients' owners propose all kinds of explanations for their cats' behavior, and he always takes them seriously. "There are so many factors that can influence the behavior of a cat that just dismissing what someone says and saying, No, that's just fantasy--I don't think that's appropriate," he said.

Read: A sort-of-common, very strange cat trick

Humans have a natural tendency to draw associations and spot patterns, which makes pet owners masters of projection. When Wells and I spoke last week during a full moon, she reported that her cat Roy "has gotten into a lot more mischief this last 24 hours than is typical for him." But she suspects that she noticed only because she had been thinking about our interview, and she had checked the moon phase. Plus, her family had just put up Halloween decorations, introducing novelty to the cat's surroundings--perhaps that was why. Or maybe Roy, who is only a year old, is "just being a stinker," Wells said.

Ace is the king of the household whether the moon is glowing or not. I like to watch him when he's dozing in one of his favorite spots: on top of a small ottoman that we brought home last year from a yard sale so that we could finally put our feet up in front of the television, and that now serves as a literal pedestal for our fluffy boy. Moonsplaining, too, can create a sort of awestruck distance between cat owners and our pets; it casts them as mystifying creatures, not of this world, their true nature determined by celestial forces that mere mortals can only hope to comprehend. But it is fundamentally an attempt to better understand the inner lives of these small animals we share our lives with. "Humans are really bad at not anthropomorphizing and allowing our pets to be the species that they are," Delgado said. Still, we are fantastically good at loving the animals that live with us, even in ways that defy logic. Maybe my cat is a little moon-crazy, or maybe I am. Either way, Ace will always be a waning gibbous to me.
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The Farmers Subletting Their Fields to Birds

Farmers are temporarily transforming their fields into much-needed wetlands.

by Natalia Mesa




This article was originally published by High Country News.

Every July, the western sandpiper, a dun-colored, long-beaked bird, leaves the shores of Alaska and migrates south. It may fly as far as the coast of Peru, where it spends several months before making the return trip. Western sandpipers travel along the Pacific Flyway, a strip of land that stretches along the western coast of the Americas, from the Arctic down to Patagonia. The wetlands of California's Central Valley offer sandpipers and many other species a crucial place to rest and feed along the way. At the peak of the southward-migration season, millions of birds stop there.

But intensive farming and development have destroyed more than 90 percent of the Central Valley's wetlands, and as the wetlands have disappeared, the number of migrating birds has plummeted. Shorebirds like the western sandpiper, which dwell along seashores and in estuaries, are particularly imperiled, having declined by about one-third since 1970.

In 2014, in the middle of a particularly punishing drought in California, a network of conservation organizations called the Migratory Bird Conservation Partnership tried a new strategy to help migrating birds: paying farmers to create "pop-up" habitats. The program, which is called BirdReturns and was initially funded by the Nature Conservancy, has since produced tens of thousands of acres of temporary wetlands.

Read: The clock is running out on migratory birds

Rice farmers in the Central Valley flood their fields when the growing season ends, generally around November, and keep them flooded until February to help the leftover vegetation decompose. They plant their crop in the spring. The program pays rice farmers in the birds' flight path to flood their fields a bit earlier in the fall and leave them flooded later in the spring. This creates habitat when the migratory birds need it most, as they fly southward in the late summer and early fall and pass through again on their way north in the spring.

Daniel Karp, a researcher at UC Davis who studies conservation in working landscapes and is not involved in BirdReturns, sees the program as a rare conservation win. Most of the time, small farms that grow many different crops and plant hedgerows and pollinator-friendly flowers are the best way to conserve biodiversity in human-dominated landscapes. But although rice farmers grow only one crop, their large fields are an exception. The BirdReturns program is far from a complete solution, but "it's this weird rare circumstance where you have a large, industrial-scale intensive agricultural system that can simultaneously support wildlife," Karp says.

To figure out where these surrogate habitats are most needed, BirdReturns uses data from eBird--a community science project composed of birders' recorded sightings--to assess where and when migratory birds typically land in the Central Valley. Researchers combine that information with satellite data showing when and where surface water is most available, and where it's needed.

BirdReturns is not like traditional conservation strategies in which organizations buy land and protect it in perpetuity. Instead, it's a market-based program that pays farmers to flood their fields for a certain amount of time, rather like renting bird habitat, explains Julia Barfield, a program manager for the Nature Conservancy and part of BirdReturns.

The amount of money that farmers receive is determined by a reverse auction: The farmers bid for leases, and the lowest bidder wins. The payment increases according to how late or early they flood their fields, which cuts into the growing season. Preliminary data from studies by Karp's lab suggests that the birds might benefit farmers in more direct ways too, by helping to break down leftover vegetation.

BirdReturns started with just 10,000 acres in the Sacramento Valley. In 2021, it expanded to the San Joaquin Delta. The program now has a network of regional partners that lead their own reverse-auction programs, such as the similar Bid4Birds, piloted by the California Ricelands Waterbird Foundation.

Over the past decade, BirdReturns has created 120,000 acres of seasonal bird habitat. Though that's dramatically less than the 4 million acres of wetlands present before colonial settlement, studies have shown that shorebird density is 2 to 3.5 times greater in pop-up wetlands than in other rice fields. And BirdReturns is fine-tuning its approach based on data, feedback from farmers, and ongoing research: A study published in early September analyzing nearly 9,000 field observations over five years gave scientists more information about the factors that make for good shorebird habitat. For example, more shorebirds tend to visit fields with shallower water, especially if they're flooded consistently for several months or if they'd been flooded in previous years.

BirdReturns also has the flexibility to adapt as conditions change from year to year. During droughts, for example, the program prioritizes places that birds have visited in the past. In wetter years, it might scale back. "The findings of your results are applied right away to on-the-ground actions," says Greg Golet, a senior scientist for the Nature Conservancy who is involved in the program.

Read: These birds got a little too comfortable in birdhouses

Challenges remain, though. The migration and agriculture cycles are not fully synchronized, making it difficult for rice farmers to flood their land early enough to create habitat for shorebirds, particularly the long-distance migrants that might appear as early as July. BirdReturns has recently tackled other strategies, partnering with tomato farmers, who grow crops a bit earlier in the year and thus can flood their fields earlier.

And the question remains of how this practice can continue sustainably, especially as climate-change-fueled drought makes water more scarce, Karp says. In drought years, it's costly to pay farmers to keep their lands flooded, if they have any water to spare at all. There are no simple fixes or easy answers, but for now, BirdReturns and similar programs are coming up with "creative solutions," Karp says.

"We thought we could rely on protected areas to conserve habitat globally, and we now know that's not enough, and we need to complement that with a suite of different conservation strategies," says Natalia Ocampo-Penuela, a conservation ecologist at UC Santa Cruz who is not involved with BirdReturns. Although market-based solutions shouldn't be the only answer, she says, they are "a piece of the puzzle."
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        The Atlantic Did Not Publish an Article With the Headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler"
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler."An image with this fabricated headline 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 22, 2024, with the headline "Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had.'"Anyone encountering these images can quickl...

      

      
        Introducing Atlantic Labs: Research and Experiments from <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Product Team
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is launching Atlantic Labs, a research and development site from the product and technology team. The product team will use this space to incubate ideas, many using AI, to understand how The Atlantic can benefit from emerging technologies. This is a destination for works in progress and prototypes, and to test--and learn from--new technologies.There are three projects on the site at launch: Atlantic Companion, a chatbot with access to The Atlantic's 167-year archive, that deliv...
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Did Not Publish an Article With the Headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler"






The Atlantic did not publish an article with the headline "Trump Is Literally Hitler."

An image with this fabricated headline 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 22, 2024, with the headline "Trump: 'I Need the Kind of Generals That Hitler Had.'"

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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Today The Atlantic is launching Atlantic Labs, a research and development site from the product and technology team. The product team will use this space to incubate ideas, many using AI, to understand how The Atlantic can benefit from emerging technologies. This is a destination for works in progress and prototypes, and to test--and learn from--new technologies.

There are three projects on the site at launch: Atlantic Companion, a chatbot with access to The Atlantic's 167-year archive, that delivers a list of relevant articles when given a prompt; Atlantic Take, a Chrome extension designed to surface related Atlantic stories wherever you're browsing on the internet; and Atlantic Explorer, a guided journey through thematic articles. With time and testing, these projects may help the product team improve existing features or develop new tools to benefit our staff and readers. (Atlantic Labs is independent from our journalism, and does not involve our editorial team; additionally, while these projects use gen-AI, AI is not being used to create The Atlantic's journalism.)


Projects from Atlantic Labs



In working with emerging technologies, things will occasionally glitch or break--and, in the process, teach us something new. Labs was developed as a stand-alone site so that it can be an experimental sandbox--a place to incubate ideas without directly affecting the places where people normally read and listen to The Atlantic.

Atlantic Labs is open to anyone, with registration required. Press with questions may reach out to Anna Bross, SVP of communications for The Atlantic, at press@theatlantic.com.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/10/atlantic-labs-research-and-experiments-from-atlantics-product-team/680298/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

      
        Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election
        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.Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and...

      

      
        Why Harris Is Joining Forces With the Never Trumpers
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.I hesitate to speak for other Never Trumpers, but we've gotten used to losing, haven't we? In three consecutive presidential elections, our doughty gang of dissidents has failed spectacularly in its attempts to shake Donald Trump's grip on the GOP. At this year's Republican National Convention--that grea...

      

      
        Election Disinformation Is Getting More Chaotic
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Earlier this month, as hurricanes ravaged parts of the Southeast, Donald Trump, Elon Musk, and Marjorie Taylor Greene were among those amplifying dangerous disinformation about the storms and recovery efforts. The ensuing social-media chaos, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, was just a preview...

      

      
        Five Stories for Autumn Lovers
        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.The pumpkin patch was a sweaty place to visit this year. My friends and I made our annual trip to Maryland to buy apple-cider donuts, admire the changing leaves, and get lost in a stunningly complicated corn maze--but we hadn't accounted for the sun beating down on us, peaking near 80 degrees in early Oc...

      

      
        The Real Differences Between Introverts and Extroverts
        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.One of the many effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on Americans' social lives was that it allowed introverts and extroverts to understand each other better. "In ordinary times, American introverts are like cats living in Dogland: underappreciated, uncomfortable, and slightly out of place," Arthur C. Bro...

      

      
        Trump's 'Day of Love' Caps a Bizarre Week
        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.You know the expression and what it means, but I will use only the abbreviation: WTF. In military circles, it is rendered as "Whiskey Tango Foxtrot." On the show The Good Place, it is "What the fork." I think I have a pretty good vocabulary, but I find myself at a loss for any other way to describe a we...

      

      
        Big Tech Has Given Itself an AI Deadline
        Matteo Wong

        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.Even for Silicon Valley, where executives have spent the past two years likening their chatbots to fire, electricity, and nuclear weapons, the past few months have been extraordinary. Some of the most important and well-respected figures in AI have recently said they are very close to building superinte...

      

      
        Five House Races to Watch
        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.Election Day is in a few weeks, but for millions of Americans, early voting in the presidential and downballot races is already under way. Over the next 19 days, how people vote in dozens of swing districts will determine which party takes control of the House of Representatives.The race for the House l...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Depravity Will Not Cost Him This Election

Many Americans know exactly who Trump is, and they like it.

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.

Yesterday, The Atlantic published another astonishing story by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg about Trump's hatred of the military. The reporting included, among other things, the retired general and former Trump chief of staff John Kelly confirming on the record that "Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country," a fact that Goldberg had first reported in September 2020. (Team Trump, unsurprisingly, continues to deny the story.) Not long after the publication of yesterday's article, The New York Times published excerpts from interviews with Kelly in which Kelly said--on tape, no less--that Trump fits the definition of a fascist.

Like many of Trump's critics, I've repeatedly asked one question over the years: What's it going to take? When will Republican leaders and millions of Trump voters finally see the immorality of supporting such a man? Surely, with these latest revelations, we've reached the Moment, the Turning Point, the Line in the Sand, right?

Wrong. As New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu--one of the many former Trump critics now back on the Trump train--said today on CNN in response to a question about Kelly's comments: "With a guy like [Trump], it's kinda baked into the vote."

The belief that at some point Trump voters will have finally had enough is an ordinary human response to seeing people you care about--in this case fellow citizens--associate with someone you know to be awful. Much like watching a friend in an unhealthy relationship, you think that each new outrage is going to be the one that provokes the final split, and yet it never does: Your friend, instead of breaking off the relationship, makes excuses. He didn't mean it. You don't understand him like I do.

But this analogy is wrong, because it's based on the faulty assumption that one of the people in the relationship is unhappy. Maybe the better analogy is the friend you didn't know very well in high school, someone who perhaps was quiet and not very popular, who shows up at your 20th reunion on the arm of a loudmouthed boor--think a cross between Herb Tarlek and David Duke--who tells offensive stories and racist jokes. She thinks he's wonderful and laughs at everything he says.

But what she really enjoys, all these years after high school, is how uncomfortable he's making you.

And this, in brief, is the problem for Kamala Harris in this election. She and others have likely hoped that, at some point, Trump will reveal himself as such an obvious, existential threat that even many Republican voters will walk away from him. (She delivered a short statement today emphasizing Kelly's comments.) For millions of the GOP faithful, however, Trump's daily attempts to breach new frontiers of hideousness are not offensive but reassuring. They want Trump to be awful--precisely because the people they view as their political foes will be so appalled if he wins. If Trump's campaign was focused on handing out tax breaks and lowering gas prices, he'd be losing, because for his base, none of that yawn-inducing policy stuff is transgressive enough to be exciting. (Just ask Nikki Haley and Ron DeSantis, who each in their own way tried to run as a Trump alternative.)

Some Trump voters may believe his lies. But plenty more want Trump to be terrifying and stomach-turning so that reelecting him will be a fully realized act of social revenge. Harris cannot propose any policy, offer any benefit, or adopt any position that competes with that feeling.

Exactly why so many Americans feel this way is a complicated story--I wrote an entire book about it--but a toxic combination of social resentment, entitlement, and racial insecurity drives many Trump voters to believe not only that other Americans are looking down on them but that they are doing so while living an undeservedly good life. These others must be punished or at least brought down to a common level of misery to balance the scales, and Trump is the guy to do it.

This unfocused rage is an addiction fed by Trump and conservative media, and the MAGA base wants it stoked continuously. If Trump were suddenly to become a sensible person who started talking coherently about trade policy and defense budgets, they would feel betrayed, like hard drinkers in a tavern who suspect that the bartender is watering down the high-proof stuff. My friend Jonathan Last--the editor of The Bulwark--has been wondering about this same problem, and says that some Trump supporters "are not (yet) comfortable with admitting this truth to themselves."

He believes that most of them are either caught in a comforting blanket of denial or the fog of detached nihilism. I'm not so sure. I am struck by how often Trump voters--and I am speaking here of rank-and-file voters, not crass opportunists such as Sununu or wealthy wingmen such as Elon Musk--are almost incapable of articulating support for Trump without reference to what Trump will do to other people or without descending into "whataboutism" about Harris. (Yes, Trump said bad things, but what about Harris's position on gender-affirming medical care for federal prisoners, as if liberal policies are no different from, say, threats to use the military against American citizens.)

Where all of this leaves us is that Harris could lose the election, not because she didn't offer the right policies, or give enough interviews, or inspire enough people. She could lose because just enough people in four or five states flatly don't care about any of that.

Some voters, to be sure, have bought into the mindless tropes that Democrats are communists or Marxists or some other term they don't understand. But the truly loyal Trump voters are people who are burning with humiliation. They can't get over the trauma of losing in 2020, the shame of buying Trump's lie about rigged elections, and the shock of seeing each of their champions--Tucker Carlson, Rudy Giuliani, Steve Bannon, and others--turn out to be liars and charlatans who have been fired, financially imperiled, or even imprisoned.

Rather than reckoning with the greatest mistake they've ever made at the ballot box, they have decided that their only recourse is to put Trump back in the Oval Office. For them, restoring Trump would be both vindication and vengeance. It would prove that 2016 was not a fluke, and horrify people both they and Trump hate.

I am not hopeful that Democrats will rally in large enough numbers to prevent this outcome. Harris's campaign has wisely avoided a slew of traps and pitfalls, but too many Democrats are reverting to form, complaining about wonky intraparty policy differences while Trump fulminates against democracy itself. (Some of the nation's media outlets have contributed to this sense of complacency by "sanewashing" Trump's most unhinged moments.) I am also not sure that swing voters will really swing against Trump, but one ray of hope is that revelations from people like Kelly do seem to matter: A new analysis indicates that voters trust criticism from Trump's former colleagues and allies more than standard political zingers from the opposition.

I genuinely want to be wrong about all this. I hope that many of the people now supporting Trump will have an attack of conscience on their way to their polling station. But as Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, once wrote for The Atlantic, Trump is "cultural heroin," and the hard choice of civic virtue will never match the rush of racism, hatred, and revenge that Trump offers in its place.

Related:

	Trump: "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had."
 	Donald Trump's fascist romp




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The three factors that will decide the election
 	The positions that the Democrats won't defend
 	Why people itch and how to stop it




Today's News

	In response to comments that the former Trump chief of staff John Kelly made to The New York Times, White House Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said that President Joe Biden believes that Donald Trump is a fascist.
 	An estimated 3,000 North Korean soldiers arrived in Russia this month, according to the White House. Their role in the region remains unclear.
 	At least five people died and 22 people were injured at the headquarters of a Turkish state-run military manufacturer, in what Turkish officials described as a "terrorist attack."




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Tuition-free medical school might be making health-care inequality worse, Rose Horowitch writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jackie Carlise



ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

By Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes ...
 I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Welcome to the trolligarchy.
 	Hating the regime, waiting for war
 	Why Randy Newman is least loved for his best work




Culture Break


Drew Angerer / Getty



Read. These are six political memoirs that are actually worth reading, Franklin Foer writes.

Debate. Are obscure meme costumes sucking the joy out of Halloween?

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Harris Is Joining Forces With the Never Trumpers

They're helping her make the case that keeping Donald Trump out of office is not about party politics.

by Charles Sykes




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


I hesitate to speak for other Never Trumpers, but we've gotten used to losing, haven't we? In three consecutive presidential elections, our doughty gang of dissidents has failed spectacularly in its attempts to shake Donald Trump's grip on the GOP. At this year's Republican National Convention--that great festival of Trumpian celebration--Never Trump Republicanism was invisible, for the second convention in a row. Never Trump writers and pundits have frequently contributed to national media outlets (including here in The Atlantic), but in the GOP itself, the group has been derided and purged.

Now some Never Trumpers are finding a place elsewhere: Last night in Wisconsin, I was invited to moderate a discussion between the Democratic nominee for president, Kamala Harris, and her new ally Liz Cheney. The two had spent the day on a campaign tour through the so-called blue-wall states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Seeing them together felt surreal: As I said at the event, Harris and Cheney make an odd couple--and their alliance is a sign of a not-at-all-normal election. It also marks a crucial shift in the focus of the Democratic case. When Harris launched her campaign this summer, she leaned heavily into a message of joy and good vibes. Her vice-presidential pick, Governor Tim Walz, rose to prominence by calling the Trumpists "weird," rather than an existential menace, as Joe Biden had argued during his campaign. But then the polls tightened, and Harris brought in Liz Cheney.

It's worth taking a moment to reflect on how unlikely this development is. Among many Democratic voters, the name Cheney is radioactive, going back to the years of her father's vice presidency; Liz Cheney herself spent years as a fierce right-wing ideological warrior and party loyalist, rising to the leadership ranks of the House GOP. Cheney was not an original Never Trumper. Unlike those of us who have been publicly expressing our concern since he came down the golden escalator in 2015, Cheney says she voted for Trump twice, and in Congress, she backed his administration more than 90 percent of the time. Then came January 6. Although her disillusionment with Trump had obviously been festering for some time, the insurrection led to Cheney's full-throated denunciation. Her willingness to sacrifice her standing with the party and her seat in Congress made her a symbol of principled GOP resistance. Her role as vice chair of the Select Committee to investigate the January 6 attack on the Capitol made her the most famous Never Trumper in the country.

And there she was Monday night with a Democrat she had once denounced as a dangerous radical. The usual alignments of right and left and Democrat and Republican simply don't apply anymore, because Donald Trump poses a unique danger to the entire American order. "We've never faced a threat like this before," Cheney said, "and I think it's so important for people to realize this republic only survives if we protect it, and that means putting partisan politics aside and standing up for the Constitution and for what's right and loving our country."

This is what Never Trumpers have been shouting into the GOP void for the past nine years. And in the last two weeks of the campaign, Harris and her team have decided to make it their closing argument. Although Harris now frequently refers to Trump as "an unserious man," she also warns that the "consequences" of his return to power are "brutally serious." Sounding that alarm also has meant reaching out to the battered remnants of the Never Trump movement. (Bulwark's publisher, Sarah Longwell--a leading figure of the Never Trump movement--moderated the Harris-Cheney event in Pennsylvania.) Why the Never Trumpers? Because they have been making the case for years that voting against Trump isn't a betrayal of party principles. They are particularly well positioned to argue that it isn't necessary to embrace Democratic policies to vote for Harris, because the stakes are so much higher than mere party politics. And that's an argument that Harris is now trying to make to swing voters. The question is, will that argument actually persuade these voters in the way Harris hopes it will?

The majority of Republican voters across the country will vote for Trump, and Cheney's involvement is unlikely to move many of them. Harris also faces challenges in persuading conservative voters to overlook her past stances on issues such as transgender health care, the Green New Deal, and immigration. Meanwhile, the largest known group of undecideds is unsure about voting at all.

But this election could come down to a sliver of a percent, and the Harris campaign has decided to make a concerted play for disillusioned and discarded Republican voters in places like Waukesha County, where we met Monday night. In April's GOP presidential primary, Nikki Haley won about 14 percent of the vote in Waukesha County. Some of those voters were in the audience Monday when Cheney made it clear to them that voting for a Democrat was okay because Trump should never be allowed in any office of public trust again. Perhaps her words will give a few Republican voters the cover they need to make a decision that might feel like a betrayal but is in fact an act of loyalty to country above all.

Related:

	Hypocrisy, spinelessness, and the triumph of Donald Trump
 	Tom Nichols: The moment of truth






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump: "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had."
 	The improbable coalition that is Harris's best hope
 	There's no coming back from Dobbs.




Today's News

	The Israeli military said that one of its air strikes in early October killed Hashem Safieddine, a top Hezbollah leader who was a potential successor to Hezbollah's recently assassinated longtime leader. Hezbollah did not immediately respond to the claim.
 	A federal judge ordered Rudy Giuliani, a former Trump lawyer and former mayor of New York City, to turn over his New York apartment and his valuable personal items to the two Georgia election workers he defamed.
 	A federal appeals court upheld the conviction of Couy Griffin, the Cowboys for Trump leader who was found guilty of a trespassing charge that was used against many other January 6 defendants.




Evening Read


Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta at home with her children in Santa Cruz, California Jenna Garrett for The Atlantic



This Influencer Says You Can't Parent Too Gently

By Olga Khazan

The kids held it together pretty well until right after gymnastics. At the end of a long day that included school, a chaotic playdate, and a mostly ignored lunch of sandwiches, the parenting coach Chelsey Hauge-Zavaleta picked up her twins from the tumbling gym around 5:30. The two 8-year-olds joined their 6-year-old sister inside Chelsey's silver minivan.
 Chelsey, an energetic 41-year-old, promotes gentle parenting, a philosophy in which prioritizing a good relationship with your kid trumps getting them to obey you. I was tagging along with her family for a few days to see how her strategy--stay calm, name emotions, don't punish kids for acting out--works in practice.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": The worst insult I ever heard as an opera singer
 	The slop candidate




Culture Break


Alex Washburn / AP



Marvel. No one knows how big pumpkins can get, Yasmin Tayag writes. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

Debate. Apparently a whole-grain, seed-coated loaf of bread counts as an ultra-processed food, just like Twinkies, Coke, and sugary cereals, Nicholas Florko writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Election Disinformation Is Getting More Chaotic

A conversation with Elaine Godfrey about what makes this moment so ripe for conspiracy theories

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Earlier this month, as hurricanes ravaged parts of the Southeast, Donald Trump, Elon Musk, and Marjorie Taylor Greene were among those amplifying dangerous disinformation about the storms and recovery efforts. The ensuing social-media chaos, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, was just a preview of what we may see on and after Election Day. I spoke with Elaine, who covers politics, about what makes this moment so ripe for conspiracy theories, the ways online campaigns shape the real world, and how this all could still escalate soon.

Lora Kelley: In your recent story about the disinformation that spread after Hurricanes Helene and Milton, you warned that things would get even more chaotic around election time. What makes this moment so hospitable for disinformation?

Elaine Godfrey: A lot of the things going on now were not happening in the same way in 2020--and even then, we saw plenty of disinformation. One major development is that prominent Republican politicians have brought legal attacks on the institutions and government agencies that are trying to address disinformation. For example, the Stanford Internet Observatory, a think tank that studies the internet, has been effectively sued into oblivion for supposedly suppressing free speech. These lawsuits can have a chilling effect: Some research organizations aren't doing as much as they could to combat disinformation; even labeling posts as disinformation becomes legally worrisome for their team.

Since 2020, we have also seen new organizations crop up--such as the Election Integrity Network--that promote conspiracy theories about and undermine confidence in American elections. It doesn't help that big social-media companies like X and Meta have cut their content-moderation efforts, reducing the time and resources directed toward combating disinformation and false content on their platforms, whether it relates to elections or to hurricanes.

Then there are the recent world conflicts and crises involving Russia, Ukraine, Israel, Gaza, Iran, Lebanon, China. Though foreign actors have often tried to influence American elections in the past, they've ramped up their efforts, and recent wars and global tensions have given them new motivations for interfering in America's political future. Take all of that and add generative AI, which has made major gains in the past two years, and it becomes a perfect storm for disinformation.

Lora: What types of disinformation and conspiracy theories have you seen proliferate in recent weeks--and how do you expect them to evolve as we get closer to the election and the weeks that follow?

Elaine: Usually, when conspiracy theories are successful, it's because there is a grain of truth in them. But a lot of what I'm seeing lately does not even have that. Some of the posts surrounding the hurricane were just shockingly outlandish. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene insinuated that Democrats had sent hurricanes toward Republican areas to influence the election cycle. A self-described "decentralized tech maverick" told Floridians that FEMA would never let them return to their homes if they evacuated.

Another trend is people with huge platforms claiming that they have received text messages from unnamed people who have detailed some explosive new information--but because these posts never name their sources, there's no way to verify the allegations. A lot of that was going on with the hurricanes, some of which Elon Musk helped spread. Around the election, we're going to see a lot of posts like: A friend of a friend at a polling place in Georgia saw something crazy and sent me this text--and there's no number, no name associated.

Election officials are particularly worried about doctored headlines and images concerning polling-place times and locations. We've seen some of that before, but I expect that will be a bigger deal this time. On and after Election Day, the conspiracies will be weirder, and they will spread farther.

Lora: Who is affected in the real world when disinformation spreads online?

Elaine: During Hurricanes Helene and Milton, FEMA officials talked about how its agents were at risk, because there were all these awful and false rumors about what they were doing; FEMA actually limited some in-person community outreach because it was worried about the safety of its officials. Another big concern is that people might have heard a rumor that FEMA won't help Republicans--which isn't true, of course--and because of that, they might avoid seeking the government aid they're entitled to.

When it comes to election-conspiracy mongering, the practical effect is that we have a lot of people who think our democratic process is not safe and secure. To be clear: America's elections are safe and secure. Election workers are also in a really tough position right now. It's not always Democrats getting targeted--in fact, we have seen and will continue to see a lot of diligent, honest Republican election officials being unfairly pressured by their own neighbors who've been hoodwinked by Trump and his allies about election integrity.

If Trump loses, many of his supporters will think it's because the election was fraudulent. They will believe this because he and his political allies have been feeding them this line for years. And as we saw on January 6, that can be dangerous--and deadly.

Lora: Elon Musk has become a vocal Trump supporter, and he has personally amplified disinformation on X, recently boosting false claims about Haitians eating pets and the Democrats wanting to take people's kids. How has he affected the way information is spreading in this election cycle?

Elaine: Elon Musk has millions of followers, and has reengineered X so that his posts pop up first. He has also been repeating false information: Recently he spoke at a town hall about Dominion voting machines and said what a "coincidence" it was that Dominion voting machines are being used in Philadelphia and Maricopa County (which are both key population centers in swing states).

First of all, Dominion machines are not being used in Philadelphia; Philadelphia uses a different type of voting machine. And Dominion won $787 million settling a lawsuit against Fox News last year after the network engaged in this exact kind of talk. You would think that Musk would have learned by now that spreading fake news can be costly.

Lora: Is election disinformation only going to get worse from here?

Elaine: The good thing is that we're better prepared this time. We know what happened in the previous presidential election; we understand the playbook. But tensions are really high right now, and there are so many ways for disinformation to spread--and spread far. It's likely to get worse before it gets better, at least until companies reinvest in their disinformation teams, and our politicians, regardless of party, commit to calling out bad information.

Disinformation is meant to incite fear and muddy the waters. If you see something on social media that sparks an emotional reaction like fear or anger--whether it's someone saying they're being blocked from voting at their polling place or that a certain political party is transporting suitcases of ballots--check it out. Entertain the possibility that it's not true. The likeliest explanation is probably the boring one.

Related:

	November will be worse.
 	The new propaganda war




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Conspiracy theories in small-town Alabama
 	Anne Applebaum: The case against pessimism
 	What would a second Trump administration mean for the Middle East?
 	The perverse consequences of tuition-free medical school




Today's News

	Elon Musk pledged on Saturday to give $1 million each day until Election Day to registered swing-state voters who have signed Musk's political action committee's petition supporting the First and Second Amendments.
 	Disney announced that Morgan Stanley's CEO, James Gorman, will be the company's new board chair in 2025, and that it will name a replacement for Bob Iger, its current CEO, in 2026.
 	The Central Park Five members sued Donald Trump over the allegedly "false and defamatory" statements that he made about their case during the recent presidential debate.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Understanding the real difference between extroverts and introverts can help us better understand how personality is formed, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Ilker Gurer / Gallery Stock



A Moon-Size Hole in Cat Research

By Marina Koren

Like many pet owners, my partner and I have a long list of nonsensical nicknames for our 10-year-old tabby, Ace: sugarplum, booboo, Angela Merkel, sharp claw, clompers, night fury, poof ball. But we reserve one nickname for a very specific time each month, when Ace is more restless than usual in the daytime hours, skulking around from room to room instead of snoozing on a blanket. Or when his evening sprints become turbocharged, and he parkours off the walls and the furniture to achieve maximum speed. On those nights, the moon hangs bright in the dark sky, almost entirely illuminated. Then, we call him the waning gibbous.




Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Tripping on nothing
 	A dissident is built different.
 	Why the oil market is not shocked




Culture Break


Rosalind O'Connor / NBC



Watch. Michael Keaton's recent performance on Saturday Night Live showed off his simple trick: He can go from "regular guy" to awkward eccentric in a heartbeat, Esther Zuckerman writes.

Debate. Is the backlash against Comic Sans, the world's most hated font, finally ending?

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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Five Stories for Autumn Lovers

These Sunday reads look at the shifting fall season, how Starbucks perfected the pumpkin spice latte, 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.


The pumpkin patch was a sweaty place to visit this year. My friends and I made our annual trip to Maryland to buy apple-cider donuts, admire the changing leaves, and get lost in a stunningly complicated corn maze--but we hadn't accounted for the sun beating down on us, peaking near 80 degrees in early October.

As I swatted the yellowjackets away from my food, I longed for the October I had experienced just two years ago, on a trip to the same farm: the cool, misty weather; the prevalence of knitwear; the diminished threat of sunburn. Finally, weeks later, the autumn I love is creeping back. Here are some stories I've compiled for the sweater-wearing, Halloween-observing, pumpkin-spice-drinking readers.



A Fall Reading List

What Do Professional Apple Farmers Think of People Who Pick Apples for Fun?

"It must be an East Coast or urban thing."


By Joe Pinsker

How Starbucks Perfected Autumn

The pumpkin spice latte has defined fall for 20 years.


By Ian Bogost

Autumnal Tints

"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."


By Henry David Thoreau

How Much Can the Seasons Bend Before They Break?

Yearly weather patterns are changing. Our traditions need to keep up.


By Ferris Jabr

The Everlasting Joy of Terrifying Children

Pop-horror writers like R. L. Stine see fear and storytelling the way the Victorians did.


By Adrienne LaFrance



The Week Ahead

	Venom: The Last Dance, an action film about a man and an alien symbiote (in theaters Friday)
 	Before, a psychological-thriller miniseries about a child psychiatrist who comes across a troubled young boy (streaming Friday on Apple TV+)
 	My Good Bright Wolf, a memoir by Sarah Moss about girlhood, food, and the conflict between the body and the mind (out Tuesday)




Essay


PhotoAlto / Ale Ventura / Getty



The 'Peak Obesity' Illusion

By Daniel Engber

Taken on its own, the number is astonishing. According to the CDC, as of August 2023, 40.3 percent of U.S. adults--some 100 million people--met the clinical definition for obesity. But this same estimate, which is based on National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey numbers gathered between 2021 and 2023, also seems remarkably low compared with prior readouts. For the first time in more than a decade, NHANES data hint that our obesity epidemic is no longer growing.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine
 	We're still living in a Fight Club world.
 	Seven true stories that read like thrillers
 	"Dear James": Should I break up with my Trump-loving partner?




Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	A Trump loyalist on the brink
 	Yahya Sinwar's death was preordained, Graeme Wood writes.
 	Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini, Anne Applebaum writes.




Photo Album


A woman photographs artwork from the "Sculpture by the Sea" exhibition at Bondi Beach. (Mark Baker / AP)



Check out these photos of the week showing a heart-shaped lake in Germany, sculptures by the sea in Australia, a wife-carrying race in Maine, Halloween lights in England, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Real Differences Between Introverts and Extroverts

Understanding these two types of personalities can help us better understand how personality is formed.

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.


One of the many effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on Americans' social lives was that it allowed introverts and extroverts to understand each other better. "In ordinary times, American introverts are like cats living in Dogland: underappreciated, uncomfortable, and slightly out of place," Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2021. "A side effect of shutting down the world was to turn it into Catland, at least for a little while. That gave the introverts a chance to lord their solitary comfort over the rest of us, for once."

Each introvert has their own appetite for socializing, and extroverts still need alone time to recharge. Many people also fall somewhere in the middle, just trying to navigate the business of being human. Ultimately, Brooks argues, if introverts and extroverts can learn from one another, both will benefit. Understanding these two types of personalities can help us better understand how personality is formed, and how it changes. Today's newsletter explores what introvert/extrovert labels can actually tell us about people, and what they can't explain.



On Introverts and Extroverts

The Nocturnals

By Faith Hill

While most people are fast asleep, some ultra-introverts are going about their lives, reveling in the quiet and solitude. They challenge a core assumption of psychology: that all humans need social connection.

Read the article.

What Introverts and Extroverts Can Learn From Each Other

By Arthur C. Brooks

Going against your instincts can help make you happier.

Read the article.

Caring for Your Introvert

By Jonathan Rauch

The habits and needs of a little-understood group (From 2003)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Make room, introverts--everyone needs time to recharge. A new study suggests that socializing is always tiring, regardless of personality, Julie Beck wrote in 2016.
 	A crucial character trait for happiness: Don't curb your enthusiasm, Arthur C. Brooks advises.




Other Diversions

	A baffling movie backed by Godfather money
 	Couples therapy, but for siblings
 	Six books that feel like watching a movie




P.S.


Courtesy of Wendy MacLeod



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "My husband took this photo of the afternoon light on the terrace outside the kitchen door on an ordinary late afternoon in September, when the hydrangeas and the star clematis were blooming," Wendy MacLeod, 65, in Gambier, Ohio, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel
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Trump's 'Day of Love' Caps a Bizarre Week

The former president's mental coherence continues to unravel in public.

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.


You know the expression and what it means, but I will use only the abbreviation: WTF. In military circles, it is rendered as "Whiskey Tango Foxtrot." On the show The Good Place, it is "What the fork." I think I have a pretty good vocabulary, but I find myself at a loss for any other way to describe a week in American electoral politics that must rank among the most bizarre in modern times.

Trump, of course, tops the leaderboard for gobsmacking moments, and this week, his comments ran the gamut from vile to hilarious to head-scratching. Even so, nothing could match his description of the January 6 insurrection--one of the darkest moments in American political history--as "a day of love."

This vertigo-inducing moment occurred during Trump's Univision town hall two nights ago. A Cuban American construction worker named Ramiro Gonzalez said that he was "disturbed" by Trump's behavior on January 6 but wanted to give Trump a chance to win back his vote. Trump's answer was a slurry of sentence fragments and passive constructions, but its mendacity was unmistakable:

Some of those people went down to the Capitol, I said, peacefully and patriotically, nothing done wrong at all. Nothing done wrong. And action was taken, strong action. Ashli Babbitt was killed. Nobody was killed. There were no guns down there. We didn't have guns. The others had guns, but we didn't have guns. And when I say "we," these are people that walk down, this was a tiny percentage of the overall, which nobody sees and nobody shows.


Everything was fine, you see, but "action was taken." By someone. For some reason. Note also that Trump aligns himself with the insurrectionists: "We" didn't have guns; "they" had them. (This is a lie: Some of the rioters were armed.) And then Trump concluded: "But that was a day of love, from the standpoint of millions ..."

A "day of love" is one way to put it. Other ways to put it, of course, are "one of the worst days for American law enforcement since 9/11" and "the first time a hostile force carrying Confederate flags managed to breach the Capitol." In response to Trump's words, the former Capitol police officer Aquilino Gonell went on X and posted a video of the mob attacking him. "Here's me receiving an outpouring amount of affection during the 'day of love,'" he said, adding, "They almost loved me to death."

Gonzalez has now said that he was not convinced by Trump's response and will not be voting for him. But millions of other voters have continued to support Trump despite his obvious approval of this brutal attack on our constitutional order. I had hoped, however, that by now, Trump might be shunned among political and cultural leaders--at least by those who have not already bent the knee. After everything Trump has said and done, why would any decent person want him to stand among a group of dignitaries while he curses, makes bad jokes, and does some of his usual rally shtick?

Which brings me to the Al Smith dinner.

The Smith dinner, named after one of the great governors of New York (and the first Catholic major-party nominee for president), is a formal-dress charity event hosted by the Catholic archbishop of New York. Politicians attend (especially during an election year) to give speeches and engage in some good-natured banter and camaraderie.

Trump, of course, has no evident good nature. His previous in-person appearance at the dinner was in 2016, and it was so shameful and mean-spirited that, as The New York Times noted this morning, Trump and his wife "slunk out of the room the second it was over." This year was no better. Kamala Harris had the good sense not to attend, and sent a video message instead. (It wasn't very good comedy, but so it goes.) Trump showed up in person, however, and made sure to be just as offensive and rude as he had been eight years before.

The point is not that Trump is too bilious to be funny; the point is that Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer, Archbishop Timothy Dolan, and many others who should know better sat there and pretended that Trump was just a regular political candidate soft-shoeing his way through an Al Smith dinner. All of these people should have refused to share a stage with Trump, but the dinner was another example of what Jonathan Last acidly--and rightly--calls "Kabuki Normality," the careful pretense that all is well, and that appearing with a convicted felon, a man found liable for sexual abuse, a racist and a misogynist and a "fascist to the core," is just another day at the office for the leader of New York's Catholics and the senior Democratic senator from New York.

Elsewhere, Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, has finally decided to take a stand on a question he's been weaseling out of answering for weeks: Did Trump lose to Joe Biden? "No," he said to a reporter during a question-and-answer session at an event in Pennsylvania this week. "I think there are serious problems in 2020. So, did Donald Trump lose the election? Not by the words that I would use, okay? ... I really couldn't care less if you agree or disagree with me on this issue."

Even by the Ohio senator's standards of disdain, this signals a new level of contempt. Yet Vance's embracing of the Trump campaign's Big Lie caused barely a ripple in the national consciousness today--because Trump was busy flooding the zone with nutty, baffling answers on Fox & Friends this morning.

Asked who his favorite president was when he was little, Trump said, "Ronald Reagan." Reagan took office when Trump was in his mid-30s. Trump went on to claim that Fox staffers wrote some of his jokes for the Smith dinner (which Fox denied). He did his usual riffs about Harris and her IQ; said that if she is elected, we will no longer have cows--no, I don't get it either--and disparaged Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln was "probably a great president," Trump allowed, "although I've always said, why wasn't that settled?"

He meant the Civil War.

Trump finished up by saying he was going to go talk to Fox owner Rupert Murdoch and demand that Murdoch stop Fox from running "negative" Harris-campaign ads about Trump--"and then we're going to have a victory."

It's normal to both express shock and laugh at such things, but none of this is funny. Trump is unfit to enter the White House. He is unstable, disordered, and morally repulsive. Yet today, the election could be a coin toss. If Trump wins, in January, he will sit behind the Resolute desk, and military aides will once again walk him through the process to order the use of nuclear weapons.

No phrase or expletive is enough to capture that terrifying possibility.

Related:

	Trump isn't bluffing.
 	Trump breaks down onstage.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini, Anne Applebaum writes.
 	Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus.
 	The "peak obesity" illusion




Today's News

	A federal judge ordered the release of heavily redacted documents in Special Counsel Jack Smith's federal election-subversion case against Donald Trump.
 	A federal judge yesterday ordered the DeSantis administration to stop threatening to bring criminal charges against TV broadcasters for running an ad supporting abortion rights.
 	Hamas confirmed that its leader, Yahya Sinwar, was killed in Gaza by the Israeli military. Hamas and Israel continue to show resistance to ending the war.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: AI executives are suddenly saying that superintelligence is just around the corner, Matteo Wong writes. But these prophecies might not come from a place of strength.
 	The Books Briefing: Who owns an idea? Cases of loose inspiration or coincidental convergences in art force us to rethink what originality really means, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Mark Pernice



The Weak Science Behind Psychedelics

By Olga Khazan

No psychiatric treatment has attracted quite as much cash and hype as psychedelics have in the past decade. Articles about the drugs' surprising results--including large improvements on depression scores and inducing smokers to quit after just a few doses--earned positive coverage from countless journalists (present company included). Organizations researching psychedelics raised millions of dollars, and clinicians promoted their potential to be a "new paradigm" in mental-health care. Michael Pollan's 2018 psychedelics book, How to Change Your Mind, became a best seller and a Netflix documentary. Psychedelics were made out to be a safe solution for society's most challenging mental-health problems.
 But the bubble has started to burst.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A radical vision of the sick body
 	The scourge of "win probability" in sports
 	The age of AI child abuse is here.
 	The collapse of the Khamenei Doctrine




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Chris Gardner / Getty; Sam Hodde / Getty.



Game on. Jake Retzlaff is in a strange position as Brigham Young University's star quarterback, McKay Coppins writes. As a Jewish student, he represents one of the university's smallest minorities--and he's also one of its most famous students.

Read. Alia Trabucco Zeran's new novel, Clean, is a domestic thriller that shatters Chilean myths.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I took a shot at Harris's recorded contribution to the Smith dinner, but Harris herself was fine. She has reasonable comic timing and made a few chuckle-worthy comments. But her video featured the actor Molly Shannon as "Mary Katherine Gallagher," a character Shannon created for Saturday Night Live when she was a cast member, back in the 1990s. I have nothing against Shannon, but I've never liked that character--and neither did audiences when the skit moved to the big screen. Superstar has a rating of 32 percent on Rotten Tomatoes, and having seen parts of it--I could not sit through a full viewing--I'd say that's generous.

I watched the very first episode of SNL in 1975: I was 14, and there was no way I was going to miss George Carlin. The show is part of my American pop-culture DNA, and I have acquired a mental encyclopedia of its characters, good and bad, by televisual osmosis. We all remember the greats: I recently watched an old episode of Mission: Impossible featuring Fernando Lamas, and all I could hear was Billy Crystal. I even remember characters from SNL's disastrous 1980-81 season. (In the '90s, Julia Sweeney's character "Pat," the star of a skit about a person of indeterminate gender, got a movie too. It was so bad that its distributor took it off the release schedule almost immediately after its premiere; it has the infamous zero percent rating on Rotten Tomatoes.)

I get that Mary Katherine is a Catholic character and the context was the Al Smith dinner, but this election season is straining my sense of humor.

-- 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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Big Tech Has Given Itself an AI Deadline

Why are AI execs suddenly saying that superintelligence is just around the corner?

by Matteo Wong




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.


Even for Silicon Valley, where executives have spent the past two years likening their chatbots to fire, electricity, and nuclear weapons, the past few months have been extraordinary. Some of the most important and well-respected figures in AI have recently said they are very close to building superintelligent software. So close, in fact, that they are giving themselves deadlines.

Bots that are far smarter than humans will arrive by 2030, the recent Nobel laureate Demis Hassabis, who runs Google DeepMind, said in August. Or in a "few thousand days," according to OpenAI CEO Sam Altman in September. Or, if you listen to Dario Amodei--the chief executive of Anthropic and perhaps Altman's biggest rival--by 2026. "Many will be literally moved to tears," he wrote in a self-published essay this month. It will be a future, the AI leaders claim, free from disease, climate change, and poverty.

But these prophecies might not come from a place of strength, as I wrote yesterday. The energy, water, and capital demands of generative AI are astonishing, requiring perhaps trillions of dollars of spending this decade alone. Revenue hasn't kept up, so one way for these companies to maintain the flow of investment dollars is to double down on the hype. "That omniscient computer programs will soon end all disease is worth any amount of spending today," I wrote. This might be AI's more important "rhetorical scaling law: bold prediction leading to lavish investment that requires a still-more-outlandish prediction, and so on."




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The AI Boom Has an Expiration Date

By Matteo Wong

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	OpenAI takes its mask off: "Of course, the money won, and Altman ended up on top," Karen Hao writes.
 	For now, there's only one good way to power AI: "Nuclear power and chatbots might be a perfect match," I wrote earlier this month.




P.S.

Did parallel parking trip up your first, or second, or third driver's test? Future generations may not have to suffer in the same way. Although self-driving cars remain far off, self-parking cars are already on their way to becoming the norm, my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany writes.

-- Matteo
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Five House Races to Watch

Democrats face a plausible--but tight--path to regaining control of the House.

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.


Election Day is in a few weeks, but for millions of Americans, early voting in the presidential and downballot races is already under way. Over the next 19 days, how people vote in dozens of swing districts will determine which party takes control of the House of Representatives.

The race for the House looks like "a true toss-up," my colleague Russell Berman, who covers politics, told me. (He also noted that the Democrats he's spoken with lately are "cautiously optimistic"--and some actually seem "a touch more confident about retaking the House than winning the presidency.") To take back control, Democrats need to pick up four seats from Republicans.

Abortion is a key issue that could determine the balance of power in the House, Russell explained, in large part because many of the most important races are happening in suburban areas where significant numbers of college-educated women are expected to turn out. Still, it's unclear whether that issue will actually mobilize blue-state voters who have perceived less of a threat to abortion access. Immigration policy could also come into play; some Democrats are striking a more hawkish tone on the border, Russell said, following a strategy that helped Representative Tom Suozzi win George Santos's former seat in a special election on Long Island earlier this year.

Below are five competitive House races that we're keeping an eye on.

***

New York's Seventeenth District

New York is famously a Democratic stronghold. But in the 2022 midterms, Republicans' sweep of the state's most competitive House races was a key factor that contributed to the Democrats losing control of the House. Now, just north of New York City in a district where 80,000 more Democrats than Republicans are registered, Republican Mike Lawler is trying to defend his seat against former Representative Mondaire Jones in a close race that may help tip the House.

Lawler, who is framing himself as a moderate Republican, has worked to tie Jones to the embattled Democratic New York City Mayor Eric Adams, and he's tried to haunt Jones with his old progressive stances from 2020, when he won a House seat in the Seventeenth District. Democrats have spotlighted Lawler's abortion views--he opposes abortion except in cases of rape or incest, though he does not back a national ban--as a weakness in his campaign. Immigration has been another point of contention because of the recent influx of migrants in New York; both candidates have swiped at each other's record on the border.

Pennsylvania's Tenth District

In Pennsylvania, a must-win swing state for the presidential candidates, a race between a MAGA Republican and a former news anchor could affect the balance of power in the House. Republican Representative Scott Perry is fighting to hold onto his seat against a challenge from Janelle Stelson, who became a local celebrity thanks to her decades on air. In a recent dispatch from the district, Russell described Perry as "the most vulnerable Trump loyalist in the House," in part because of his baggage related to January 6 (he reportedly tried to install an attorney general who would help Trump stay in power).

Stelson carries little political baggage as a longtime news anchor and first-time candidate. A former registered Republican and self-identified centrist, she has taken a stronger stance on immigration than many Democrats, and she declined to endorse Vice President Kamala Harris until recently. But she's largely aligned with her party on abortion: Stelson has said that the overturning of Roe v. Wade fueled her decision to run as a Democrat, and Perry recently said that he wouldn't rule out voting for a national abortion ban.

Washington's Third District

A rematch will take place between Joe Kent, a MAGA loyalist who has denied the outcome of the 2020 presidential election, and Marie Gluesenkamp Perez, a vulnerable Democrat who won in an upset in 2022. That the Trump-backed Kent, rather than the district's more moderate Republican incumbent, ran (and lost) in the district in 2022 was a "self-inflicted wound" that was "emblematic of how poor Republican choices and MAGA purity tests hurt the party in races up and down the ticket," my colleague David Graham wrote at the time.

Washington's Third District is a primarily rural area that voted for Trump in 2016 and 2020. In the House, Perez sometimes crosses the aisle to vote with Republicans on certain issues, including student-loan-debt relief, raising the ire of party loyalists. In July, she went where few Democrats did: Shortly after President Joe Biden withdrew from the race, she released a statement that appeared to cast doubt on his fitness to serve the rest of his term.

Arizona's First District 

Republican Representative David Schweikert, who is seeking his eighth term in the House, is running against Democrat Amish Shah, an ER physician turned state representative. Arizona's First District, with its large share of college-educated suburban voters, is considered a bellwether district in a state that could determine the outcome of the presidential election.

Republicans have framed Shah as "an extreme liberal," sympathetic to socialism and raising taxes in a race where taxes and border security are key issues. But abortion is also top of mind for many voters--a measure that would codify the right to abortion in Arizona will be on the state's November ballot--and Schweikert repeatedly co-sponsored a bill that would have banned nearly all abortions nationwide.

California's Forty-Seventh District

California, like New York, is sure to go to Harris in the presidential race. But across the state, a handful of House races remain highly competitive. In Orange County's affluent Forty-Seventh District, Democratic State Senator Dave Min and the Republican attorney Scott Baugh are facing off in a tight race that both parties have identified as a key target to win in 2024. The two candidates are vying to take over the seat currently occupied by Democratic Representative Katie Porter, who opted to run instead for the late Senator Dianne Feinstein's seat (a bid that failed in part because a tech-backed campaign spent $10 million attacking Porter for being insufficiently crypto-friendly).

The number of registered Democrats and Republicans in the district is nearly equal, and Orange County's growing Asian American and Latino populations have helped shift left the area once known as a conservative bastion. Min and Baugh will likely need to court the vote of independents to win, with a focus on the local issues including the economy and crime.

Related:

	Seven Senate races to watch
 	The New York race that could tip the House






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Israel has won the war, Franklin Foer writes. Can it win the peace?
 	Ron Brownstein: Kamala Harris's closing argument
 	Donald Trump's roomful of suspiciously friendly women
 	Mike Pence is haunting this election.




Today's News

	Israeli forces killed Yahya Sinwar, Hamas's top leader, in southern Gaza, officials confirmed today.
 	A grand jury in Georgia indicted the 14-year-old Apalachee High School shooter and his father on murder charges for a mass shooting last month that left four people dead.
 	The Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Los Angeles agreed yesterday to pay $880 million to 1,353 victims of clergy sexual abuse, the largest single child-sex-abuse settlement involving a single Catholic archdiocese.






Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Eleanor Roosevelt was ahead of her time, Helen Lewis writes. The beloved first lady was as visible as her husband in the White House.
 	Work in Progress: On the whole, Democrats are pro-EV and Republicans are not, Matteo Wong writes. Partisanship only partly explains the difference.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



A Calculator's Most Important Button Has Been Removed

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The AI boom has an expiration date.
 	What is this "post-birth abortion" Donald Trump keeps talking about? 
 	Arthur C. Brooks: Why humility is the key to well-being
 	What does that dog bark mean?




Culture Break


Dr. Sherif Abdallah Ahmed, Tanta, Egypt



Check out. These are the stunning results of the 2024 Small World Photomicrography Competition--a contest that invites photographers and scientists to submit images of all things visible under a microscope.

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

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.

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 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.
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                [image: Along a shoreline, a person takes a photograph of a sculpture that is shaped like a giant banana with a shark's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman photographs artwork from the "Sculpture by the Sea" exhibition at Bondi Beach, in Sydney, Australia, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People operate a giant mechanical puppet, shaped like a mythical scorpion with the torso of a horned woman.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Operators work on "Lilith," the guardian of darkness, built for the Hellfest metal festival, in Toulouse, France, on October 15, 2024. Lilith is one of the characters in the French company La Machine's urban opera "The Guardian of the Temple Opus II: The Portal of Darkness," which will be presented on October 25, 26, and 27 in Toulouse.
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                [image: A person takes a photograph of two people, one wearing a full-head cat mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants pose for a photograph during the Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan. The annual festival invites participants to embrace their feline side by dressing up as cats and showcasing their playful spirit.
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                [image: A close view of a snoozy panda cub]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 15, 2024, a still-unnamed panda cub is pictured during a media presentation of one of the panda twins born on August 22 at the zoo in Berlin, Germany.
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                [image: A person lies in a tub filled with dried leaves, wearing headphones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor lies in a tub filled with dried leaves, as part of an interactive artwork by Serbian conceptual artist Marina Abramovic, on the opening day of her first exhibition in China, titled "Transforming Energy," in Shanghai, on October 11, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
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                [image: A person wearing a spiky costume hat plays a game, swinging a conker, or horse-chestnut seed, on a string.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitor Neil Morbey wears a conker-themed hat as he takes part in the annual World Conker Championships in Southwick, England, on October 13, 2024.
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                [image: A man runs in a race while carrying a woman upside down on his back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nic Vinsonhaler carries Tara Rogowski while competing in the North American Wife Carrying Championship at the Sunday River ski resort, in Newry, Maine, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: A woman takes a photo of a young girl surrounded by pumpkins.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl surrounded by pumpkins is photographed by her mother at Sanders Farm in Castrop-Rauxel, Germany, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A model dressed as a witch poses behind a "smoking" cauldron prop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model dressed as a witch poses beside light installations during the media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: An effigy of a mythical demon king goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An effigy of the mythical demon king Ravana goes up in flames to mark the end of Dussehra festival in Jammu, India, on October 12, 2024. Dussehra commemorates the triumph of Lord Rama over Ravana, the victory of good over evil.
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                [image: A soccer fan cheers while wearing a huge, colorful feathered hat shaped like a big cat's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan of Colombia cheers for his team before the start of the 2026 FIFA World Cup South American qualifiers football match between Colombia and Chile, at the Roberto Melendez Metropolitan stadium, in Barranquilla, Colombia, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A monkey climbs on a huge golden statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A monkey climbs on a statue outside the Rangiri Dambulla Cave Temple, in Dambulla, Sri Lanka, on October 14, 2024.
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                [image: Pigeons fly in front of a very large statue of a Buddhist deity.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pigeons fly past a statue of Guanyin, a deity venerated in Buddhism, at a temple in Keelung, Taiwan, on October 14, 2024.
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                [image: People watch as a couple dozen parachutes fall to the ground, each carrying crates.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian aid packages dropped from planes parachute to the ground in the Al-Mawasi area, as Israeli attacks continue in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: Many dozens of sailboats cluster together during a regatta.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Barcolana, billed as "the largest sailing regatta in the world," from Trieste, Italy, on October 13, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of hundreds of mourners standing side by side in rows, at a funeral.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mourners attend the collective funeral for 19 victims of a landslide caused by recent floods in Jablanica, Bosnia, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an enormous apartment block in Hong Kong]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on October 14, 2024, shows apartment blocks in Tung Chung, on Lantau Island, in Hong Kong.
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                [image: Dozens of flat mirror panels reflect sunlight upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fields of heliostat mirrors reflect sunlight at the site of the Dunhuang Shouhang 100MW Tower Solar Thermal Power Generation Project, in Gansu province, China, on October 16, 2024.
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                [image: Sunlight streams into the interior of a basilica, as people stand and pray inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees pray next to votive candles while paying tribute to Our Lady of Aparecida, national patroness of Brazil, at the Basilica of the National Shrine in Aparecida, Sao Paulo State, Brazil, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a single person using a shovel to move rows of corn that have been laid out to dry]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer dries corn in a yard in Yantai in east China's Shandong province on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person sits in a forest, among trees whose trunks have been painted many different colors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 12, 2024, a young man sits in "The Colored Forest," in the village of Poienari, Romania, a project by local artists meant to raise awareness of large-scale deforestation due to excessive logging.
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                [image: A large rocket takes off from a launchpad.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The SpaceX Starship lifts off from Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, for the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket Sunday as it returned to the launch pad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sergio Flores / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A floating platform supports tall scaffolding that has been decorated with oil candles that form an image of people in a boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boats float down the river in a competition on October 14, 2024, in Nakhon Phanom, Thailand. The illuminated boat procession, held at the end of Buddhist Lent, is an event along the Mekong River. Boats lit with patterns of candles and lanterns move down the river in honor of the Buddha. Different districts compete to create boat displays with detailed and complex designs.
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                [image: People parade through a crowd in costume, dressed as a many-armed Hindu goddess.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee dressed as Goddess Kali takes part in a procession during Kulasai Dasara festival celebrations in Kulasekharapatnam, in India's Tamil Nadu state, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: A shirtless miner, covered in coal dust, walks in a mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A miner works at the CSM hard-coal mine, which is the last hard-coal mine of the Czech Republic and operated by the OKD mining company, on October 14, 2024, in the village of Stonava, near Karvina, Czech Republic.
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                [image: A deer walks through a forested area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fallow deer strolls through Jaegersborg Dyrehave forest park, in Kongens Lyngby, north of Copenhagen, Denmark, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A woman with red hand-shaped face paint attends a protest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman with a painted face attends a protest against violence toward women in Istanbul, Turkey, on October 12, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises beyond a large neon cowboy sign, which appears to point at the moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises beyond a neon Big Tex at the State Fair of Texas, in Dallas, on October 16, 2024.
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                [image: A visitor poses in front of a large sculpture of a sleeping child.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor poses in front of a sculpture in the Gobi desert in Guazhou, Gansu province, China, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a wedding dress poses for a photo, standing in the middle of a two-lane road in the desert, with picturesque buttes rising in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist poses for wedding photos in Monument Valley, Arizona, on October 11, 2024.
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                [image: A comet appears in the night sky above the horizon in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet C/2023 A3 (Tsuchinshan-ATLAS) appears in the western sky shortly after sunset above rock formations in the Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area on October 13, 2024, in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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                [image: A person stands near a sculpture of an astronaut, along a shoreline, just before dawn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The work "Naught: Bondi" by Milarky, part of the "Sculpture by the Sea" exhibition, is seen pre-dawn on October 18, 2024, in Sydney, Australia.
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                [image: A whale leaps out of the water as a container ship sails behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A whale leaps out of the water as a container ship sails behind, off Sydney's Bondi Beach, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a lake in the shape of a heart]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a heart-shaped lake, seen in Rodgau, near Frankfurt, Germany, on October 12, 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/10/photos-of-the-week-big-tex-giant-regatta-leaf-bath/680291/
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